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CHAPTER ONE

T HE PRINCE WASDEAD.

Since the king was not, no unseemly rgoicing dared show inthe
faces of the men atop the castle gate. Merely, Ingrey thought, afurtive
relief. Even that was extinguished asthey watched Ingrey'stroop of
riders clatter under the gate's vaulting into the narrow courtyard. They
recognized who he was-and, therefore, who must have sent him.

Ingrey's sweet grew clammy under hisleether jerkinin the damp
dullness of the autumn morning. The chill seemed cupped within the
cobbled yard, funneled down by the whitewashed wadls. The lightly
armed courier bearing the news had raced from the prince's hunting
Sedt here at Boar's Head Castle to the hallow king's hall at Easthomein
just two days. Ingrey and his men, though more heavily equipped, had
made the return journey in scarcely moretime. Asacastle groom
scurried to take hishorse's bridle, Ingrey swung down and straightened
his scabbard, fingerslingering only briefly on the reassuring coolness of
his sword hilt.

The late Prince Boleso's housemaster, Rider Ulkra, appeared
around the keep from wherever held been lurking when Ingrey's troop
had been spied climbing the road. Stout, usualy stolid, he was
breathless now with apprehension and hurry. He bowed. “Lord Ingrey.
Welcome. Will you take drink and meat?’

“I've no need. Seeto these, though.” He gestured to the half
dozen men who followed him. Thetroop's lieutenant, Rider Gesca,
gave him an acknowledging nod of thanks, and Ulkra delivered men
and horsesinto the hands of the castle servants.

Ingrey followed Ulkra up the short flight of stepsto the
thick-planked main doors. “What have you done so far?’

Ulkralowered hisvoice. “Waited for ingructions.” Worry



scored hisface; the men in Boleso's service were not long on initiative
at the best of times. “Well, we moved the body into the cool. We could
not leave it where it was. And we secured the prisoner.”

What sequence, for this unplessant inspection?“I'll see the body
firg,” Ingrey decided.

“Yes, my lord. Thisway. We cleared one of the butteries”

They passed through the cluttered hdl, thefirein its cavernous
fildstone fireplace allowed to burn low, the few red coa's haf-hidden
in the ashes doing nothing to improve the discomfort of the chamber. A
shaggy deerhound, gnawing a bone on the hearth, growled a them
from the shadows. Down a gtaircase, through a kitchen where a cook
and scullionsfell slent and made themselves small asthey passed,
down again into achilly chamber ill lit by two smdl windowshighinthe

rocky walls.

Thelittle room was presently unfurnished but for two trestles, the
boards laid across them, and the sheeted shape that lay silently upon
the boards. Reflexively, Ingrey sgned himsdf, touching foreheed, lip,
navel, groin, and heart, spreading his hand over hisheart: one
theologica point for each of thefive gods.
Daughter-Bastard-Mother-Father-Son. And where were all of You
when this happened?

Aslngrey waited for his eyesto adjust to the shadows, Ulkra
swalowed, and said, “ The halow king-how did he take the news?’

“Itishard to say,” said Ingrey, with politic vagueness.
“Sedmadter Lord Hetwar sent me.”

“Of course”

Ingrey could read little in the housemaster's reaction, except the
obvious, that Ulkrawas glad to be handing responsbility for thisonto
someone else. Uneadlly, Ulkrafolded back the pae cloth covering his
dead master. Ingrey frowned at the body.

Prince Boleso kin Stagthorne had been the youngest of the
halow king's surviving-of the halow king's sons, Ingrey corrected his



thought in flight. Boleso was till ayoung man, for al he had cometo
hisfull growth and strength some years ago. Tdl, muscular, he shared
thelong jaw of hisfamily, masked with ashort brown beard. The
darker brown hair of his head was tangled now, and matted with

blood. His booming energy was stilled; drained of it, hisfacelost its
former fascination, and left Ingrey wondering how he had once been
fooled into thinking it handsome. He moved forward, hands cradling the
skull, probing the wound. Wounds. The shattered bone benegth the
scalp gave beneath histhumbs pressure on either sde of apair of deep
lacerations, blackened with dried gore.

“What wegpon did this?’

“The prince's own war hammer. It was on the stand with his
armor, in hisbedchamber.”

“How very...unexpected. Tohimaswel.” Grimly, Ingrey
consdered the fates of princes. All hisshort life, according to Hetwar,
Boleso had been dternately petted and neglected by parents and
servants both, the natura arrogance of his blood tainted with a
precarious hunger for honor, fame, reward. The arrogance-or wasiit
the anxiety?had bloated of |ate to something overweening, desperately
out of balance. And that which is out of balance.. falls.

The prince wore a short open robe of worked wool, lined with
fur, blood-splashed. He must have been wearing it when held died.
Nothing more. No other recent wounds marked his pale skin. When
the housemaster said they had waited for instructions, Ingrey decided,
he had understated the case. The prince's retainers had evidently been
s0 benumbed by the shocking event, they had not even dared wash or
garb the corpse. Grime darkened the folds of Boleso's body...no, not
grime. Ingrey ran afinger dong agroove of chill flesh, and stared warily
at the smear of color, dull blue and stamen yellow and, wherethey
blended, asickly green. Dye, paint, some colored powder? The dark
fur of theinner robe, too, showed faint smears.

Ingrey straightened, and hiseyefell on what he had &t first taken
for abundle of furslaid dong the far wall. He stepped closer and kndlt.



It was a dead |leopard. Leopardess, he amended, turning the
beast partly over. Thefur was fine and soft, fascinating benegath his
hands. He traced the cold, curving ears, the stiff white whiskers, the
pattern of dark whorls upon golden silk. He picked up one heavy paw,
feding the leathery pads, the thick ivory claws. The claws had been
clipped. A red silk cord was bound tightly around the neck, biting
deeply into the fur. Itsend was cut off. Ingrey'shairs prickled, a
reaction he quelled.

Ingrey glanced up. Ulkra, watching him, looked even more
bleskly blank than before.

“Thisisno creature of our woods. Wherein theworld did it
comefrom?’

Ulkracleared histhroat. “ The prince obtained it from some
Darthacan merchants. He proposed to start amenagerie here at the
cadtle. Or possibly trainit for hunting. He said.”

“How long ago wasthis?’
“A few weeks. Just before hislady sister stopped here.”

Ingrey fingered the red cord, letting his brows rise. He nodded
at the dead animd. *“ And how did this happen?’

“Wefound it hanging from abeam in the prince's bedroom.
When we, um, went in.”

Ingrey sat back on his hedls. He was beginning to see why no
Templedivine had yet been cdled up to take charge of the funerd rites.
The daubing, the red cord, the oak beam, hinted of an animal not
merdly dain but sacrificed, of someone dabbling in the old heresies, the
forbidden forest magics. Had the sealmaster known of this, when held
sent Ingrey? If so, held given no sign. “Who hung it?’

Withtherdief of aman tdling atruth that could not hurt him,
Ulkrasaid, “I did not see. | could not say. It wasdive, leashed up in
the corner and lying perfectly placidly, when we brought the girl in. We
none of us heard or saw any more after that. Until the screams.”

“Whose screams?”’



“Wdl...thegirl's”

“What was she crying? Or werethey...” Ingrey cut short the just
cries. HEd ashrewd suspicion Ulkrawould be alittle too glad of the
suggestion. “What were her words?’

“Shecried for help.”

Ingrey stood up from the exotic, spotted carcass, hisriding
leathers creaking in the quiet, and let the weight of hisstarefall on
Ulkra. “And you responded-how?’

Ulkraturned his head away. “We had our ordersto guard the
prince'srepose. My lord.”

“Who heard the cries? Yoursdf, and...?

“Two of the prince's guards, who had been told to wait his
pleasure”

“Three strong men, sworn to the prince's protection. Who
stood-where?’

Ulkra's face might have been carved from rock. “In the corridor.
Near hisdoor.”

“Who stood in the corridor not ten feet from his murder, and did
nothing.”

“We dared not. My lord. For he did not call. And anyway, the
screams. .. stopped. We assumed, um, that the girl had yielded hersdlf.
Shewent inwillingly enough.”

Willingly? Or despairingly? “ She was no servant wench. She
was aretainer of Prince Boleso's own lady sister, adowered maiden of
her household. Entrusted to her service by kin Badgerbank, no less.”

“Princess Fara hersdlf yielded her up to her brother, my lord,
when he begged the girl of her.”

Pressured, was how Ingrey had heard the gossip. “Which made
her aretainer of this house. Did it not?’

Ulkraflinched.



“Even amenia deserves better protection of hismasters.”

“Any lord in his cups might strike a servant, and migudge the
force of the blow,” said Ulkrasturdily. The cadences sounded
rehearsed, to Ingrey's ear. How often had Ulkra repeated that excuse
to himsdlf in the depths of the night, these past Sx months?

The ugly incident with the murdered manservant was the reason
Prince Boleso had suffered hisinternd exile to this remote crag. His
known love of hunting made it a dubious punishment, but it had got the
Templeout of theroya selmagter'sthinning hair. Too little payment for
acrime, too much for an accident; Ingrey, who had observed the
shambles next morning for Lord Hetwar before it had al been cleaned
away, had judged it neither.

“Any lord would not then go on to skin and butcher hiskill,
Ulkra. There was more than drink behind that wild act. It was
madness, and we al knew it.” And when the king and hisretainers had
let their judgment be swayed, after that night's fury, by an gpped to
loyalty-not to the prince's own soul's need, but to the appearance, the
reputation of his high house-this disaster had been laid intrain.

Boleso would have been expected to regppear at court in
another half year, duly chastened, or at least duly pretending to be. But
Farahad broken her journey here from her earl-ordainer husband's
holdingsto her father's sickbed, and so her-Ingrey presumed,
pretty-lady-in-waiting had fallen under the bored prince's eye. One
could take one's pick of talesfrom the princesssretinue, arriving barely
before the bad news at the king's hall in Easthome, whether the cursed
girl had yielded her virtuein terror to the prince'simportunate lusts, or
in caculation to her own vaulting ambition.

If it had been calculation, it had gone badly awry. Ingrey sighed.
“Take meto the prince's bedchamber.”

The late prince's room lay high in the central keep. The corridor
outsde was short and dim. Ingrey pictured Boleso's retainers huddled
at thefar end in the wavering candldight, waiting for the screamsto
stop, then had to unset his teeth. The room's solid door featured a



wooden bar ontheinsde, aswell asan iron lock.

The appointments were few and countrified: abed with
hangings, barely long enough for the prince's height, chests, the stand
with his second-best armor in one corner. A scattering of rugson the
wide floorboards. One was soaked with adark stain. The sparse
furnishings|eft just room enough for aquarry to dodge and run, a
gasping chase. To turn at bay and swing...

The windowsto the right of the armor stand were narrow, with
thick wavery circles of glassset in their leads. Ingrey pulled the
casementsinward, swung wide the shutters, and gazed out upon the
green-forested folds of countryside faling away from the crag. Inthe
watery light, wisps of mist rose from the ravineslike the ghosts of
greams. At the bottom of the valey, asmdl farming village hacked out
of the woods pushed back the tide of trees: source, no doubt, of food,
servants, firewood for the castle, al crude and smple.

Thefadl from the sl to the stones below waslethd, the jump to
the walls beyond quite impossible even for anyone dim enough to
wriggle out the opening. In the dark and the rain. No escape by that
route, except to death. A haf turn from the window, the armor stand
would be under a panicked prey's groping hands. A battle-ax, its
handleinlaid with gold and ruddy copper, <till rested there.

The matching war hammer lay tossed upon the rumpled bed. Its
claw-rimmed iron head-very like an animal's paw-was smeared with
dried gore like the blotch on the rug. Ingrey measured it againgt his
palm, noted the congruity with the wounds he had just seen. The
hammer had been swung two-handed, with al the strength that terror
might lend. But only awoman's strength, after al. The prince,
hal f-stunned-ha f-mad?-had apparently kept coming. The second blow
had been harder.

Ingrey strolled the length of the room, looking al around and
then up at the beams. Ulkra, hands clutching one another, backed out
of hisway. Just above the bed dangled afrayed length of red cord.
Ingrey stepped up on the bed frame, drew his belt knife, stretched
upward, cut it through, and tucked the coil away in hisjerkin.



He jumped down and turned to the hovering Ulkra. “Boleso is
to be buried at Easthome. Have his wounds and his body
washed-more thoroughly-and pack him in st for transport. Find a
cart, ateam-better hitch two pairs, with the mud on the roads-and a
competent driver. Set the prince's guards as outriders, their ineptitude
can do him no more harm now. Clean thisroom, set the kegp to rights,
gppoint a caretaker, and follow on with the rest of his household and
vauables” Ingrey's gaze drifted around the chamber. Nothing else
here...“Burn the leopard. Scatter its ashes.”

Ulkragulped and nodded. “When do you wish to depart, my
lord? Will you stay the night?”

Should he and his captive travel with the dow cortege, or push
on ahead? He wanted to be away from this place as swiftly ashe
could-it made his neck muscles ache-but the light was shortening with
autumn's advent, and the day was half-spent aready. 1 must spesk to
the prisoner before | decide. Take meto her.”

It was a brief step, down one floor to awindowless, but dry,
storeroom. Not dungeon, certainly not guest room, the choice of
prisons bespoke a deep uncertainty over the status of its occupant.
Ulkrarapped on the door, cdled, “My lady? Y ou have avisitor,”
unlocked it, and swung it wide. Ingrey stepped forward.

From the darkness, apair of glowing eyesflashed up at him like
some greet cat'sfrom acovert, in aforest that whispered. Ingrey
recoiled, hand flying to his hilt. His blade had rasped hafway out when
hiselbow struck the jamb, pain tingling hotly from shoulder to
fingertips, he backed farther to gain turning room, to lunge and sirike.

Ulkras gtartled grip fell on hisforearm. The housemaster was
daring a himin astonishmen.

Ingrey froze, then jerked away so that Ulkramight not fed his
trembling. Hisfirst concern wasto quell the violent impulse blaring
through hislimbs, cursing hislegacy anew-he had not been caught by
surprise by it Snce...for alongtime. | deny you, wolf-within. You
shall not ascend. He did hisblade back into its sheath, snicked it



firmly home, dowly unwrapped hisfingers, and placed hispam flat
againg hisleather-clad thigh.

He gtared again into thelittle room, forcing sense upon hismind.
In the shadows, the ghostly shape of ayoung woman wasrisng froma
straw pallet on the floor. There seemed to be bedding enough, a
down-stuffed quilt, tray and pitcher, a covered chamber pot,
necessities decently addressed. This prison secured; it did not, yet,
punish.

Ingrey licked dry lips. “I cannot seeyou in that den.” And what
| saw, | disavow. “Stepinto thelight.”

Thelift of achin, thetoss of adark mane; she padded forward.
Shewore afinelinen dress dyed pae yelow, embroidered with flowers
aong the curving neckline; if not court dress, then certainly clothing of a
maiden of rank. A dark brown spatter crossed it in adiagond. In the
light, her tumbling black hair grew reddish. Brilliant hazel eyeslooked
not up, but across, a Ingrey. Ingrey was of middle height for aman,
compactly built; the girl waswell grown for her sex, to match him so.

Haze eyes dmost amber inthislight, circled in black at theiris
rim. Not glowing green. Not...

With awary glance at him, Ulkra began spesking, performing
theintroduction asformaly asif he were playing Boleso's house-master
at somefestd feast. “Lady |jada, thisisLord Ingrey kin Wolf-cliff, who
is Sedmagter Lord Hetwar's man. Heis cometo take you in charge.
Lord Ingrey, Lady |jada dy Castos, by her mother's blood kin
Badgerbank.”

Ingrey blinked. Hetwar had named her only, Lady ljada, some
minor heiressin the Badgerbank tangle, five gods help us. “Thatis
an lbran patronymic, surely.”

“Chalionese,” she corrected coolly. “My father wasalord
dedicat of the Son's Order, and captain of a Templefort on the
western marches of the Weald, when | wasachild. Hemarried a
Wesdlding lady of kin Badgerbank.”

“And they are...dead?’ Ingrey hazarded.



Shetilted her head in cold irony. “| should have been better
protected, dse.”

She was not distraught, not weeping, or at least, not recently.
Not, apparently, deranged. Four daysin that closet to sort through her
thoughts had | eft her composed, but for a certain tightnessin her voice,
afaint vibrato of fear or anger. Ingrey looked around the bare hall,
glanced at Ulkra. “Take usto where we may sit and speak. Some
place gpart. Inthelight.”

“Um...um...” After amoment'sthought, Ulkragestured them to
follow. He did not, Ingrey noticed, hesitate to turn his back upon the
girl. This prisoner did not fight or bite or scratch her jallers, it seemed.
Her pace, following him, was steady. At the end of the next passage,
Ulkrawaved to awindow seat overlooking the back side of the keep.
“Will thisdo, my lord?’

“Yes” Ingrey hesitated, as Lady |jada gracefully swept her
skirts aside and seated herself on the polished boards. Should heretain
Ulkra, for corroboration, or dismiss him, to encourage frankness? Was
the girl likely to become violent again? The unbidden picture of Ulkra
crouching in the corridor above this one, waiting in the dark for
screamsto stop, troubled his mind. “Y ou may go about your tasks,
housemagter. Return in haf an hour.”

Ulkrafrowned uncertainly at the girl, but bowed himsdlf out.
Boleso's men, Ingrey was reminded, were out of the habit of
guestioning the sense of their superiors orders. Or perhapsit was that
any who dared were got rid of, one way or another; and these were the
remainder. Residue. Scum.

A little awkwardly, for the short length of the seet forced them
uncomfortably close together, Ingrey sat beside her. His presumption of
prettiness, he decided, had been inadequate. The girl was luminous.
Unless Boleso had gone blind aswell as mad, she must have arrested
his eye the moment it fell upon her. Wide brow, straight nose, sculpted
chin...alivid blotch darkened one cheek, and othersringed her fair
neck, a pattern of plum-colored bruises. Ingrey lifted hishandstolie
lightly over them; sheflinched alittle, but then bore his probing touch.



Boleso's hands were somewhat larger than hisown, it appeared. Her
skin waswarm under hisfingers, fascinating, trangporting. A golden
haze seemed to cloud hisvision. His strangling grip tightened-he
whipped his hands away, his gasp masked by hers, and clenched them
on hisknees. What was that...?

To cover hisconfusion he bit out, “1 am an officer of the Roya
Sealmadter. | am charged to report to him al | see and hear. Y ou must
tell methetruth of al that happened here. Begin at the beginning.”

She sat back, her startled glance atering to a piercing regard.
He caught her scent, neither perfume nor blood but grown woman,
and, targeted by that gaze, for the firgt time wondered what he looked
like-and smelled like-to her. Riding reek, cold iron and swest-stained
leather, chin dark-stubbled, tired. Weighed with sword and knife and
dangerous duties. Why did she not recoil altogether?

“Which beginning?’ she asked.

He stared at her for ablank and stupid instant. “ From your
arrival here at Boar's Head, | suppose.” Was there another? He must
remember to return to that question.

She swallowed, possessed herself, began: “ The princess had
darted out in hagte for her father'shdl, with only asmall retinue, but
she was overtaken by illness on the road. Nothing out of the usud, but
her monthly time brings her dire headaches, and if she doesn't rest
quietly through them, she becomes very sick. Weturned asdeto this
place, for it was as close as anything, and besides, Princess Fara
wished to see her brother. | think she remembered him from when he
wasyounger and less.. . difficult.”

How very tactful . Ingrey could not decideif the turn of phrase
was diplomacy or dry wit. Caution, he concluded, studying her closed
and careful expression. Wits, not wittiness, kept close about her.

“Wewere madewe come, if not to her custom, then to this
places dbility.”

“Had you ever met Prince Boleso before?’



“No. I've only been afew monthsin Princess Faras service. My
stepfather placed me there. He said-" She stopped, began again.
“Everything seemed usud &t first. | mean, for alord's hunting lodge.
The days were quiet, because the prince invited her guardsmen out to
the hunt. Prince Boleso and his men were very boisterousin the
evenings, and drank agreat dedl, but the princess did not attend, being
laid down in her chambers. | took down complaints from her of the
noisetwice, but | waslittle heeded. They set the dogs on awild boar
they'd caught alive, out in the courtyard benegth her window, and made
bets on the fight. Boleso's huntsman was very distressed for his hounds.
| wished Earl Horseriver had been there-he could have quelled them
with aword. He has adeadly tongue, when he wishes. We bided here
three days, until the princesswas ready to travel again.”

“Did Prince Boleso court you?’

Her lipsthinned. “Not that | could tell. He was equaly
obnoxiousto dl hissgter'sladies. | knew nothing of his...regard,
supposed regard, until the morning we wereto leave.”

She swalowed again. “My lady-Princess Fara-told me then |
wasto stay. That this might not have been my first choice, but that it
would do me no harmin thelong run. Another hushand would be found
for me, after. | begged her not to leave me here. She would not meet
my eye. She said it was no worse a barter than any, and better than
most, and that | should look to my own future. That it was just the
woman's version of the same loyalty due from aman to hisprince. |
sad | did not think most men would...well, I'm afraid | said something
rude. Sherefused to spesk with me after that. They rode away and | eft
me. | would not beg at her stirrup, for fear the prince's men would
mock me.” Her arms crossed, asif to clutch atattered dignity about her
anew.

“I told mysdf...maybe she wasright. That it would be no worse
than any other fate. Boleso wasn't ugly, or deformed, or old. Or
diseased.”

Ingrey couldn't help checking himself againgt thet list. At least he
did not match any of the named categories, he trusted. Though there



were others. Defiled sprang to mind.

“| did not redlize how mad held grown until they'd left, and then
it wastoo late.”

“Then what happened?’

“At nightfal, they brought meto his chamber and thrust me
within. He was waiting for me. He wore arobe, but under it his body
was naked and al covered over with signs drawn in woad and madder
and crocus. Old symbols, the sort you sometimes still see carved on
ancient wooden foundetions, or in the forest where the shrines once
stood. He had his leopard tied up in a corner, drugged. He said-it
turned out-it seemed he had not fallen in love with me &fter dl. 1t wasn't
even lust. He wanted avirgin for somerite he had-found, made up, |
am not sure, he seemed very confused by thistime-and | was the only
one, hissgter's other two ladies being one awife and the other a
widow. | tried to dissuade him, | told him it was heresy, dire sin and
againg hisfather'sown laws, | said | would run away, that | would tell.
He said he/d hunt me down with hisdogs. That they would tear me
gpart asthey had the pig. | said | would go to the Temple divinein the
village. He said the man was only an acolyte, and acoward. And that
he would kill anyone there who took mein. Even the acolyte. Hewas
not afraid of the Temple, it was practicaly the property of kin
Stagthorne and he could buy divinesfor a pittance.

“The rite was meant to catch the spirit of the leopard, asthe old
kin warriors were supposed to do. | said, it could not possibly work,
nowadays. He said, hed done it before, several times-that he meant to
capture the spirits of every wisdom animd of the greater kinships. He
thought it was going to give him some sort of power over the Wedd.”

Ingrey, startled, said, “The Old Weald warriors only took one
animal spirit to themsalves, onein alifetime. And even that risked
madness. Miscarriage. Worse.” As | know to my everlasting cost.

Her velvety voice was growing fagter, breathless. “He hauled the
leopard up by its strangling cord. He hit me and threw me down on the
bed. | fought him. He was muttering under his breath, spellsor raving



or both, I don't know. | believed him, that he had done this before-his
very mind was amenagerie, howling. Theleopard distracted him inits
death throes, and | wrenched out from under him. I tried to run, but
there was nowhere to go. The door was locked. HEd put the key in his
robe.”

“Did you scream for help?’

“| suppose so. | scarcely know. My throat was raw, after, so |
suppose | must have. The window was hopeless. The forest beyond
seemed to go on forever, in the night. | called on my father's pirit, on
hisgod, for my ad, out of the dark.”

Ingrey couldn't help thinking that in such an extremity Lady |jada
would cal on her proper patroness, the Daughter of Spring, the
goddess to Whom virginity was sacred. It seemed very strangefor a
woman to cal on Her Brother of Autumn. Though thisis His season.
The Lord of Autumn wasthe god of young men, harvest, the hunt,
comradeship-and war. And the weapons of war?

“Youturned,” said Ingrey, “and found the hammer handle under
your hand.”

The hazel eyeswidened. “How did you know?’
“| saw the chamber.”

“Oh.” Shemoistened her lips. “I struck him. He lunged at me,
or...or lurched. | struck him again. He stopped. Fell, and did not rise.
He wasn't dead yet-his body spasmed, when | was groping in his robe
for the key, and | nearly fainted. | fell to the floor on my handsand
knees, anyway, and the room darkened. I...it...Findly, | got the door
unbarred and called hismenin.”

“Were they-what? Angry?’

“Morefrightened than angry, | think. They argued forever, and
blamed each other, and me, and whatever they could think of. Even
Boleso. It took them agesto decide to lock me up and send a courier.”

“What did you do?’



“| sat on thefloor, modtly. | wasfeding very unwell. They asked
me such stupid questions. Had | killed him? Did they imagine hed
bludgeoned himsdlf?1 was glad for my cell, when they findly put mein
it. I don't think Ulkraever noticed | could bar its door from theinside.”

Ingrey wondered. In the most neutral voice he could muster, he
said, “Did Prince Boleso complete hisrape?’

Her facelifted; her eyesglinted. “No.”

Truth rang in that voice, and akind of rocky triumph. Inthe
uttermost extremity, abandoned by al who should have protected her,

sheld found that she need not abandon hersdlf. A powerful lesson. A
dangerous lesson.

Inan equaly flat tone he asked, “ Did he complete hisrite?’

Thistime, she hesitated. “I don't know. | am not sure...what his
intent was.” She gazed down into her lap; her hands gripped each
other. “What will happen next? Rider Ulkrasaid you would take mein
charge. Whereto?’

“Eagthome.”

“Good,” she said, with unexpected fervor. “ The Temple there
will surdy hdpme”

“Y ou do not fear your trid?’

“Tria?1 defended mysdlf! | was betrayed into this horror!”

“Itispossble” hesad, dill very level-voiced, “that some
powerful people will not care to hear you proclaim so. Think. Y ou
cannot prove attempted rape, for onething. A half dozen men could
testify that you appeared to go to Boleso willingly.”

“Compared to fleeing into the woods to be eaten by thewild
beadts, willing, yes. Compared to bringing abrutal desth on anyone
who tried to help me, willingly.” She stared a him in sudden incredulity.
“Do you not believe me?’

“Oh, yes” Oh, yes. “But | am not your judge.”

Shefrowned, aglint of white teeth pressing into alower lip gone



pae. Inamoment, her spine straightened again. “In any casg, if the
rape was not witnessed, the unlawful rite was. They al saw the
leopard. They saw the secret drawings on the prince's body. Not
assartions, but materid things, that any man might reach out and touch.”

Not anymore. If not innocent, she was an innocent, Ingrey had
no doubt. Lady ljada, you have no idea what you are pitting
yourself against.

A step sounded on the floorboards; Ingrey looked up to see
Ulkra gpproaching, seeming to loom and crouch smultaneoudy. “Y our
pleasure, my lord?” heinquired nervoudly.

To be anywhere but here, doing anything but this.

He'd been over two days in the saddle. He was, he decided
abruptly, too mortaly tired to ride another mile today. Boleso could be
inno hurry to gadlop to hisfunera, and divine judgment. And Ingrey
had no burning desire to rush this accursed naive girl to her earthly
judgment, either. Shewas not afraid of theright things. Five gods help
him, she seemed not afraid of anything.

“Will you,” he said to her, “ give me your word, if | order your
guard lightened, that you will not attempt to escape?’

“Of course,” shesaid. Asif surprised he even felt aneed to ask.

He gestured to the housemaster. “Put her in a proper room.
Give her her things back. Find adecent maid, if any isto befound in
this place, to attend her and help her pack. Well leave for Easthome
with Boleso'sbody &t first light tomorrow.”

“Yes, my lord,” said Ulkra, ducking hishead in rdieved assent.

Ingrey added as an afterthought, “Have any men of the
household fled, since Boleso's death?’

“No, my lord. Why do you ask?’

Ingrey gave avague gesture, indicating no reason that he cared
to share. Ulkradid not pursue the question.

Ingrey creaked to hisfeet. Hefdt asif his muscles squeaked



louder protest than his damp leathers. Lady |jadagave him agrateful
curtsey, and turned to follow the housemaster. She looked back over
her shoulder at him as she turned onto the Staircase, agrave, trusting
glance.

Hisduty wasto deliver her to Easthome. Nothing more. Into the
hands of...no onefriendly to her cause. Hisfingers clenched and
unclenched on hishilt.

Nothing more.

CHAPTER TWO

T HE CORTEGE, SUCH ASIT WAS LUMBERED OUT THE CASTLE gae

inthe dawn fog. Ingrey set six of Boleso's guards riding before and six
behind what might charitably be described asafarm wagon. The
wagon was burdened with a hastily cobbled-together oblong box,
heavy with Boleso's body and the coarse salt, meant to preserve game,
which made hislast bed. In some sad effort at proper ceremony, Rider
Ulkrahad found a stag hide to cover the coffin, and funered clothsto
wrap the posts at the corners of the wagon bed, in lieu of draperies
unlikely to survive theloca roads. Whatever atempts the guardsmen
had made to furbish up their gear for this somber duty werelost from
view in the clinging migts. Ingrey's eye was more concerned for the
security of the ropes that bound the box in place.

The teamster that Ulkra had drafted was alocal yeoman, owner
of both wagon and team, and he kept his sturdy horseswell in hand
during the first precarious turns and bumps of the narrow road. By his
sde, hiswife hung on grimly but expertly to the wooden brake, which
shrieked against the whedl as the wagon descended. Shewas astaid
older woman, a better female chaperone for his prisoner, Ingrey
thought, than the datternly and frightened young servant girl Ulkrahad
firgt offered, and she would be guarded in turn by her husband. Ingrey
trusted his own men, but remembered that inner bar on the prisoner's
chamber door; whatever Lady |jada had supposed, Ingrey was quite
sure that obstacle hadn't been an oversight on Ulkra's part.



The whitewashed walls and conica green date tower caps of the
castle disappeared dreamlike among the smoke-gray trees, and the
road widened and straightened for a short stretch. Ingrey gave aquiet
saute to the two of his own escort bringing up the rear, which was as
slently returned, and urged his horse forward around the wagon and its
outriders. In the lead, the other two pairs of Ingrey's guards bracketed
Lady ljada

The prisoner rode her own horse. Ingrey did not know whether
Earl Horseriver's stables or Lady ljadas own family had furnished her
mount, but it was afine showy chestnut, well fleshed and supplein
action. It Sdled and snorted in its freshness, its earsflicking nervoudy.
If she should clap her hedlsto the beast's Sides and attempt some
cross-country escape, it would not be easy to ride her down. She
showed no sgns of doing so just yet, however; she sat the marelightly,
with an occasiond touch on the reinsto keep it from outpacing the
other horses. Thismorning Lady ljadawore ariding habit suitableto a
noblewoman's hunting party, with ajacket dyed burnt-brown traced
with copper thread, a polished gleam of boots pegping from the hems
of her split skirts. Her dark hair wastied back severdly and bundled in
acrocheted net at her nape. Her creamy neckcloth just hid Boleso's
purplish finger marks.

Ingrey had no intention of making idle conversation with his
charge, so merely favored her with apolite nod and pushed on to the
head of the column. Herode in silence for atime. The dripping of water
from high branchesin the steep woods and the gurgling of freshets,
running melodioudy beneeth the road through hollowedlog culverts,
sounded loud in his ears despite the creaking of gear, groaning of the
wagon whedls, and plodding of hooves behind him. They rounded a
last dropping curve, the road leveled, and they emerged from benegath
the leafy canopy into an unexpected well of light.

The sun had broken through agap in theridgesto the east,
turning the moist air to floating gold and the far dopesto afiery green.
Only onetrickle of smoke, probably from aparty of charcoa burners,
marked any human occupation in the dense carpet of woodsrising



beyond the hamlet and itsfields. The Sght did not lift Ingrey's spirits.
He frowned down at the mud of the road instead, then reined his horse
asideto check that thetail of the cortege cleared the trees without
incident. He turned back to find himsdlf riding beside Lady |jada.

She was staring around with muted pleasurein her eyes, which
appeared bright hazel-gold in thisnew light. “How the hillsglow! | love
these forests between the bitter heights and thettilled lands.”

“It's difficult and dangerous country,” said Ingrey, “but the roads
will improve once we descend from the wastes.”

Shetilted her head at his sour expression. “ This place does not
please you? My dower lands are alike waste, then, west of herein the
marches where the mountains dwindle.” She hesitated. “My stepfather
isof your mind about such silent tracts-but then heis atown-man bred,
amagter of worksfor the Temple in Badger-bridge, and likes trees
best in the form of rafters and gates and trestles. He says it were better
| made my face my dower than those haunted woods.” She grimaced
abruptly, thelight fading in her eyes. “He was s0 pleased for me when
one of my Badgerbank aunts found me the place in the Horserivers
high household. And now this”

“Did heimagine you would snare a husband, under the
princesss eye?’

“Something like that. It was to be my greet chance.” She
ghrugged. “I've since learned that high lords get to be such by being
more concerned, not less, with dowers than other men. | should have
anticipated...” Her mouth firmed. “I might have anticipated some
Seducer, arrogant in hisrank. It was the heretical sorcery and howling
madness that took me by surprise.”

For thefirgt time, Ingrey wondered if the husband whose eye
ljada had snared might have been Earl Horseriver. Four years he had
been married to the hallow king's daughter, and no children yet; was
there anything more to the delay than ill luck? Reason indeed for the
princess to barter her handmaiden out of her household at the first
opportunity-and if jealous enough of her lovely rivd, to afate Faramust



have known would not be pleasant...? Had the princess known of her
brother's perilous plans? Aside from the rape, you mean?

Which beginning? Lady ljada had asked, yesterday. Asthough
there were a dozen to choose among.

“What did you think of Earl Horseriver?’ Ingrey inquired, ina
neutral voice. The earl waslanded, of an ancient kin, but his most
arresting power at present was doubtless his ordainer's vote, one of the
thirteen needed to confirm anew halow king. Y et such palitical
concerns seemed quite over this young woman's head, however leve it
might be.

Now the lips pursed in athoughtful frown. But not in dismay,
Ingrey noted, nor in any flush of embarrassment. “I'm not sure. He'sa
grange...man. | dmost said young man, but really, he scarcely seems
young. | supposeit's partly the untimely gray in hishair. Hes very sharp
of wit, uncomfortably so at times. And moody. Sometimes he goes
about for daysin slence, asif logt in his own thoughts, and no one
dares speak to him, not even the princess. At first | thought it was
because of hislittle, you know, deformities, the spine and the oddly
shaped face, but truly, he seems not to care about hisbody at al. It
certainly doesn't impede him.” She glanced at Ingrey with belated
wariness. “Do you know himwel?’

“Not sncewe aregrown,” said Ingrey. “1 have anear tieto him
by blood through hislate mother. | met him afew times when we were
both children.” Ingrey remembered the young Lord Wencel kin
Horseriver as an undersized, clumsy boy, seeming dow of wit, witha
rather wet mouth. Perhaps shyness had rendered Wencel tongue-tied;
but the boy-Ingrey had lacked sympathy for asmaller cousin who did
not keep up, and had made no effort to include him. Fortunately, in
retrospect, Ingrey had made no effort to torment him, ether. “Hisfather
and mine died within afew months of each other.”

Though the aged Earl Horseriver had died quietly and decently,
of an ordinary stroke. Not in his prime, baying and foaming, hisfeverish
screams echoing through the castle corridors as though rising from
some pit of agony benegth the earth. ..Ingrey bit back the memory,



hard.
Her eyesflicked toward him. “What was your father like?’

“Hewas castlemaster of Birchgrove, under the lordship of old
Earl Kasgut kin Wolfdiff.” And | am not. Would her rather too-quick
wits notice, or would she merely assume him ayounger son?
“Birchgrove commandsthe valley of the Birchbeck, whereit runsinto
the Lure.” Which did not, precisay, answer the question she'd asked.
How had they drifted onto this dire subject? Her tone, he redlized, had
been astensaly neutrd as hisleading question about Horseriver.

“So Rider Ulkratold me.” She drew along breath, staring ahead
between her horse's ears. “He also said, it was rumored that your
father died from the bite of arabid wolf, that held tried to stedl the spirit
from, and that he gave you awolf spirit, too, but it turned out to be
crippled, and only made you very sick. And your life and witswere
despaired of, which iswhy your uncle succeeded to Birchgrove and not
you, but later your family sent you on pilgrimage, and you grew better. |
wondered if dl thiswastrue, and why your father committed so
recklessan act.” Only when she had spat out dl thishurried chain of
tattle did she turn her faceto his, her eyes anxious and searching.

Ingrey's horse snorted and tossed its head at hisjerk onthe
reins. Ingrey loosened hisfigt, and, amoment later, unclenched his
teeth. He finaly managed to growl, “Ulkragossips. Itisafault.”

“Heiséafrad of you.”

“Not enough, it seems.” He yanked his horse away and
pretended to inspect the cortege, returning up the other side to the head
of the column. Alone. She looked after him as he passed, her mouth
opening asif to speak, but heignored her.

Forcing the cortege up the muddy road out of the valley diverted
hismind enough to regain hiscam, or at least replace hisfuming with
other irritations. On a steep incline, with the blowing team's hooves
dipping, the wagon began to dide sideways toward a preci pitous edge;
the teamdter'swife screeched darm. Ingrey flung himsdlf off hishorse
and led the quicker-witted among the guards to brace themselves and



dtrain againsgt the wagon's Sde and rear, pushing it away from the
dizzying drop and up through the mire,

It cost him astrained shoulder and agood dedl of filth on his
riding leathers, and he was amost tempted to let the load go into the
ravine. Heimagined it faling, breaking up, the coffin bouncing on the
boulders and splitting open and Boleso's nude corpse plunging to its
just doom in ashower of sdt. But the wagon must needs pull the
struggling loya horses fter it, and they did not deserve the prince's
fate. And, given that he stood between the wagon and the drop, Ingrey
himsalf would have been sept over, crushed underneath the first
impact. They'd have had to use hisgood riding leathers asabag for his
remains, after that. The gruesome thought amused him enough that he
remounted his horse afterward in arestored, if winded, humor.

They paused at noon at awide clearing just off the road, home
to an ancient spring. His men unpacked the bread and cold mests
provided by the castle cook, but Ingrey, calculating distances and hours
of light, was more concerned for the horses. The team was
mud-crusted and sweaty, so he set Boleso's surly retinue to assisting
the teamgter in unharnessing and rubbing them down before they were
fed. Theworst of the gradients were behind them now; with asuitable
rest, he judged the beastswould lagt till nightfall, by whichtime he
hoped to reach the Temple town of Reedmere, commandeer some
morefitting conveyance, and send the rugtic rig home.

More princely conveyance, Ingrey revised histhought. A former
manure wagon seemed to him dl too fitting. Closer to Easthome, he
decided, hewould send arider ahead to guide arelief cortegeto him,
and hand off Boleso's body to more gaudy and noble ceremony,
provided by those who cared for the prince. Or at least, cared for
Boleso's rank and the show they made to each other. Maybe he'd send
therider tonight.

He washed his hands in the spring's outlet and accepted adab
of venison wrapped in bread from hislieutenant, Gesca. Gnawing, he
looked around for his prisoner and her attendant. The teamster's wife
was busy about the food baskets by the unhitched wagon. Lady ljada



was walking about the clearing-in that costume, she might whisk into
the woods and disappear among thetdl tree bolesin amoment.
Instead, she pried up astone from the crumbled foundation above the
spring and picked her way over to where Ingrey rested on abig fallen

log.
“Look,” she said, holding out the glittery gray block.

Ingrey looked. On one side of the stone aspira pattern was
incised into the westhered surface.

“It's the same as one of the symbols Boleso had drawn on his
body. In red madder, centered on hisnavel. Did you seeit there?’

“No,” Ingrey admitted. “His body had been washed off dready.”
“Oh,” shesaid, looking alittle taken aback. “Wadll, it was.”

“I do not doubt you.” Though otherswill be free to. Had she
redized thisyet?

She stared around the clearing. “ Do you think this place was a
forest shrine, once?’

“Very possibly.” Hefollowed her glance, studying the sumps
and the sizes of the trees. Whatever holy or unholy purposesthe
original possessors had held, the latest ax work had been done by
humble itinerant woodcutters, by the evidence. “ The spring suggestsiit.
This place has been cleared, abandoned, and recleared more than
once, if s0.” Following, perhaps, the ebb and flow of the Darthacan
Quintarian war againgt the forest heresiesthat had so disrupted the kin
lands, four centuries ago when Audar the Great had first conquered the
Wedld.

“I wonder what the old ceremonieswere really like” she
mused. “The divines scorn the animal sacrifice, but redly...When | was
achild a my father's Templefort, | went afew timeswith...witha
friend to the marsh peopl€'s autumn rites. Thefen folk aren't of the
same race or language as the Old Wealdings, but | could amost have
imagined mysdf going back to those days. It was more like agrand
party and outdoor roast than anything. | mean, they made some songs



and rituas over the creatures before they daughtered them, but what's
the difference if we pray over our meat after it's cooked instead of
before?’ She added with an air of fairness, “Or so my friend said. The
fort's divine disagreed, but then, the two of them disagreed alot. | think
my friend enjoyed bating him.”

It hadn't been the menu that the Quintarian divines had objected
to, for it wasn't just mest that the Old Weald kin had taken from their
hallowed beasts. Thetribal sorcerers had defiled the souls of their
battle lords with the ghosts of animals, making their leaders spirits
fierce-but also unfit to offer, a the ends of their lives, to the gods.
Ingrey doubted any festiva this young woman would have been
permitted to see involved any consumption beyond meet, though. “Itis
sad thefen men paint themselves with blood.”

“Well,” she said thoughtfully, “that'strue. Or at any rate,
everyone ran about splashing each other and screaming with laughter. It
wasal very messy and slly, and rather smdlly, but it was hard to see
any evil init. Of course, thistribe didn't sacrifice people.” She looked
around the dearing asif imagining the ghostly image of some such evil
daying here.

“Indeed,” said Ingrey dryly. “That was the sticking point,
between the Darthacan Quintarians and the Old Wedldings.” For al
that both sdes had worshi pped the same five gods. “ So when Audar
the so-called Great daughtered four thousand Wealding prisoners of
war at Bloodfield, it'ssaid hedidn't pray at al. That madeit aproper
Quintarian act, | suppose, and not heresy. Some other crime, perhaps,
but not human sacrifice. One of those theologica fine points.”

That massacre of ageneration of young spirit warriors had
broken the back of the Wedding resstance to their easterninvaders, in
any case. For the next hundred and fifty years, the Wead'slands,
ceremonies, and people had been forcibly rearranged into Darthacan
patterns, until Audar's vast empire broke apart in the bloody squabbles
of hismuch less great descendants. Orthodox Quintarianism survived
the empire that had fostered it, however. The suppressed anima
practices and wisdom songs of the forest tribes had been lost and all



but forgotten in the renewed Wesald, except for rura superdtitions,
children'srhymes, and the odd ghost tale.

Or...not quite forgotten, not by everyone. Father, what were
you thinking? Why did you burden me with this bestial blasphemy?
What were you trying to do? Theold, painful, unanswered
question. ..Ingrey thrust it from hismind.

“I supposewe are al New Wealdings, now,” mused ljada. She
touched her Darthacan-dark hair, and nodded to Ingrey's own.
“Almost every Wealding kin that survived has Darthacan forebears,
too. Mongrels, to aman. Or to alord, anyway. So weinherit Audar's
gnsand thetribes. For dl | know my Chdionese father had some
Darthacan blood. The noblesthere are avery mixed lot, redly, he
awayssad, for dl that they carry on about their pedigrees.”

Ingrey bit, chewed, did not answer.
“When your father gave you your wolf,” she began, “how-"

“Y ou should go edt,” heinterrupted her, around amouthful of
coldroast. “It'sgoing to bealong ride yet.” He rose and strode away
from her, toward the wagon and its baskets. He did not want more
food, but he did not want more of her chatter, either. He selected a
not-too-wormy gpple and nibbled it dowly while waking about. He
stayed on the other sde of the clearing from her, during the remainder
of their rest.

ASTHE CORTEGE RUMBLED ON THROUGH THE AFTERNOON, THE
rugged angles of the hills grew gentler and hamlets more frequent, their
fidds more extensive. The sun was danting toward the treetops when
they came to an unanticipated check. A rocky ford, hock deep on the
ridein, had risen with the rains and was now in full and muddy flood.

Ingrey halted his horse and looked over the problem. Boleso's
wagon had not been made watertight with skins or tar, so the chance of
itsfloating away at an awkward angle and yanking the horses off their
feet was dight. The chance of its shipping water and bogging down,
however, was good. He set mounted men at the wagon's four corners



with ropesto help warp it through the hazard, and waved the yeoman
onward with what speed he could muster from histired team. The
water came up past the horses bellies, pushing the wagon off its
whedls, but the outriders held it on course, and the whole assemblage
struggled safdy up the far bank. Only then did Ingrey motion Lady
ljada ahead of him into the water.

His gaze lifted to mark the wagon's progress, then jerked back
as the chestnut horse missed its footing, walowed, and went down
over its head. Lady ljadawas swept off into the torrent too quickly to
cry out. Ingrey swore, spurring his horse forward into the flood. His
head swivded franticdly, looking for dark hair, aflash of brown fabric
inthe turbid foam-her clothing would surely hold water, skirts dragging
her down-there!

The cold water tugged at his knees as he urged his horse
downstream. The dark head bobbed up by atrio of smooth rocks that
stuck out of the spate boiling around them. An arm reached, caught...

“Hangon!” ydled Ingrey. “I'm coming to get you-!”

Two arms. Lady |jada heaved hersdf upward, belly over the
rock, wriggled and scrambled; by the time Ingrey brought his snorting
horse close, she was standing upright, dripping and gasping. Out of the
corner of hiseye, he saw her horse make it to the bank farther
downstream, where it surged up, ssumbled through the mud, and bolted
into the woods. Ingrey spared it an unvoiced curse and waved one of
his men after it.

Hedid not look to seeif he was obeyed, for now he was within
arm'sreach of Lady |jada. He leaned toward her, she leaned toward
him...

A dark red fog seemed to come up over hisbrain, clouding his
vison. Gripping her arms, he toppled into the stream, pulling her from
her perch. Down, if he held her down...water filled his mouth. He spat,
gasped, and went under again. He was blinded and tumbling. Some
distant part of hismind, far, far off, was screaming a him: What are
you doing, you fool! He must hold her down-



The force of the water clubbed his head into something hard,
and starry green sparks overflowed the red fog. All thought fled.

SENSATION RETURNED IN PANICKED CHOKING. COLD AIR SLAPPED his
face, somehow held up out of the water, and he drew enough breath to
cough out both air and water. His limbsflailed, feding desperatdly
weak and heavy, asthough trapped in ail.

“Stop fighting me!” Lady |jadas voice sngpped in his ear.
Something circling his neck tightened; he redlized after adizzy moment
that it must be her arm. He must save her, drown her, save her-

She can swim. The belated redization dowed hisflailing, if only
in shock. Well, he could swim, too, after afashion. Hed stayed dive
through a shipwreck, once, admittedly mostly by hanging on to things
that floated. The only thing floating here seemed to be Lady |jada
Surely the weight of his blades and boots must drag them both
down-hisfeet struck something. The current spat them into a back
eddy, the river bottom flattened out, then she was dragging him up
onto some welcome, blessed shore.

Hetwisted around out of her arm's grip, crawling up on hands
and knees over the rocks onto the moss-covered bank. Pink water
flowed from his hair, growing redder. He dashed it from his eyes and
blinked around. The woods here were thick and tangled. He was not
sure how far downstream they had come, but the ford, the wagon, and
his men were nowherein sight. He was shivering in shock from the
head blow.

She stood up, water streaming from her clothes, and staggered
out of theriver toward him, her hand reaching. He cried out, a
wordless bellow, and recoiled, wrapping hisarms around asmall tree,
in part to hold himsdf upright, in part to hold....“ Don't touch me!”

“What? Lord Ingrey, you're bleeding-"
“Don't come any nearer!”
“Lord Ingrey, if youwill just-”



Hisvoice cracked. “My wolf istrying to kill you! Itiscoming
unbound! Stay away!”
She stopped, stared. Her hair had come partly undone, and

water trickled from it in sparkling drops, plashing silently into the moss
at her feet, geady and fascinating as some strange water clock.

“Threetimes,” he gasped hoarsdly. “ That wasthe third time.
Don't you redlize, | tried to drown you just now? It's tried twice before.
Thefirg time | saw you, when | drew my stedl, | meant to run you
through on the spot. Then when we were sitting, | almost tried to
drangleyou.”

Shewas pde, thoughtful, intent. Not running away screaming.
Hewanted her to run, whether screaming or not made no matter to
him. Aslong as she could outrun him...

1] Run!”

Instead, maddeningly, she leaned againgt atree bole and began
to remove her squelching boots. It wasn't until she had tipped out the
second onethat she said, “It wasn't your wolf.”

Hishead was il ringing from the blow against the boulder. By
the unpleasant rumbling in his gut, he was due to vomit some river
water soon. He didn't comprehend her. “What?’

“It wasn't your wolf.” She set the boot down next to its mate
and added in atight, even voice, “1 can smell your wolf, in asense. Not
smdll redly, but | don't know any other way to describeit.”

“It-1 tried to kill you!”

“It wasn't your wolf. It wasn't you, either. It wasthe other amell.
All threetimes”

Now he merdly stared, al words deserting him.

“Lord Ingrey-you never asked where the ghost of Boleso's
leopard went.”

It wasn't a stare anymore, he feared. It was a gape.
“It cameto me.” Her hazd eyes met hisfor onelevd, intent



momert.

“I...it...excuse me,” said Ingrey hoarsdy. “I haveto throw up

Heretrested around histoo-narrow tree, for what little privacy it
could render him. He wished he could say the spasm gavehim a
moment to gather hiswits, but they seemed scattered for amile behind
him up theriver valey. Drowned, they were, without benefit of wine.
All of the punishment, none of the reward.

He stumbled back around thetree to find her calmly wringing
out her jacket. He gave up and sat down with athump upon amossy
log. It was damp, but he was damper, hiswet leathers diding and
squesking unpleasantly.

She looked no different, to hiseye. Well, wet, yes, sodden and
wild, but il caressed by the danting light asif the sun were her lover.
He saw no cat shapein her shadow. He smdlled nothing but himsdlf, a
sickly mix of wet leather, oil, sweat, and horse.

“I don't know if it was Boleso'sintent that | should haveit,” she
continued in that same flat tone, undaunted by the repulsive interruption.
“It cameto me when | touched his dying body, looking for the key. The
other animas stayed bound, and went with him. He had held them
longer, or perhapsthe rite hadn't been finished. The leopard's spirit was
very frightened and frantic. It hid itsdf in my mind, but | could fed it.

“1 did not know what to do, or what it might do. Boleso's men
werefools. | said nothing abouit it, and no one asked.”

“Y our defense-that could be your defensel” he said in sudden
eagerness. “The leopard spirit killed the prince, in itsfrenzy. Not you.
Y ou were possessed by it. It was an accident.”

She blinked a him. “No,” shesaid in avoice of reason, “| just
told you. Theleopard did not cometo metill Boleso lay dying.”

“Yes, but you could say otherwise. There is noneto gainsay
you.”

Her stare grew offended.



We must return to this argument, | think. Ingrey waved a
weak hand. “Well. And then...?’

“That night, inmy cell, | had vivid dreams. Warm forests, cool
glens. Tumbling in golden grasses with other young cats, spotted and
soft, but with sharp bites. Strange men. Nets, cages, chains, collars. A
ship journey, acart journey. More men, cruel and kind. Loneliness.
There were no wordsin these dreams. It was dll fedlings, and flashes of
visgon, and strong smells. A torrent of smells, anew continent of odors.

“I first thought that | was going mad, but then | decided not.
That closet was just like acage, in away; cruel and kind men brought
food and cleaned it out. It was familiar. CAming.

“On the second night, | dreamed the leopard's dreams again.
But thistime...” Her voicefdtered. Steadied. “ Thistime, therecame a
Presence. There was nothing to see, in that black wood, but the smells
were wonderful, beyond any perfume. Every good scent of the forest
andfiddinthefal. Applesand wine, roast mest, crisp leaves and sharp
blueair. | smelled the autumn stars, and cried out for their beauty. The
leopard's pirit legpt in ecstasy, like adog greeting its master or a cat
rubbing around the skirts of its mistress. It purred, and writhed, and
made eager NoIses.

“ After that, the leopard's ghost seemed pacified. No longer
frightened or wild. It just...liesthere contentedly, waiting. No, more
than contentedly. Joyfully. | don't know what it waitsfor.”

“A presence,” echoed Ingrey. No-she said, a Presence. “Did
ado you think-was it agod? That cameto you, therein the dark?’

Did he doubt it? Luminous, Ingrey had caled her, witha
perception beyond sight, however denied. And even in thosefirst
confused moments, he had not mistaken it for mere physical beauty.

Her face grew suddenly fierce; she said through her teeth, “It
didn't cometo me, it cameto the accursed cat. | wept for it to cometo
me. But it did not.” Her voice dowed. “ Perhapsit could not. | am no
sant, fit to have agod inhabit me.”

Ingrey grubbed in the moss with nervousfingers. His split scalp



had stopped dripping blood into his eyebrows, findly. 1t was aso
sad-though not by the Quintarian divines-that the Old Wea dings used
animd spiritsto commune with the gods.”

Her lovely jaw clenched; her eyesturned aferociouslight upon
him, so that he nearly recoiled. Only then, and only for that brief instant,
did he see how much seething terror she conceded-had from the first
been concedling-beneath her composed surface. “Ingrey, curseyou,
you have to tdl me, you must tak, or | shal go mad in truth- how did
you come by your wolf?”

Herswas not someidle curiosity, spurred by gossip. It wasa
most desperate need to know. And how much would he, in hisfirgt
confusion so long ago, have given for some experienced mentor to tell
him how to go on? Or even for a companion as confused as he, but
sharing his experience, matching his confidencesinstead of denying
them and naming him demented, defiled, and damned? And dl the
things he could never have explained even to a sympathetic ear, she
had just experienced.

It fill felt like hauling buckets from awel of memory with arope
that burned his hands. He gritted histeeth; began.

“I was but fourteen. It al came upon me without warning. | was
brought to the ceremony uningtructed. My father had been for some
days-or weeks-distraught about something that he would confide to no
one. He suborned a Temple sorcerer to accomplish therite. | do not
know who caught the wolves, or how. The sorcerer disappeared
immediately after-whether in fear of having botched therite, or because
he had ddliberately betrayed us, | never found out. | was not fit to
inquire, just then.”

“A sorcerer?’ she echoed, leaning againgt atree bole. “I saw no
sorcerer with Boleso. Unless he had one hidden in disguise. If Boleso
himsalf was demon-ridden, | saw no sign, not that | would. Well, you
can't, unless you are god-sighted or a sorcerer yoursalf.”

“No, the Templewould have...” Ingrey hesitated. “In Easthome,
some sengitive from the Temple must have detected it, if Boleso had



caught ademon. If hed caught it more recently, Sncehisexile...he
might not have encountered anyone with the gift to discernit.” But
whatever had been wrong with Boleso had surely been going on since
before held dain his manservant.

“| cannot guesswhat powers his menagerie might have given
him,” said ljada. “1 know things now that | do not see with my eyes.
The leopard seemsto give me akind of knowledge or perception,
but”-her hand clenched in frustration-* not in words. Why doesn't your
wolf help you 07’

Because | have worked for a decade and moreto crippleit,
bind it down tight. And I thought | was safe, and now your
guestions frighten me wor se than the wolf-within. “Y ou said there
was athing, another...smdl, not me or my wolf. A third thing.”

She gtared at him unhappily, her brows drawing in, asthough
she grappled for a description of something that had no relation to
language. “Itisasif | can smell souls. Or the leopard does, and lesksit
to mein patches. | can smell Ulkra, and know heisnot to fear.
Another few men in the retinue-1 know to stay out of their reach. Y our
soul seems doubled: you, and something underneeth, something dark
and old and musty. It does not stir.”

“My wolf?’ But hiswolf had been ayoung one.

“I...maybe. But thereisathird smell. It iswound about you like
some parasitic vine, pulsing with blood, that has put tendrils and roots
into your spirit to maintain itsdf. It whispers. | think it is some spell or

gess.

Ingrey was dlent for along moment, staring down a himsdif.
How could she guess which waswhich? Hiswolf spirit was surdly a
kind of paradite. “Isit ill there?’

“ YS,”

Hisvoicetightened. “Then in my next inattentive moment, | might
try tokill you again.”

“Perhaps.” Her eyes narrowed and nogtrilsflared, asif seeking a



sensation that had nothing to do with the senses of the body. Asfutile
astrying to see with her hands, or taste with her ears. “Till it isrooted

Hisvoice went smdler till. “Why don't you run away? Y ou
should run away.”

“Don't you see? | must get to the Temple at Easthome. | must
find help. And you are taking me there asfast asmay be.”

“The divineswere never much hepto me,” he said bitterly. “Or
| would not till be afflicted. | tried for years-consulting theologians,
sorcerers, even saints. | traveled al the way to Darthacato find asaint
of the Bastard who was reputed to banish demons from men's souls, to
destroy illicit sorcerers. Even he could not disentangle my wolf spirit.
Because, hetold me, it was of this world, not of the other; even the
Bagtard, who commands alegion of demons of disorder and can
summon or dismissthem a Hiswill, had no power over it. If even
saints cannot help, the ordinary Temple authoritieswill be usdess.
Worse than useless-a danger. In Easthome, the Temple isthe tool of
the powerful, and it ssems you have offended the powerful.”

Her gaze sharpened. “Who put the geas on you? Mugt it have
been someone powerful 7’

Hislips parted, closed again. “1 am not sure. | cannot say. It dll
dipsaway from me. Unless| am reminded, | don't even remember,
between one time and the next, trying to kill you. A moment's
distraction on my part could be deadly to you!”

“Then | will undertaketo remind you,” she said. “It should be
easer, now that we both know.”

As he opened hismouth to protest, he heard adistant crashing in
thewoods. A man cdled, “Lord Ingrey?’ and another, “I heard voices
toward theriver-over that way...!”

“They'recoming!” He struggled to hisfeet, swaying dizzly, his
hands extending to her in pleading. “ Before they find us. Fleg!”

“Likethis?’ she sad indignantly, sweeping ahand down her



damp costume, her bare feet. “ Soaking wet, no money, no weapons,
no help, I am to run off into the woods and-what? Be eaten by bears?’
Her jaw set. “No. Boleso came from Easthome. Y our geas came from
Easthome. It isthere that the source of thisevil must be stalked. 1 will
not be diverted.”

“Someone there would kill you to keep you slent. They've
dready tried. They might kill me.”

“Then you'd better not babble about thisto anyone.”

“l don't babble-” he began in outrage, but then their rescuers
were upon them, two of Ingrey's men on horseback hacking through
the undergrowth. Now he wanted to talk to her, and could not.

“My lord!” cried Rider Gescain gladness. “Y ou have saved
her!”

Since ljadadid not correct this misperception, neither did
Ingrey. Evading her gaze, he climbed to hisfeet.

CHAPTER THREE

W HEN THEY ARRIVED BACK AT THE WAGON WAITING ON THE far

bank, the sun had dipped behind the treetops. A level orange glint
shone through the tangled branches by the time Ingrey and his prisoner
had traded off for dry clothes and mounted their recaptured horses.
Ingrey's head, wrapped in amakeshift strip of cloth, was pounding, and
his shoulder was stiffening, but he refused even to contemplate the idea
of gtting in the wagon atop Boleso's box. The cortege clambered out of
the wooded valey and on into the gathering twilight.

A chill mist began to arise from the ditches and fields. Ingrey
was just about to order hislead ridersto light torchesto guide them
when adistant glow on the road resolved into astring of bobbing
lanterns. A few minutes later, an anxious Halloo sounded above
trotting hoofbegts. The man Ingrey had sent ahead that morning to
ready Reedmere for Boleso spurred forward to greet them. He brought
with him not only Temple servantswith lights, but afresh team of



horses dready harnessed, together with awhedwright and histools.
Ingrey gave the prudent guardsman a heartfelt commendation, the
teams were exchanged, and the procession started up again at afaster
pace. In afew more miles, the lights above the walls of Reedmere
shone to guide them to the gate held open for them.

Reedmere was no hamlet, but atown of several thousand souls,
and thelocd center of Temple adminigtration. Itstemple on the town
sguare, though large, was dill very much intheold rurd style: a
five-sded wooden hdll decorated outside and in with elaborate twining
carvings of plants and beasts and scenes from saints tales. The roof
was wood shingle, doubtlesslately replacing rustic thatch. In any case,
it made afit enough barn to store Boleso's coffin for the night.
Reedmere's anxious ruling lord-divine, assisted by most of thelay
stewards of his civic council, hastened to oversee the prince's
placement therein and intone prayers. A gaggle of curioustownsfolk
had dressed up and assembled into a passable choir. More superior
citizens mustered to make loya obeisance at the bier; Ingrey sensed a
dight disgppointment that the coffin was closed. Ingrey let his bandages
excuse him from the ceremonies.

The templée's outbuildings seemed mosily to consst of nearby
houses recommissioned to new duties. The divingsresidencewasin a
building with the Temple notary's office; the library and scriptorium
shared quarters with the Daughter of Spring's Lady-school for the
town's children; the Templeinfirmary, dedicated to the Mother of
Summer, occupied the back rooms of the local apothecary's shop.
Ingrey saw his prisoner turned over to some stern-looking female
Temple servants, gave afew coinsto the whedwright for histime,
made sure the horses were stabled and his men housed, paid off the
yeoman-teamster and hiswife and found them and their horseslodgings
in the town for the night, and, finaly, reported to the infirmary to have
his head gtitched.

To hisrdlief, Ingrey found that the Mother's practitioner here
was more than just aloca seamstress or midwife; she wore the braid of
aschool dedicat on the shoulder of her green robe. With briskly



efficient hands shelit wax candles, washed his head with strong soap,
and sutured his scap.

Sitting on her bench staring a his knees and trying not to wince
at every needle poke or tug of the threads, heinquired, “Tell me, does
Reedmere harbor any Temple sorcerers? Or saints? Or petty saints?
Or...or even scholars?’

She laughed. “Oh, not here, my lord! Threeyearsago, a Temple
inquirer from the Father's Order brought asorcerer with him to
investigate a charge of demon magic againgt aloca woman, but nothing
was found. Theinquirer gave her accusers a pretty scorching lecture,
after, and they werefined histravel codts. | must say, the sorcerer was
not what | expected-sour old fellow in Bastard's whites, not much
amused, | gathered, to be dragged out onto the roadsin winter. There
was a petty saint of the Mother at my old school”-she sighed in
memory-“1 wished I'd had the haf of hisplain ordinary ill, aswell as
his holy sight and touch. Asfor scholars, Marayawho runsthe
Lady-school is about the best we can do, apart from the lord-divine
himsdf”

Ingrey was disappointed, but not surprised. But sorcerer or saint
or someone Sighted, he must find, to confirm or deny Lady ljadas
disturbing assertions. And soon.

“There,” added the dedicat in satisfaction, giving atug to her last
knot. Ingrey turned asmal yelp into agrunt. A snip of scissorstold him
thislittle ordeal was over, and, with difficulty, he straightened up again.

V oices and footsteps sounded at the back door of the shop, and
the Mother's dedicat looked around. The pair of female Temple
servants, one of the lay stewards, Lady ljada, and Rider Gesca
trooped in. The servants were carrying piles of bedding.

“What'sthis?’ said the dedicat, with a suspicious glance at Lady
ljada.
“By your leave, Dedicat,” said the seward, “thiswoman will be

housed here tonight, asthere are no sick in your chambers. Her
attendants will deep in the room with her, and | will deep outsdethe



door. This man”-he nodded toward Ingrey's lieutenant-“will post a
night sentry to check from timeto time.”

The dedicat |ooked anything but pleased with this prospect; the
women servants were downright grim.

Ingrey glanced around. The place was clean enough, certainly,
but...“Here?’

Lady ljadafavored him with anironica lift of her eyebrows. “By
your order, | am not to be housed in the town lockup, for which | thank
you. The diving's spare room isreserved for you. Theinnisfull of your
men, and the temple hall isfull of Boleso'sretainers. More deeping their
vigil than standing it, | suppose, though some are drinking it. For some
reason, no goodwife of Reedmere has volunteered to invite meinto her
home. So | am fallen back on the goddess's hospitality.” Her smilewas
rigid.

“Oh,” sad Ingrey after amoment. “| see.”

To people who knew Boleso only as arumor of agolden prince,
she must appear...wdl, scarcely aheroine. Not merely a dangerous
murderessin herself, but leaking ataint of treason on any who might be
seento ad her. And it will get worse the closer we get to Easthome.
With no better solution to offer, Ingrey could only exchange an
awkward nod of good night with her, and let the medica dedicat usher
him to the door.

“Off to deep with you, now, my lord,” the dedicat went on,
standing on tiptoe to take one last look at her work and recovering her
cheer. “With that knock to the head, you should stay in bed for aday
or two.”

“My dutieswill not permit, das.” He gave her atiff bow, and
went off acrossthe squareto fill at least the first haf of her prescription.

Thedivine, finished with praying over Boleso, waswaiting up for
him. The man wanted to talk of further ceremonies, and after that, hear
news from the capital. He was anxiousfor the hdlow king'sfailing
hedth; Ingrey, himself four days out of touch, eected to be reassuringly
vague. Ingrey judged the Reedmere man an unlordly lord-divine, a



sncere soul-shepherd, backbone of the rurd Temple, but neither
learned nor subtle. Not aman in whom to confide Lady ljada’s current
Spiritud Stuation. Or my own. Ingrey turned him firmly to the needs of
tomorrow's travel, made excusing referencesto hisinjuries, and
escaped to his bedchamber.

It wasasmal but blessedly private room on the second floor.
Ingrey opened itswindow onto the night chill only long enough to
glance a thefeeble ail lamps on aniron stand in the black square
below, and at the stars burning more brightly above, then crawled into
oneof the divings nightshirtslaid out for him. He lowered his head
gingerly to hispillow. For dl hispainsand churning worries, hedid not
lieawakelong.

INGREY DREAMED OF WOLVES...

Hewould have thought black midnight to be thetimefor therite,
but hisfather summoned him to the castle hal in the middle of the
afternoon. A cool shadowlesslight penetrated from the window dits
that overlooked the gurgling Birchbeck sixty feet below. Good
beeswax candles burned in sconces on the walls, their warm honeyed
flicker mixing with the grayness.

Lord Ingalef kin Wolfcliff appeared cam, if grave with the strain
that had ridden him of late, and he greeted his son with a reassuring nod
and abrief, rare smile. Y oung Ingrey's throat was tight with nervous
excitement and fear. The Temple sorcerer, Cumril, made known to
Ingrey only the night before, stood at the ready, naked but for a
breechcloth, bare skin daubed about with archaic signs. The sorcerer
had looked old to Ingrey then, but through his dream-eyes he saw that
Cumril had actudly been ayoung man. With the foresight of his
nightmare state, Ingrey searched Cumril'sface for some intimation or
mark-did he plot the betraya to come? Or was he just in over his
head-not in control, unlucky, incompetent? Theworry in his shifting
eyes could have betokened ether-or, indeed, al.

Then young Ingrey's gaze locked upon the animas, the beautiful,
dangerous animds, and he could scarcely theresfter look away. The



grizzled huntsman who handled them would die of rabiesthree days
before Ingrey'sfather.

The old wolf was huge, savage, and powerful. Musclesrippled
beneath itsthick gray pelt, marred with old scars and new cuts. The fur
was crusted with blood in afew places. The animd was restless,
whining, resstant to the huntsman'sleash. Feverish, though no one here
knew that. In afew days, the foaming would have begun, reveding its
sckness, but now it merdy tried to lick itself in its discomfort, impeded
by the lesther Straps muzzling itsjaws. It snarled thickly initsbonds.

The young wolf, barely more than a pup, scrabbled away from
itslarger comrade in evident fear, claws scratching on the floorboards.
The huntsman took it for cowardly, but later Ingrey would cometo
believe it had known of the contagion. Otherwise, it was startlingly
docile, attentive as awel-trained dog. Its fur was dark and wonderfully
densg, itsslver-gilt eyes clear, and it responded at onceto Ingrey's
ariva, draining toward him and sniffing, staring up in evident adoration.
Ingrey loved it ingtantly, his hands aching to run through the
pewter-black pelt.

The sorcerer directed Ingrey and hisfather to Strip to thewaist
and knedl on the cold floor afew paces apart, facing each other. He
intoned some phrases in the old tongue of the Weald, pronouncing
them carefully with many a sde glance at a piece of wrinkled paper
plucked from his belt. The language seemed to hover maddeningly just
on the edge of Ingrey's understanding.

At Cumril'ssgn, the huntsman dragged the old wolf to Lord
Ingalef'sarms. Helet go of the young wolf'sleash to do so, and the
anima scampered to Ingrey'slap. Ingrey held its soft warmth close, and
it wriggled around to eagerly lick hisface. His hands buried themsdlves
initsfur, petting and stroking; the cresture emitted smdll, happy whines
and tried to wash Ingrey's ear. The rough tongue tickled, and Ingrey
hed to choke down areflexive, unfitting laugh.

Muittering briefly over the blade, the sorcerer ddivered the
sacred knifeto Lord Ingdef's waiting hand, then stepped back hastily
asthe disturbed wolf snapped at him. The beast began to struggle as



Lord Ingdef's grip tightened. The struggle redoubled as he grasped it
by the muzzle and tried to tilt its head back. He lost his hold, the jaw
Sraps dipped loose, and the animal sank itsteeth in his|eft forearm,
shaking its head and snarling, worrying the flesh. Muffling acurse, he
regained apartiad purchase with knees and the weight of hisstrong
body. The blade flashed, sank into fur and flesh. Red blood spurted.
The snarls died, the jaws loosed, and the furry bundle subsided limply;
then, amoment later, into amore profound stillness.

Lord Ingalef sat up and back, releasing knife and carcass. The
knife clattered on the stones.

“Oh,” he said, eyeswide and strange. “ It worked. How
very...odd that feds...”

Cumril cast him aworried look; the huntsman hastened to bind
his savaged arm.

“My lord, should you not...?" Cumril began.

Lord Ingdef shook his head sharply and raised his sound hand in
aungteedy Continue! gesture. “It worked! Go on!”

The sorcerer picked up the second blade, gleaming new-forged,
from the cushion on which it rested, and trod forward mumbling again.
He pressed the knife into Ingrey's hand and stepped back once more.

Ingrey's hand closed unhappily on the hilt, and helooked into the
bright eyesof hiswolf. | don't want to kill you. You are too
beautiful. | want to keep you. The clean jaws opened, showing fine
white teeth, and Cumril's bresth drew in, but the young wolf only lolled
out its pink tongue and licked Ingrey's hand. The cool black nose
nudged hisknife-clutching fist, and Ingrey blinked back tears. The wolf
sat up between Ingrey's knees, raised its head, and twisted around to
gazeinto itskiller'sface with perfect trugt.

He must not botch this, must not inflict unnecessary torment with
repested strikes. His hands felt the neck, traced the firm musclesand
the soft ripple of artery and vein. The room was asilvered blur. The
young wolf leaned into him as Ingrey laid the blade close. He drew
back, struck, yanked with al his strength. Felt the flesh part, the hot



blood spurt over his hands, wetting the fur. Felt the body relax in his
ams

The dark flow struck hismind like atorrent of blood. Wolf lives,
life upon life, huts and fires, castles and battles, stables and steeds, iron
and fire, hunts, hunt upon hunt, kill upon kill, but dwayswith men,
never with awolf pack; back il farther beyond even the memory of
fire, into endless forests crusted with snow in the moonlight. There was
too much, too much, too many years...hiseyesrolled back.

Shouts of darm: hisfather's voice, “ Something's gone wrong!
Curse you, Cunril, catch him!”

“Hesgonedl shaking-he's bitten histongue, my lord-"

A shift of time and space, and his wolf was bound-no, he was
bound-red-silk cords whispered and muttered around him, writhing,
rooting in him like vines. Hiswolf snapped at them, white teeth closing,

tearing, but the cords regrew with frightening speed. They wrapped his
heed, tightening painfully.

Unfamiliar voicesinvaded hisddirium then, irritatingly. Hiswolf
fled. The memory of hisevil dream spattered and ran away like water.

“He can't be adeep; hiseyes are haf-open, see them gleam?’

“No, don't wake him up! | know what you're supposed to do.
Y ou're supposed to lead them back to bed quietly, or, | don't know,
they go al wild, or something.”

“Then I'm not touching him with that sword in his hand!”
“Wdl, how ds=?

“Get more light, woman. Oh, five gods be thanked, herés his
own man.”

A hegitation; then, “Lord Ingrey? Lord Ingrey!”

Candlelight doubled, doubled again. Ingrey blinked, gasped,
surged to wakefulness. His head ached abominably. He was standing
up. Shock brought him fully dert.

He was standing once morein the templeinfirmary, if the room



in back of the apothecary's could be so designated. He wore the
divine's nightshirt haf-tucked into histrousers, but hisfeet were bare on
the board floor. Hisright hand gripped his naked sword.

He was surrounded by the steward, one of |jada's woman
attendants, and the guardsman that Gesca had designated for the night
watch. Well, not surrounded, exactly; thefirst two were plastered
againg thewalls, staring at him with wide and terrified eyes, and the
third-named hovered in the back doorway of the shop.

“I'm”-he had to stop, swallow, moigten hislips-“I'm awake.”
What am | doing here? How did | get over here?

Hed been deepwalking, presumably. He had heard of such
things. HE'd never doneit before. And it had been more than just
blundering about in the dark. He'd partly dressed, found his weapon,
somehow made hisway in unobserved silence down astairway,
through a door-which surely must have been locked, so he must have
turned the key-across the cobbled square, and into this other building.

Where Lady ljada lies asleep. Five gods, let her go on
deeping. The door to the bedchamber was closed-now. In sudden
horror, he glanced at his blade, but it was ftill gleaming and dry. No
dripping gore stained it. Yet.

His guardsman, with awary glance at hissword, cameto him
and took him by hisleft arm. “Areyou dl right, my lord?’

“Hurt my head today,” Ingrey mumbled. “ The dedicat's
medicines gave me srange dreams. Dizzy. Sorry...”

“Should [...um...take you back to bed, my lord?’

“Yes” sad Ingrey gratefully. *Y es’-the sdldom-used phrase
forced itsdlf from his cold lips-“please you.” He was shivering now. It
wasn't wholly from the chill.

He suffered the guardsman to guide him out the door, around the
shop, back acrossthe silent, dark square. Back into the divine's house.
A servant who had dept through Ingrey's exit was awakened by their
return and came out into the hall in degpy darm. Ingrey mumbled more



excuses about the dedicat's potions, which served well enough given
the porter's own muzzy date. Ingrey let his guardsman guide him al the
way to hisbed and even pull his covers up, sergeantly maternd. The
man retreated in aclanking, board-creaking sort of tiptoe, pulling the
door shut behind him.

Ingrey waited until the footsteps had faded away in the square
before he crawled out from his quilts, groped for histinderbox, and lit a
candle, flint and striker uncooperativein his shaking hands. He sat on
the edge of the bed recovering for afew minutes, then arose and made
asurvey of hisroom. He could only lock the door from theinside,
which meant he could unlock it as easly, unless he then threw the key
out the window or shoved it under the door, which would create
awkward delays and explanationsin the morning. He briefly regretted
not having had his guardsman lock it as held | eft, dthough that, too,
would have entailed awkward explanations. Or clever lies, and Ingrey
wasfeding sngularly stupid just now. At length, he set hissword and
belt knifein achest that held spare linens, and balanced severd
potentialy noisy objects, capped with the tin basin from hiswashstand,
atop thelid in adeliberately precarious tower.

He blew out the candle, went back to bed, lay tiffly for atime,
then got up again and felt in the dark in his saddlebags for alength of
rope. Hetied aloop tightly around hisankle, played out alength, and
tied another loop around alower bedpost. Clumsily, he wrapped
himsdf in hiscoversagain.

His head throbbed, and his strained shoulder pulsed like aknot
of fireunder his skin. He tossed, turned, came up short againgt his
rope. Well, at least it worked. He started to doze in sheer exhaustion,
turned, and came up short again. He wallowed onto his back once
more and lay staring up into the dark, teeth clenched. His eyesfelt
coated in sand.

Better than dreaming. He'd had the wolf dream again, for the
firg timein months, though it was now only dippery fragmentsin his
memory. He had more than one reason to fear deep, it seemed.

How did | get into this position? A week ago, he had been a



happy man, or &t least, contented enough. He had a comfortable
chamber in Lord Hetwar's palace, amanservant, horse and clothing
and arams by hislord's grace, a tipend sufficient for his amusements.
The bustle of the hallow king's capita city at hisfeet. Better, he had an
engagingly irregular but solid rank in the sealmaster's household, and a
reputation as atrusted aide-not quite bravo, not quite clerk, but aman
to be relied upon for unusua tasks discreetly done. As Hetwar's high
courier, he ddivered rewards intact, and threats suitably nuanced. He
was not, he thought, proudly honest, as some men; perhaps hed smply
lost too much aready to be tempted by trumpery. Indifference served
him quite aswdll asintegrity, and sometimes served Hetwar even
better. His most pleasurable reward had usualy been to have his
curiogty stisfied.

Bastard's hell, three days ago he'd been an untroubled man. He
had figured the retrieval of Boleso's body and killer to be ajoyless but
perfectly sraightforward task. Wdl within his cgpabilitiesasan
experienced, tough-minded, shrewd, and above dl, not in the least
wolf-haunted or in any other way whatsoever uncanny roya servant.

Therope yanked hisankle again. Hisright hand clenched in the
memory of hissword hilt. Curse that leopard girl! If shédjust lain
down under Boleso like any other sdlf-interested wench, spread her
legs and thought of the jewelry and fine clothing she would undoubtedly
have earned, dl this could have been avoided. And Ingrey wouldn't be
lying herewith aline of bloody embroidery itching in hishair, haf the
musclesin hisbody twitching in agony, tied to his own bed, waiting for
aleaden dawn.

Wondering if hewas dill sane.

CHAPTER FOUR

T HEY ESCAPED REEDMERE LATERIN THE MORNING THAN Ingrey
had desired, owing to the insstence of thelord-divinein making a
ceremony, with more choirs, out of loading Boleso's coffin aboard its
new carrier. The wagon at least was tolerable-very well made, with
somber draperiesdisguisng itsbright paint, if not the distinct smell of



beer lingering about it. The six horses that came with it were grand
tawny beasts, massive of shoulder, haunch, and hoof, with orange and
black ribbons braided in manes and bound-up tails. The bells on their
glossy harness were muffled with black flanndl, for which Ingrey, head
dtill throbbing from yesterday's blow, was grateful. Compared to their
usud load, Ingrey imagined, the team would tow Boleso up hillsand
through mire as effortlesdy asachild'sded.

Rider Gescarecoiled at the close view of Ingrey when helping
him to mount up, then intercepted Ingrey's glower and swallowed any
comment. Ingrey had shaved, and the divine's servants had returned his
riding leasthers dry, supple, and buffed; but there was nothing he could
do about the squinting, bloodshot eyes and gray, puffy face. He
clenched histeeth, settling his aching body into his saddle, and endured
the dow procession to the town gate through the clamor of bellsand
chants and billows of incense that Reedmere thought becoming to the
prince's send-off. Ingrey waited till the town had passed out of sight
behind them before waving the new teamster to chirp hisbeastsinto a
lumbering trot. The dray horses seemed the only cheerful members of
the party, fresh and ponderoudly frisky and apparently regarding the
jaunt as some horse holiday.

Lady |jada appeared astrim as she had yesterday morning, now
in an even more eegant riding habit of gray-blue trimmed with slver
thread. Clearly, she had dept through the night. Ingrey wavered
between resentful and relieved, as his headache waxed and waned. An
hour into the bright morning, he began to fed about as recovered ashe
waslikely to get. Almost human. He gritted histeeth at the bitter joke
and rode up and down the column taking stock.

ljada's new femae attendant, one of the middle-aged Temple
servants on loan from Reedmere, rode in the wagon. She was wary of
her ward, much more frigid than the rural wife from Boar's Head who
had known more of Boleso. She seemed even morewary of Ingrey.
Hewondered if the woman had told |jada of his degpwalking episode.

Boleso'sretainers, too, seemed edgier today, asthey drew
closer to Easthome and whatever chastisement awaited them for their



falure to keep their banished prince dive. More than one cast glances
of dark resentment a Boleso's victim-and-dayer, and Ingrey resolved
to keep them from both drink and his prisoner until he could turn the
wholelot and their dead leader over to someone, anyone, else. Ingrey
had dispatched a Temple courier last night to Sed master Hetwar with
the cortege's projected itinerary. If Hetwar left it to his discretion,
Ingrey decided, Boleso was going to be galoped to hisburia in record
time.

If not at agallop, the great horses moved them briskly and
steadily through a countryside growing kinder, with wider roads mostly
in better repair. Narrow pastures surrounded by vast precipitous
forests gave way to tracts of merely hilly woodlands surrounded by
broad fields. The eye might see more than one hamlet on the horizon at
atime. They began to pass other traffic-not just farm wagons, but
well-clad riders and petty merchants with pack mules-all of whom
hastened to give way. An exception was adrove of lean black pigs
encountered in an oak woods. The swineherd and his boy, not
expecting to encounter such aroya procession on their road, lost
control of their haf-wild beasts, and Ingrey's and Boleso's men,
varioudy amused and annoyed, had to assst in clearing the path,
hooting, swearing, and swinging theflats of their sheathed swords.

Ingrey checked himsdlf; this squedling prey did not seemto
attract or excite him unduly, which was aswell. He sat hishorsein grim
slencetill the pigs had been driven again into the tangled verge. Lady
ljada, he noted, also sat her horse quietly, waiting, dthough with a
curiousinward expression on her face.

He did not attempt speech with her on theride. His guards, by
his order, kept close to her while she was mounted, and the servant
woman dutifully dogged her steps during the stopsto rest the horses.
But hiseye returned to her congtantly. All too often he crossed her
graveglance a him: not afrown of fear, morealook of concern. As
though he were her charge. It was mogt irritating, as though they were
tied to each other by atugging leash, like apair of coupled hounds. Not
looking at or speaking with her seemed to consume dl hisenergy and



atention, and left him exhausted.

It had been along and wearisome day when they rumbled at last
into the roya free town of Red Dike. The town's proud status left it
subject neither to locd earl nor Templelord-divine, but ruled by its
own town council under aking's charter. Alas, thisdid not result in any
diminution of ceremony, and Ingrey was trapped for sometimeashis
hosts carried Boleso's coffin into the temple-stone-built in the
Darthacan style, itsfive lobes rounded and domed-for the night.

Thetown's superior size, however, meant it had not merely a
larger inn, but three of them, and Ingrey had mustered the wit that
morning to ingtruct his advance scout to bespeak rooms. The middle
hostelry had also proved the cleanest. Ingrey himsalf escorted Lady
ljada and her warden up to its second floor, and the bedchamber and
private parlor his man had secured. He ingpected the portals. The
windows overlooked the street, were small, and could not be readily
accessed from the ground. The door bars were sound solid oak. Good.

He dug the rooms keysfrom his belt pouch and handed them to
Lady ljada The woman warden frowned curioudy at him, but did not
dare demur.

“Keep your doorslocked at dl times, tonight,” Ingrey told Lady
ljada. “And barred.”

Her browsrose alittle, and she glanced around the peaceful
chamber. “Isthere anything specid to fear, here?’

Nothing but what we brought with us. “I waked in my deep
last night,” he admitted with reluctance. “1 was outside your door
before anyone woke me.”

She gave him adow nod, and another of those looks. He unset
histeeth, and said, “1 will be staying at one of the other inns. | know
you gave me your word, but | want you to stay closein here, out of
sght. You'l wishto egt privately. I'll have your dinner brought up.”

She sad only, “Thank you, Lord Ingrey.”
With ashort return nod, hetook himself out.



Ingrey went down to the taproom, lying off a short passage, to
giveordersfor hisprisoner'smed. A couple of Boleso's retainers and
one of Ingrey's men were aready there, raising tankards.

Ingrey glanced at theretainers. “Y ou're housed here?’

“We're housed everywhere, my lord,” said the man. “Weve
filled the other inns”

“Better than bedrolls on the templefloor,” said Ingrey's man.

“Oh, aye” sad thefirgt, and took along swalow. Hisburlier
comrade grunted something that might have been agreement.

A commotion and asmal shriek outside drew Ingrey to the
taproom's curtained window, which looked out into the street. An open
wagon pulled by apair of stubby, sweaty horses had drawn up outside
in the dusk, and one of itsfront wheels had just parted company with
itsaxle and fallen onto the cobbles, leaving the wagon tilted at a
drunken angle. Itslanterns swayed on their front posts, casting
wavering shadows. A woman's brisk voice said, “Never mind, love,
Bernanwill fix it. That'swhy I-”

“Had me bring my toolbox, yes,” finished aweary mae voice
from the back of thewagon. “I'll get to it. Next.”

The manservant hopped out and set some wooden steps beside
the now-doping driver's box, and he and awoman servant helped a
stout, short, cloaked figure to descend.

Ingrey turned away, thinking only that the late-arriving party
might find rooms hard to come by in Red Diketonight. The burly
retainer drained histankard, bel ched, and asked the tapster for
directionsto the privy. He lurched out of the taproom ahead of Ingrey
and turned into the passageway.

The bulky cloaked woman had arrived therein; her maidservant
was bent to the floor behind her, muttering imprecations and blocking
the way. The voluminous cloak was grubby and tattered, and had
clearly seen better days.

The burly retainer vented a curse, and growled, “Out of my way,



you fat sow.”

Anindignant “Huh!” sounded from the recesses of the cloak,
and the woman threw back her hood and glared up at the man. She
was neither young nor old, but matronly; her curling sand-colored hair
escaped from faling braids to create afaint ferocious aureole around
her breathless face, pink from either theinsult, the evening's chill, or
both. Ingrey, looking around the retainer's shoulder, came dext;
Boleso's men were not the sort whom lesser folk dared casualy defy.
But the foolish woman seemed oblivious to the man's sword and mail.
And size and dubious sobriety, for that matter.

The woman unhooked the clasp at her throat and let the cloak
fall away; she was dressed in robes of Mother's green, and was not fat,
but very pregnant. If some midwife-dedicat, she would shortly bein
need of her own services, Ingrey thought bemusedly. The woman
reached over her jutting belly to tap her |eft shoulder, and cleared her
throat portentoudy. “ See this, young man? Or are you too drunk to
focusyour eyes?’

“Seewhat?’ said the burly retainer, unimpressed by amidwife,
dill lessif she were some gravid poor woman.

Shefollowed his gaze to her frayed green-clad shoulder, and
pursed her lipsin annoyance. “ Oh, dratsab. Hergi” -she twisted around
to her maid, now rising to her feet-“they've fdlen off again. | hopel
haven't lost them on the road-”

“I havethem right here, my lady,” wheezed the harried maid.
“Here, I'll pinthem back. Again.”

She came up from the floor with not one but two sets of Temple
school braids clutched in her hands, and, tongue pinched between her
teeth, began to affix them in their proper place of honor. Thefirst loop
was the dark green, straw-yellow, and metalic gold of a
physician-divine of the Mother's Order. The second was the white,
cream, and metallic silver of a sorceress-divine of the Bastard's Order.
Thefirst brought even Boleso'sretainer into an attitude of, if not grester
respect, at least less carel ess contempt; but it was the second that



drained hisface of blood.

Ingrey'slipscurled in the first smile hed had al day. He tapped
the man on the shoulder. “Best gpologize to the learned lady, | think.
And then get out of her way.”

The retainer scowled. “ Those can't be yours!”

The blood had drained from his brain, too, evidently. Those
who are unwilling to admit error are fated to repeat it? Prudently,
Ingrey backed afew paces down the passage; adso because it gave him
abetter view of the proceedings.

“I do not have time for you,” said the sorceressin aggravation.
“If you ingst on behaving asthough you werein asty, apig you shal
be, until you learn better manners.” Shewaved ahand in the retainer's
generd direction, and Ingrey quelled an impulseto duck. Hewas
entirdly unsurprised when the man fel to dl fours and hisyelp turned
into agrunt. The sorceress sniffed, gathered up her robes, and stepped
daintily around him. Her head-shaking maid, toting aleather case,
scooped up the cloak in passing. Ingrey bowed the women politdly into
the taproom and turned to follow after, ignoring an agonized snuffle
from the floor. His other two men edged around the taproom and
peered worriedly into the passageway .

“Apologies, Learned,” said Ingrey smoothly, “but will your most
sdutary lesson last long? | only inquire because the man must befit to
ride tomorrow.”

The blond woman turned to frown at him, her floating strands of
hair sseming now to betrying to escgpein al directions. “Ishe yours?’

“Not precisdy. But though | am not responsible for his behavior,
| am responsiblefor hisarriva.”

“Oh. Well. | will doubtlessrestore him before | leave. Elsethe
ddusonwill wear off onitsownin afew hours. Meanwhile, the
encouragement of othersand dl that. But | am in the grestest haste.
There was agrand cortege that arrived in Red Dike tonight, of Prince
Boleso who they say was murdered. Have you witnessed it? | seek its
commander.”



Ingrey half bowed again. “Y ou have found him. Ingrey kin
Wolf-cliff a your service and your gods, Learned.”

She gtared a him for along, disturbing moment. “Indeed you
are” shefinaly sad. “Wdl. That young woman, ljadady Castos. Do
you know what has become of her?’

“Sheisinmy charge”
“Is she.” The stare sharpened. “Where?’
“She has chambersupdarsin thisinn.”

The maidservant huffed in rdief; the sorceress cast her alook of
cheery triumph. “Third timeisthe charm,” murmured the sorceress.
“Did | not say 07’

“Thistown only has threeinns,” the maidservant pointed out.

“Areyou,” Ingrey added hopefully, “sent by the Temple to take
her into your hands?” And off mine?

“Not...precisgly, no. But | must see her.”
Ingrey hesitated. “What issheto you?’ Or you to her?

“Anoldfriend, if sheremembersme. I'm Learned Halana. |
heard of her plight when the news of the prince cameto my seminary in
Suttleaf. That is, we heard of Boleso's murder, and who had
supposedly done the deed, and | presumed it for aplight.” Her stare at
Ingrey did not grow less disconcerting. “We were sure the cortege
must come by thisroad, but | feared | would have to chase after it.”

The seminary of the Mother's Order at Suttleaf, atown some
twenty-five milesto the south of Red Dike, was well-known in the
region for itstraining of physiciansand other healing artisans-the
dedicat who had stitched Ingrey's head last night had likely learned her
craft there. Ingrey might have searched the surrounding three earldoms
for aTemple sorcerer and never thought of looking at Suttlesf. Instead,
shehad found him...

Could she sense hiswolf? A Temple sorcerer had inflicted it
upon him; later, a Temple divine had helped him learn to bind it. Might



this woman have been sent-by whom or what, Ingrey did not wish to
guess-to help bind ljada's leopard? Incomprehensible as the
sorceresss presence here was, it seemed not to be a coincidence. The
notion raised al the hackles of hisneck and spine. On thewhole,
Ingrey thought he would prefer coincidence.

Hedrew along breath. “I think Lady |jada has few friends at
present. She should be glad of you. May | escort you up to her,
Learned?’

The woman favored him with abrief, gpproving nod. “ Yes,
please, Lord Ingrey.”

He preceded the women into the passageway and indicated the
gairsto theleft. In the opposite direction, the be-pigged retainer was
gtill down on the floor, shoving his head againgt the door and grunting.

“My lord, what should we do with him?" asked his unnerved
comrade.

Ingrey turned to observe the scene for amoment. “Watch over
him. See he comesto no harm till his lesson passes off.”

The comrade glanced past Ingrey at the retreating sorceress and
swalowed. “Yes, my lord. Um...anything ese?

“Y ou could feed him some bran mash.”

The sorceress, making her way up the stairswith hand to the rail
and her maid close behind, glanced back &t this, her lips twitching. She
lumbered on upward, and Ingrey hastened after.

To his satisfaction, he found the door to Lady |jadas parlor
locked. He rapped upon it.

“Whoisthere?’ came her voice.

“Ingrey.”

A dight pause. “Areyou aweke?’

Hegrimaced. “Yes. You haveavigtor.”

Puzzled slence for amoment, then the clink of thekey inthe



lock and the scrape of the bar being withdrawn. The warden drew the
door wide, blinking in astonishment as the sorceress and her maid
swept within. Ingrey followed.

Lady ljada, standing across the room, stared amoment in
bafflement.

“ljada?’ said the sorceress, sounding taken aback. “My word,
child, how tal you've grown!”

Then ljada's face was swept by such joy as Ingrey had never yet
seenilluminateit. “Halana” she cried, and hurried forward.

The two women fell into each other'sarms with feminine shrieks
of recognition and pleasure. At length, Lady |jada stood back with her
hands upon the shorter woman's shoulders. “How ever did you come
here?’

“The news of your misadventure came to the Mother's seminary
at Suttleaf. | teach there now, you know. And then there were the
dreams, of course.”

“And how came you there-you must tell me everything that has
happened with you since-oh, Lord Ingrey.” Ijadaturned to him, her
faceglowing. “ This ismy friend | told you of. She was amedical
missioner at my father'sfort on the west marches, and a student in the
Bastard's Order aswdll, pursuing both her calings-learning the fen
folk'swisdom songs, and treating what of their sicknesses she could, to
draw them to the fort and our divine's Quintarian preachings. When she
was younger, of course. And me-| was the most gangling awkward
child. Halana, 1 fill don't know why you let metail around after you all
day long, but | adored you for it.”

“Wdll, asde from my not being immune to worship-makes me
wonder about the gods, indeed it does-you did make yoursdf quite
useful. You were not afraid of the marsh, or the woods, or the animals,
or thefenfalk, or of getting thoroughly muddy and scratched or of
being scolded for it.”

ljadalaughed. “I still remember how you and that dreadfully
priggish divine used to argue theology over the med trestles-Learned



Oswinwould grow so furious, he would positively stamp out afterward.
| should have worried for hisdigestion, if | had been older and less
self-absorbed. Poor skinny fellow.”

The sorceress smirked. “I1t was good for him. Oswin wasthe
most perfect servant of the Father, dways so concerned for figuring out
the exact rules and getting himsdlf on theright sde of them. Or them on
the left side of him. It dways stung him when | pointed that out.”

“Oh, but look at you-here, you must sit down-" Lady |jadaand
the maid Hergi joined forces briefly to find the best chair, pad it with
cushions, and urge Learned Halanainto it. She sank down gratefully,
blowing out her breath with awhoosh, and adjusted her belly in her lap.
The maid scurried to prop her mistresssfeet on astool. Lady |jada
pulled achair to the table opposite her friend, and Ingrey retreated to
the window seet, no great distance away in the tiny room, where he
could watch both women. The warden hung back, cautious and

respectful.

“Y our double scholarship isamost unusua combination,
Learned,” said Ingrey, nodding to the woman's shoulder braids. Their
pin was working loose again, and they hung precarioudy on their perch.

“Oh, yes. It came about by accident, if accident it was.” She
shrugged, didodging the braids, her maid sghed and wordlesdy
retrieved and reingtalled them. “I had Started out to be aphysician, like
my mother and grandmother before me. My apprenticeship was quite
complete, and | had begun to practice at the Temple hospitd in
Helmharbor. There | was caled to attend upon adying sorcerer.” She
paused and glanced shrewdly at Ingrey. “What do you know about
how Temple sorcerers are made, Lord Ingrey? Or illicit sorcerers, for
that matter?”’

Hisbrowsrose. “A person comes into possession of ademon of
disorder, which has somehow escaped from the grip of the Bastard into
the world of matter. The sorcerer takesit into his soul-or hers” he
added hadtily. “ And nourishesit there. In return, the demon lendsits
powers. The acquisition of ademon makes one a sorcerer much asthe
acquigition of ahorse makesonearider, or so | wastaught.”



“Very correct.” Hallananodded approva. “It does not, of
course, necessarily make one a good rider. That must be learned. Well.
What islesswdl known, isthat Temple sorcerers sometimes bequesth
their demonsto their Order, to be passed a ong to the next generation,
with dl that they have learned. Since, when a sorcerer dies, if she-or
he-does not bear the demon back to the gods, it will jump away to the
next living thing nearby that may sustain it in the world of matter. Itis
not agood thing to lose a powerful demon into astray dog. Don't
smile, it has happened. But done properly, atrained demon may be
directed into one's chosen successor without ripping one's soul to
piecesin the process.”

ljada leaned forward to listen, her hands clasped in fascination.
“Y ou know, | never thought to ask you how you came to be what you
were. | just took you for granted.”

“You wereten. All theworld isan equa mystery then.” She
shifted in her chair, not without difficulty, evidently seeking amore
comfortable position. “ The Bastard's Order in Helmharbor had
groomed thisdivine, avery scholarly young fellow, to receive his
mentor's powers. All seemed to go as planned. The old sorcerer-my
word, but hewas afrail thing by then-breathed hislast quite peacefully,
all things considered. His successor held hishand and prayed. And the
stupid demon jumped right over him and into me. No one was
expecting it, least of dl that lofty young divine. Hewaslivid. | was
distraught. How could | practice the hedling arts when plagued with a
demon of disorder itself?1 tried for sometimeto berid of it-even made
pilgrimage to a saint reputed to have the Bastard's own power over His
Srayed dementds”

“In Darthaca?’ inquired Ingrey.
Her browsrose. “How did you know?’
“Fortunate guess.”

Theflare of her nogtril expressed her dim opinion of that quip.
“Wall, so. We made the rite together. But the god would not take His
demon back!”



“Darthaca,” confirmed Ingrey glumly. “I believe | once met the
samefdlow. Remarkably usdess.”

“Indeed?’ Her gaze grew sharp again. “Wdl. Since | was
saddled with the creature, | needed to learn how to rideif | was not to
be ridden, so | apprenticed mysdf al over again to thefifth god. | went
to the border during atime of grest frusiration, thinking to try asmpler
lifefor awhile, and to search again for that sense of cdling | had logt.
Oh, ljada, | was so sorry, later, to hear of the death of your father. He
wasanoblemaninal senses”

Lady |jada bowed her head, a shadow crossing her face. “Ours
was not a high-waled fort for no cause. Angry, foolish men, an
imprudent ride out to attempt reason at atime when tempers were
running too high...l had seen only thelovely side of the marsh country,
and the kindness of its people. But they were only people after all.”

“What happened to you and your lady mother, after hewas
dan?

“She went back to her own kin-my own kin-in the north of the
Wedd. In ayear, she married again-another Temple-man, though not a
soldier-her brother made little jokes about that. She did not love my
sepfather in the way she had loved my father, but he was fond and she
was ready to be comfortable. But she died-um.” ljada stopped,
glanced at Learned Hdlanas belly, and bit her lip.

“l amaphyscian, too,” Halanareminded her. “ Childbed?’
“About four days after. She took afever.”

Thewarden, ligening in al too much fascinaion, sgned hersdf in
sympathy, caught Ingrey's eye upon her, and subsided.

“Hm,” said Hallana. “1 wonder if-no, never mind. All too late.
And your-?’

“Little brother. Helived. My stepfather dotes on him. But he
was the reason my stepfather remarried so very quickly.”

It wasthefirst Ingrey had heard Lady |jadahad living siblings. |
hadn't thought to ask.



“And s0 you found yoursdf living with. ..no oneyou'd ever
planned to,” Learned Hallanamused. “ And vice versa. Was your
gepfamily comfortable?”

ljada shrugged. “ They were not unkind. My stepmother is good
with my brother.”

“And she's, ah, how many years older than you?’
A dry smilefleeted across ljadasface. “Three.”

Hallana snorted. “And so when your chance cameto go, she
bade you farewd| with right goodwill?’

“Wel, it was goodwill. My Badgerbank uncleswife actualy
found me the position with Princess Fara. She thought my stepfamily
dreadfully common, and that | should be raised up out of it before
yeomanry became ahabit with me.”

Hallana's snort was more caudtic, thistime. The very learned
divine, Ingrey redized, had not introduced hersdf as kin anyone.

“But Hdlana,” 1jada continued, “physician or not, | do not
understand how you may safely bear ademon and ababy at once. |
thought demons were terribly dangerous, in that Sate.”

“They are” Learned Halanagrimaced. “ Disorder flows naturadly
from demons; it isthe very spring of their power in matter. The creetion
of achild, wherein matter grows an entirdly new soul, isthe highest and
most complex form of ordering known, apart from the gods
themsdves. Given dl that can go wrong with the process without a
demon, keeping the two apart becomes rather urgent. And difficult.
The difficulty iswhy some divines discourage fema e sorcerersfrom
becoming mothers, or women from seeking that power until they are
grown old. Well, and some of them are just self-satisfied fools, but
that's another subject. It'sal very well, you know, but | saw no reason
to stop my lifefor other peopl€'s theories. My risks are no greater-or
different-than any other woman's, if my skills match them. Oh, apart
from the danger of the demon entering the baby during the distractions
of birth. Ordinary infants are demonic enough! The secret of safety
turnsout to beto, ah...how shal | put it. Shed excessdisorder. By



cascading small amounts of chaos continudly, 1 keep my demon
passive, and my baby safe.” A fond materna smilelit her eyes. “Alas,
it'satrifle hard on everyone around mefor those months. | have alittle
hermitage on the edge of the seminary groundsthat | moveinto.”

“Oh. Isntit londy?’

“Not at dl. My dear husband brings the two older children to
vigt me every day. And some evenings without the children, too. |
catch up on my reading and my studies-it makes the most wonderful
retreat imaginable. | should be quite too inclined to repest it, but |
imagine a dozen babieswould be amistake, and anyway, | think my
husband would draw the line well before then.”

The maid Hergi, who had made hersalf small and quiet near her
migresssfeet, giggled in aremarkably unservilefashion.

“It isnat, you know, different in kind from the sort of thoughtful
sef-discipline any Temple sorcerer must keep. To use disorder aone,
never trying to reverse the flow of its nature, but in good cause...cam,
careful, never yielding to the temptation of shortcuts. That wasthe
sdvation of my calling-when acertain brilliant logician pointed out that
surgery destroysto heal. And | saw how to correctly use the powers
that had been granted me in the direction my heart desired. | was so
overjoyed, | married him.”

ljadalaughed. “I am so happy for you! Y ou deserve dl good
things”

“Ah, what we may deserve, wdll, the Father done knowsthat, in

the balance of Hisjustice.” The sorceresss face grew solemn again.
“Sotdl me, love, what truly happened out in that cold castle?’

CHAPTER FIVE

JADA'SLAUGHTER WASABRUPTLY EXTINGUISHED. INGREY

QUIETLY rose and sent the warden out for the meal that he had been
diverted from ordering, increasing the servings. Thisaso removed her
interested ear from the proceedings. She looked disappointed, but



dared not disobey.

He dipped back to his seat as quietly, so asnot to distract Lady
ljadafrom her hating confession to her friend. Who was so obvioudly,
at least to Ingrey's mind, here for subtler reasons than friendship.

Hewas alert for discrepancies, but thetae ljadatold Learned
Hallanawas much the same as what she had-findly-told Ingrey, though
thistimeal in order with nothing left out. Except that she revedled much
more to Hallana of her suffocating fears. Hallana's expression grew so
intent asto be stony during |jadas account of her leopard dreams.
ljada brought her story up to her nearly disastrousfdl at theford,
yesterday, and hesitated, glancing across at Ingrey. “| think the next
part should be Lord Ingrey'sto tell.”

Ingrey jerked in his seet, flushing. For aningtant it dmost
seemed like the red fog returning, and his hand spasmed on the edge of
the Il on which he sat. He became uncomfortably aware that he had
grown careess again, on some dim assumption that the sorceress could
protect both hersalf and ljada. But sorcerers were not proof against
stedl, not onceit closed on them. He'd adlowed himsdlf to be donewith
the women while till armed. And now hisdirest secretswere

chalenged...

Heblurted, “1 tried to drown her. I'vetried three other timesto
kill her, that | know of. | sweer itisnot my desire. Shethinksit issome
gpell or gess”

The sorceress pursed her lips and vented along, thoughtful
stream of breath. Then she sat back and closed her eyes, her face
growing very still. When she opened them again, her expression was
enigmdtic.

“No sorcerer has currently bespelled you. Y ou bear no
sugtaining link-no spirit-threads wind to or from you. No e emental
from the fifth god lieswithin your soul. But something else does. It
seemsvery dark.”

Helooked away. “I know. Itismy wolf.”
“If that'sawolf's soul, I'm the queen of Darthaca.”



“It dwayswas astrange wolf. But it isbound!”
“Huh. May | touch you?’
“I don't know if | am...safe”

Her brows twitched up; shelooked him over, and he grew
acutely conscious of hisroad stains and brigand's beard stubble. “I
think 1 shal not argue with that. |jada, what do you seein him?’

“I don't see anything,” shereplied unhappily. “It isasthough the
leopard smellshim, and | overhear...oversmdl? Howsoever, | am lent
these unfamiliar sensations. There'sthe dark wolf-thing you see-at least,
it smells dark, like old leaf mold and campfire ashes and forest
shadows-and athird thing. Whispering around him likearumor. It has
amost strange perfume. Acrid.”

Hallanatilted her head back and forth. “I see his soul, with my
soul'seye. | seethe dark thing. | do not see or hear thethird thing. Itis
not of the Bastard in any way, not lent from the world of spirit that the
godsrule. Y et-his soul has strange convolutions. A clear glassthat one
cannot see with the eyes, one might gtill touch with the fingers. | must
risk adeeper touch.”

“Don't!” said Ingrey, panicked.

“Lady, ought you...?" murmured the maid, her face crimped
with darm. “Now?’

Hallana's lips moved on what might have been, Dratsab,
dratsab, dratsab. “Let usthink.”

A knock sounded at the door; the warden had returned, flanked
by someinn servants with trays and the man Hallana had caled Bernan,
who lugged alarge chest. Hewas awiry, middle-aged fellow with an
aert eye hisgreen-leather jerkin was spattered with old burn spots,
likeasmith's. He inhaed with deep appreciation asthe trayswere
borne past him. The delectable odors of vinegared beef and onions
Seeping from under the crockery coversforcibly reminded Ingrey that
he was both ravenous and exhausted.

Hallanabrightened. “Better Hill, let us edt, then think.”



Theinn servants set the tablein thelittle parlor, but after that the
sorceress sent them away, saying she preferred to be served by her
own folk. Shewhispered asdeto Ingrey, “Actudly, | makesuch a
mess, just now, | don't dare eat in public.” Ingrey, warily circumspect,
sent the warden downstairs to eat in the common room and tarry there
until called for. She cast a curious look back as she reluctantly
withdrew.

The manservant Bernan reported Hallana's horses safely stabled
at the local temple's mews, the wagon whed repaired, and
arrangements made for her night's rest with acertain Mother's physician
in Red Dike, who was evidently aformer Suttleaf student. Ingrey found
himself, without having intended any such thing, joining the two women
for amedl at the samdl table. The manservant presented the basin for
hand washing, and the double-divine intoned a perfunctory blessng.

Hergi whipped a napkin the size of atablecloth around her
mistress and helped her to her food, deftly catching tilting glasses,
skidding jugs, and diding stew, often before they spilled, but sometimes
not. “ Drink up your wine,” the sorceress recommended. “It will go sour
in haf an hour. | should take mysdf off before the innkeeper discovers
the trouble with hisbeer. Well, his store of fless, lice, and bedbugs will
not survive me, either, o0 | hopeitisafar exchange. If | linger, | may
have to start in on the mice, poor things.”

Lady |jada seemed as famished as Ingrey, and the conversation
waned for atime. Halanareopened it with ablunt inquiry of the origin
of Ingrey'swolf-affliction. His ssomach knotted despite his hunger, but
he mumbled through an explanation rather fuller than he had yet
confided to |jada, aswell as he could remember the confusing old
events. Both women listened raptly. Ingrey was uneasily aware that
Bernan, who had taken his plate to a seat on his wooden chest, and
Hergi, who snitched bites standing between mopping up after her
migiress, were listening, too. But a Temple sorceresss servants must
surely be among the most discret.

“Had your father had a previousinterest in the anima magic of
our Old Wesdlding forebears?’ Halanainquired, when he had finished



decribing therite,
“Noneknowntome” Ingrey said. “It al seemed very sudden.”
“Why attempt such athing then?’ said ljada.

Ingrey shrugged. “All who knew died or fled. There were none
left to tell by thetime | recovered enough to ask.” His mind shrank
from the fragmented memories of those dark, bewildered weeks. Some
things were better forgotten.

Halana chewed, swallowed, and asked, “How came you to
learn to bind your wolf?’

Things like that, for example. Ingrey rubbed histense neck,
without relief. “ Audar's ancient law, that those defiled by anima ghosts
should be burned dive, had not been carried out within living memory
at Birchbeck. Our locd divine, who had known medl my life, was
anxiousthat it not beinvoked. Asit turned out, the Templeinquirer sent
to examine the case ruled that since the crime was not of my making,
but imposed upon me by persons whose authority | was bound to
obey, it would be tantamount to cutting off aman's hand for being
robbed. So | wasformally pardoned, my life spared.”

ljada looked up with keen attention at the news of this
precedent, her lips parting asif to speak, but then just shook her head.

Ingrey gave her an acknowledging nod, and continued, “ Stll |
could not be left to wander freely. Sometimes | was lucid, you see, but
sometimes... | could not well remember the other times. So our divine
Set about trying to cure me.”

“How?’ asked the sorceress.

“Prayer firgt, of course. Then ritua's, what old ones he could
find. Some | think he made up new out of bits. None worked. Then he
tried exhortations, lectures and sermons, he and his acolytes taking
turnsfor daystogether. That was the most wearisome part. Then we
tried to driveit out by force.”

“We?" Hallana cocked an eyebrow.



“It was not...not done against my will. | was desperate by
then.”

“Mm. Yes, | can...” She pressed her lipstogether for along
moment, then said, “What form did these wolf-wardings take?’

“Wetried everything we could think of that wouldn't outright
cripple me. Starvation, besatings, fire and threats of fire, water. It did
not drive out thewolf, but at least | learned to gain ascendance, and my
periods of confusion grew shorter.”

“Under those conditions, | should imagine you learned rather
quickly.”

He glanced up defensively at her dry tone. It was clearly
working. Anyway, better to be shoved under the Birchbeck till my
lungs burst than listen to more sermons dl day and night. Our divine
held everyone steadfast through the task, though it was hard. It wasthe
last thing he could do for my father, whom hefelt he hed failed.”

Ingrey took aswallow of wine. “After some months, | was
pronounced well enough to be let out. Castle Birchgrove had been
settled on my uncle by then. | was sent on pilgrimage, in hopes of
finding some more permanent cure. | was glad enough to go; though as
hopefailed, and | grew to man size and shed my keepers, my search
turned into mere wanderings. When | ran out of money, I'd take what
odd tasks cameto hand.” Anything had seemed better than turning his
steps toward home. And then...one day, it hadn't, anymore.

“I met Lord Hetwar when he was on an embassy to the king of
Darthaca.” His desperate contrivances to win access to the sealmaster,
he didn't think worth recounting. “He was curious how aWedding
kinsman should be serving strangers so far from home, so | told him my
tale. He was not daunted by my wolf and gave me aplace in hisguard
that | might work my way back to my own country. | made mysdlf
useful during some incidents on the road, and he was pleased to make
my place permanent. | rosein his household theregfter.” Ingrey's mouth
firmed in tight pride. “By my merits”

He gpplied himsdlf to his spiced meat, sopping up thelast of its



gingery gravy with theinn's good bread. ljada had stopped egting a
little while ago and sat solemn with thought, running her finger around
the rim of her empty wine besker. When shelooked up and caught his
eye, she managed awan smile. Hallanawaved away her maid's attempt
to feed her asecond appletart, and Hergi rolled up the stained napkin
and bundled it away.

The sorceress eyed Ingrey. “ Fedling better now?’
“Yes” headmitted reluctantly.
“Do you have any ideawho laid this bridle on you?’

“No. It's hard to think about it. It dmost bothers me morethat |
cannot fed it, between fits. | begin to mistrust everything in my mind.
Asif straining to seetheingdes of my own eyebdls” He hestated,
marshaed hisnerve. “ Can you takeit off me, Learned?’

She huffed uncertainly, while the manservant, behind her, made
an urgent negative gesture to Ingrey, and Hergi squeaked protest.

“The onething | might safely do right now,” said Hdlana, “isadd
to the disorder in your spirit. Whether thiswould bregk or disrupt the
hold of this strange thing Ijada smells upon you, | do not know. | dare
attempt nothing more complex. If | were not pregnant, | might try-well,
never mind. Yes, yes, | seeyou, Bernan, pleaserefrain from bursting,”
she added to the agitated manservant. “If | do not vent disorder into
Lord Ingrey, here, | shal just haveto kill somemice, and | like mice”

Ingrey rubbed histired face. “I amwilling to have you try,
but...fetter me, first.”

Her brows climbed. “Y ou think it necessary?’
“Prudent.”

The sorceresss servants, at least, seemed greetly in favor of
prudencein any form. WhileIngrey laid hissword and belt knife against
thewall by the door, Bernan opened what proved to be awell-stocked
toolbox and rummaged within, producing a couple of lengths of sturdy
chain. In consultation with Ingrey, hefitted loopstightly around Ingrey's
booted ankles, and secured them with an iron staple and hasp. Ingrey



crossed his hands at the wrists and suffered asimilar arrangement there,
then tested both bindings, twisting and straining. They seemed solid
enough. Then he sat on the floor with his back to the window seat and
had Bernan bolt the wrist chainsto the ankle chains. He felt an utter
fool, gtting crouched with his knees up hafway to hisears. His
audience looked extremely bemused, but no one demurred.

Learned Hallana heaved hersalf up out of her seat and waddled
over to him. ljada stood anxioudy by her on one side, and Hergi on the
other. Hallana shot back her cuffs and laced her fingers together,
gretching her handswith afaint crackling pop of thejoints. “Very
good,” shesad, inamedicaly brisk voice dl the more snigter for its
good cheer, “tell meif thishurts...” Shelaid awarm pam across
Ingrey'sforehead.

The sense of heet flowing from her touch was pleasant for the
first few seconds, and he leaned into her hand. But then it grew
uncomfortably warm. A disturbing haze clouded hisvision. Abruptly,
the hest was roaring like a smithy's furnace across his mind, and he was
seeing double. The second image parted from thefirst: twisted, atered.

The room was till present to his physica senses. But equdly
present was another place. Init...

Init, he was standing nude. Above his heart, hispaleflesh
puckered, then swelled. The skin burst. From it, avine, no, avein,
gprouted, and began to wind and twist around him, climbing. Hefdt a
second hot bulge burst on hisforehead, and saw the vine-veinwind
down fromit, blurred by its proximity. Another from his navel, another
from hisgenitas. Their moving tips muttered and dripped blood. His
tongue, too, was transformed, pushing out from his mouth, forming into
apulsing tube.

In the material room, his body began to writhe and yank against
his chains. Harder. His eyes hdf rolled back, but till he could seethe
Learned Hdlanaleaning near-she scrambled back as he opened his
mouth to howl. But between her two glowing hands, held apart, violet
firetill roared, spirding into his horribly transformed mouth.



Thelong tentacle growing from histongue flapped and jerked in
agony, its unintelligible whisper speeding into a hiss, yet seemed to
devour the heat. The other four, mirroring its excitement, continued to
mutter and thicken, splashing him with blood. The hot metalic smdl and
dippery fed of it drove him to digtraction. Hisreal body bucked and
arched with near bone-cracking force, straining againgt his chains. His
hair rippled, and his genitals engorged and stiffened. Hefdll sideways,
convulsed, began to try to roll and rock himself across the room
toward thewall where his sheathed sword |eaned.

|jada had fallen to her knees, mouth open, eyeswide. Inthe
second redlity, the leopardess appeared. ..

Itsfur was aslken ripple over moving muscle, its claws carved
ivory; itsbrilliant amber eyesflashed with golden lights. It fell uponthe
writhing veinsfor dl theworld like akitten upon amess of cords, paws
paiting, then clawing, then pulling the hissing thingstoward it to bite at
them with its great teeth. The veinslashed like whips of acid, leaving
black burns across the elegant, spotted coat, and the |eopardess
snarled, arich sound that shook the air, that shook Ingrey to his heart.
From somewhere deep ingde him, an answering growl arose.

Hisjaw began to lengthen...

No. No! I deny you, wolf-within! He bit down, clenched his
teeth. Fought wolf, fought tentacles, fought his body, fought hismind,
rocked nearer to hissword. Fight. Kill...something...everything...

Thetortured chain twisted, aniron link snapping like astick. His
wrists and ankles were still bound, but freed from each other. His body
straightened, and then he could writhe and roll, arch and turn. His
sword was very close. Panicked feet trampled about him.

Hisred handswere as dippery with rea blood as his second
body now was with the strange red spew that flowed out of himsdlf,
onto himsdlf. To his utter horror, he began to fed thelinks dip from his
bleeding wridts, over hisyanking hands. If he freed hisright hand,
reached his sword. ..surely nonewould leave thisroom dive. Perhaps
not even himsdif.



Hewould take the yammering manservant's head firg, with a
single stroke. Then turn upon the screaming women. |jada was dready
on her knees like an executioner's victim, strands of loosened hair
fdling forward velling her face. The whipping sword edge, the pregnant
one...hismind shied, denied.

Then howled denid, so fiercdly that it turned itsdlf ingde out and
transmuted to assent. Help them, save her, uphold me, wolf-within!
Take of me, take...

Hisjaw lengthened, histeeth grew into sharp white knives. He
began to bite and rip at the veins, snarling and shaking hishead asa
wolf shakes arabbit to break its back. The hot blood spurted in his
mouth, and he felt the pain of his own bites. He gripped, ripped. Pulled
the things out of hisbody by their gory roots. Then it was no longer
indde him, but in front of him, wriggling like some maevolent sea
creature brought to the letha air. He kicked at it with naked, clawed
feet. The leopardess pounced, batted, rolled the shrieking red thing
acrossthefloor. It was, briefly, dive. Dying.

Then it wasgone.

The second vision vanished, or rgoined thefirgt, melting oneinto
another, the leopardessinto |jada, hiswolf-jaw-where?

His body sagged. He was lying on his back near the door,
ankles il bound, bloody hands free. Bernan was standing over him,
his face pale as parchment, a short iron crowbar gripped in his shaking
hands.

A littleslencefdl.

“Well,” said Halanas bright, strained voice. “Let usnot do that

agan...”
A rumble of footsteps sounded from the corridor outside the

chamber. An urgent thumping on the door: Ingrey's soldier called in
dam, “Helo? Iseveryonedl right in there? Lord Ingrey?’

Thewarden's frightened voice: “Wasthat redly him, screaming
likethat? Oh, hurry, bresk it down!”



A third man: “If you bresk my door, you'l pay for it! Hey in
therel Open up!”

Ingrey stretched hisjaw, hisnorma human jaw, not amuzzle,
and croaked, “I'mdl right!”

Hallanawas standing with feet braced, breathing rapidly, staring
at himwith very wide eyes. “Yes” shecdled out. “Lord
Ingrey...tripped and upset the table. It'sabit of amessin herejust
now. Well seeto it. Don't concern yourselves.”

“You don't sound dl right.”

Ingrey swallowed, cleared hisraw throat, adjusted hisvoice. “I'll
come down to the taproom in awhile. The divine's servantswill ded
withthe...with the...mess. Go away.”

“Wewill take care of hisinjuries,” added Halana.

A baffled sllence, amumble of argument: then the footsteps
retreated.

A sgh seemed to go through everyone in the room but Bernan,
who il brandished his crowbar. Ingrey lay back limply onthe
floorboards, feding as though his bones were turned to porridge. He
was sick to his ssomach. After amoment, heraised hishands. The
chains dangled heavily from hisleft wrist; hisright, lubricated with
blood, was free. He stared at it, barely comprehending the torn skin
and throbbing pain. By the unpleasant tricklein hishair, hisfurious
thumping around had ripped apart some of his new stitches, aswell.

At thisrate, I'm going to be dead before | ever get to
Easthome, whether Lady ljada survives me or not.

ljada. ..He twisted around in feverish concern. Bernan made a
warning noise and raised his crowbar higher. ljadawas still on her
knees a pace or two away, her face very pale, her eyes huge and dark.

“No, Bernan!” she said. “He'sdl right now. It'sgone.”

“I have seen aman afflicted with thefdling sickness” sad
Hallanain adistant tone. “Thismost assuredly wasnt that.” She



ventured near Ingrey again and waked around him, peering down
searchingly over her bely.

With an eyeto the crowbar, Ingrey rolled very dowly and
cautioudy onto hisside for abetter look at Ijada. The movement made
the room turn in dow jerks, and his grunt came out sounding more like
amoan, or perhaps awhimper. ljadawasn't leaping to her feet, either.
She sat limply, her hands on the floor propping her; she caught his gaze,
took abreeth, and pushed upright. “I'm dl right,” she said, dthough no
one had inquired. All eyes had been on Ingrey's far more spectacular
performance.

Halanads head cameround. “What did you just experience?’

“I fell to my knees-| was till on my knees, in thisroom, but at
the sametime, | was suddenly in the leopard's body. The leopard's
spirit body-1 did not mistake it for flesh. But oh, it was strong!
Glorious. My senseswereterribly acute. | could see! But | was
mute-no, beyond mute. Wordless. We were in some bigger space, or
other space-it was as hig asit needed to be, anyway. Y ou’-her gaze
swung to Ingrey-“werein the place before me. Y our body was
sprouting scarlet horrors. They seemed to be of you, yet attacking you.
| pounced on them and tried to bite them off you. They burned my
jaws. Then you started to turn into awolf, or aman-wolf, some strange
hybrid-it was asif your body couldn't make up itsmind. You grew a
wolf's head, at least, and started tearing at the red horrors, too.” She
looked at him sdeways, in afresh fascination.

Ingrey wondered, but dared not ask, if sheld hallucinated a
loincloth for him aswell. Thewild arousd of hisfrenzied state was only
now passing off, damped by confusion and pain.

“When we had ripped the burning, clutching things dl out of you,
they could be seen to be not many, but al one thing. For amoment it
looked like aball of mating snakes, raked from under aledgein the
springtime. Then it went slent and vanished, and | wasback here. In
this body.” She held up one long-fingered hand before her eyes asif
gtill expecting to see pads and claws. “If that was anything like what the
Old Weald warriors experienced. .| think | begin to seewhy they



desired this. Except not the part about the bleeding things. Y et even
that...we won.” The pulsing dilation of her eyeswas not just fear,
Ingrey thought, but also avast, astonished exhilaration. She added to
Halana, “Did you see my leopard? The bleeding things, thewolf's
heed?’

“No.” Hdlanahuffed in frudration. “ Y our spiritswere very
disturbed, but I hardly needed second sight to tell that. Do you think
you could return to that place where you were? At will?’

Ingrey started to shake his head, discovered that hisbrain felt as
though it had come loose, and mumbled, “No!”

“I'm not sure,” said ljada. “ The leopard took me there-1 didn't
go mysdf. And it wasn't exactly a there. Wewere dtill here”

Hallanas expression grew, if possible, moreintent. “Did you
sense any of the gods presences, in that space?”’

“No,” said ljada. “None. Therewasatime | might not have
known for sure, but after the leopard dream...no. | would have known,
if He were back.” Despite her distress, asmile softened her lips. The
smilewas not for him, Ingrey knew. It still made him want to crawl
toward her. Now, that was madness by any measure.

Hallana stretched her shoulders, which had aarming effects
given her current girth, and grimaced. “Bernan, help Lord Ingrey up.
Take off those bolts”

“Areyou sure, Learned?’ the manservant said doubtfully. His
eyesflicked toward Ingrey's sword, now lying in the room's corner; he
had apparently kicked it out of Ingrey'sralling reach during his
scrambleto get into Striking position with his crowbar.

“Lord Ingrey? What is your opinion? Y ou were certainly correct
before.”

“I don't think...l can move.” The oak floor was hard and chilly,
but by the swimming of Ingrey's head, horizonta seemed vastly
preferableto vertica.

Hewas forced to the vertica despite himself, dragged up and



placed in the divine's vacated chair by the two servants. Bernan tapped
off the bolts with ahammer and Hergi, clucking, collected abasin of
fresh water, soap, towels, and the leather case of what proved to be
medica instruments and suppliesthat she had brought in with her. She
tended expertly to Ingrey'sinjuries, new and old, under the divines eye,
and it occurred to Ingrey belatedly that of course the sorceress would
travel with her own midwife-dedicat, in her present sate. He wondered
if Hergi was married to the amith, if that was Bernan'sred cdling.

ljadalevered hersdlf up asfar as her own chair and watched
Hergi's mending in gpparent fascination, pinching her lipsat the needle
pokes. Theflap of flesh on the back of Ingrey's hand was negtly
reaffixed and covered with awhite-linen bandage, the lesser [acerations
on the other wrist cleaned and wrapped. His hand did not hurt nearly
as much as the burning musclesin hisback, or histhrobbing ankles; or
perhaps each pain served as distraction from the next. He wondered if
he ought to pull off hisbootswhile he il could, and if hedidnt, if they
would have to be cut off later. They were good boots; he hated to risk
them. The chains had left degp scoringsin the legther.

“Inthat place you found yoursdves” Halanabegan again.
“It wasn't real,” mumbled Ingrey.

“Mm, well, yes. But while you werein that, um, state, whet did
you perceive of me, if anything?’

“Colored fire flowed from your hands. Into my mouth. It drove
the vein growing thereinto afrenzy, which it passed on to the others.
Its other parts, | suppose. It was as though your fire flushed them from
their hiding places.” He ran histongue around his mouth now, to
reassure himsdlf that the hideous distortion was truly gone. More
disturbingly, he found hisface was dimed with spittle. He started to
wipe away the sticky foam with the bandage on hisleft wrist, but his
hand was intercepted by Hergi, protecting her work. She gave him a
disapproving headshake and wrung out awet cloth instead. Ingrey
swabbed and tried not to think about hisfather.

“Thetongue is the Bastard's own sign and signifier upon our



bodies” Halanamusad.

Asforehead for the Daughter, navel for the Mother, genitals for
the Father, and heart for the Brother. “The veins, tentacles, whatever
they were, of the geas seemed to grow from al of my five theologica
points”

“That ought to mean something. | wonder what? | wonder if
there are any manuscripts of Old Wedld lorethat would illuminate this
puzzle? When | get back to Suttleaf, | will search our library, but I'm
afrad weve mostly medica tracts. The Darthacan Quintarianswho
conquered us were more interested in destroying the old waysthan in
chronicling them. It was asif they wished to put the old forest powers
out of reach of everyone, even themsdlves. I'm not sure they were

wrong.”
“When | wasin the leopard-when | was the leopard,” said

ljada, “I saw the phantasma images, too. But then it was dl shut away
frommeagain.” A faint regret tinged her tone.

“1, on the other hand’ -the sorceresss fingers drummed on the
closest level surface, which happened to be the top of her
stomach-“ saw nothing. Except for Lord Ingrey ripping hisway out of
iron chainsthat should have hed ahorse, that is. If that wastypica of
the strength their spirit animalslent the old warriors, it's no wonder they
were prized.”

If the old warriors had hurt like this afterward, Ingrey wasn't so
surether ghost animas would have been as prized as dl that. If the
forest kin had carried on as he just had...he wanted to ask about the
noises held made, but was too mortified.

“If there was anything to see, | should have seeniit,” Hallana
went on in increasing exasperation. She plunked down on aspare
chair. “Dratsab, dratsab. Let usthink.” After amoment, she narrowed
her eyesat Ingrey. “Y ou say thething isgone. If we cannot say what it
was-can you a least now remember who put it on you?’

Ingrey leaned forward, rubbing his scratchy eyes. He suspected
they were glaringly bloodshot. “1'd better have these boots off.” At



Hallana's gesture, Bernan kndlt and assisted; Ingrey's ankles were
indeed swelling and discolored. He stared down at them for amoment
more.

“I did not fed the geasbefore | first saw ljada,” he said at last.
“For dl | know it could have been riding me for days, or months, or
years. | thought it was years, at first-l thought it was my wolf, asmuch
as| could think about it at al. If not for Lady |jadas testimony,
and...and what happened just now, | might il think that. If | had
succeeded in daying her, | would certainly have gone on believing so.”

Hallanasucked on her lower lip. “Think harder. A compulsion to
kill your prisoner was more likely laid on you between the time the
news came of Boleso's death and the time you | eft Easthome for Boar's
Head. Before then, there was no reason, and after, no time. Whom did
you seeinthat time?’

Put like that, it was even more disturbing. “Not very many men.
| was cdled to Lord Hetwar's chambers in the evening. The courier
was gill there. Hetwar, Hetwar's secretary of the chamber, Prince
Rigild the king's senescha, Earl Badgerbank, Wencd kin Horseriver,
Lord Alcakin Otterbine, the kin Boarford brothers...We spoke but
briefly, asLord Hetwar gave me the news and my ingtructions.”

“Whichwere?’

“Retrieve Boleso's body, transport hiskiller...” Ingrey hesitated.
“Make his death discreet.”

“What did that mean?’ asked ljada, sounding genuinely puzzled.

“Maked| evidence of Boleso'sindiscretions vanish.” Including
his principal victim?

“What? But aren't you an officer of theking'sjustice?’ shesaid
indignantly.

“Strictly speaking, | serve Sealmaster Hetwar.” He added after

acautious moment, “It is Sealmaster Hetwar's steadfast purpose to
serve the closest needs of the Weald and itsroyal house.”

ljadafdl slent, dismayed, her brows drawing down.



The Temple sorceress tapped her lipswith onefinger. She, at
leadt, did not look shocked. But when she spoke again, her swift
thoughts had plainly darted down yet another road. “Nothing of spirit
can exist in the world of matter without a being of matter to support it.
Spells are sustained by sorcerers through their demons, which are
necessary but not sufficient; the demon's sustenance must come from
the sorcerer's body, ultimately. But your spell was being sustained by
you. | suspect...hm. To use your word, ljada, a parasite magic? The
spell was somehow induced in you, and your life maintained it
thereafter. If this strange sorcery has any resemblance to my own, it
flows most readily, like water, downhill. It does not creste, but stedsits
cagpahilitiesfrom its host.”

Thismade aviscera senseto Ingrey, but it was not redly
something he wanted Lady |jadato hear of him. All sorts of men had
the capacity to kill for the convenience of their betters; though usudly,
the only spdll required could befitted in aclinking purse. He had ridden
guard, ready to draw sted in hislord's defense, any number of times,
and wasn't that much the same thing?

Wamnt it?

“But...” ljadaslovdy lipsthinned with thought. “ Sedlmaster
Hetwar must have a hundred swordsmen, soldiers, bravos. A haf
dozen of hisguardsmen rode out with you. The...the person,
whoever-might have laid the geas on any of them just aswell. Why

should the only man in Easthome who is known to bear an animd spirit
be sent to me?’

A flash of expression-insght, satisfaction?-flew across Learned
Hallana's face and vanished. But she did not speak, only sat back more
intently, presumably because leaning forward more intently was not
feasble “Isit widdy known, your spiritud affliction?’ she asked.

Ingrey shrugged. “It isgenera gossip, yes. Varioudy garbled.
My reputation is useful to Hetwar. I'm not someone most men want to
cross” Or have around them for very long, or invite to their
tables, or, above all, introduce to their female kin. But I'm well
accustomed to that, by now.



ljada's eyes widened. *Y ou were chosen because your wolf
could be blamed! Hetwar chose you. Therefore, he must be the source
of thegead”

Ingrey did not care for that thought. “ Not necessarily. Lord
Hetwar wasin consultation for sometimebefore | came. Any manin
the room might have suggested mefor thetask.” Thewolf part,
however, seemed all too plausible. Ingrey himsdlf had been ready to
blame his prisoner's death on hiswolf-within. Hed have stood
self-accused, incapable of his own defense. Presuming he'd even
survived his attempt on Lady ljadaslife...he remembered yesterday's
near-fata svim. One way or another, victim and tool would both have
been slenced.

Two extremely unpleasant redizations crept over Ingrey. One
was that he was il bearing Lady ljadatoward her potentia desth.
Her drowning in theriver yesterday could have been no worse than
some later poisoning or strangling in her cdll, and ahundred times more
merciful than the horrors of adubioustria and subsequent hanging.

And the other was that an enemy of great and secret power was
going to be serioudy upset when they both arrived at Easthome dive.

CHAPTER SIX

I NGREY WOKE FEVERISH FROM DIMLY REMEMBERED NIGHTMARES
He blinked in the level light coming through the dormer window in the
tiny, but private, chamber high up in the eaves of hisinn. Dawn. Timeto
move.

Movement unleashed pain in every strained and sprained muscle
he possessed, which seemed to be most of them, and he hastily
abandoned his attempt to it up. But lying back did not bring relief. He
gingerly turned his head, his neck on fire, and eyed the trap of crockery
he'd set on the floor by his door. The teetering pile appeared
undisturbed. Good sign.

Thewraps on hiswrists and right hand were holding, although
stained with brown blood. He stretched and clenched hisfingers. So.



Last evening had been no dream, for dl its halucinatory terrors. His
somach tightened in anxiety-painfully-as the memories mounted.

Groaning, heforced himsdf up again, lurched out of bed, and
staggered to hiswashstand. A |eft-handed splash of cold water on his
face helped nothing. He pulled on histrousers, sat on the edge of his
bed, and attempted his boots. They would not dide over hisswollen
ankles. Defeated, helet them fal to the floor. He lowered his body
carefully into hisrumpled bed linens. Reason, in his head, seemed
replaced by akind of buzz. He lay for what was probably half the
turning of aglass, judging by the creep of the sunlit squares across his
wall, with no more useful thought than a surly resentment of his
hopel ess boots.

Hinges squeaked; a clatter of crockery was overridden by Rider
Gescas startled swearing. Ingrey squinted at the door. Gesca,
grimacing in bewilderment, picked hisway acrossthe didodged barrier
of tumbling beskers and plates. The lieutenant was dressed for the road
in boots and leathers and Hetwar's date-blue tabard, and tidied for the
solemnity of the duty: drab blond hair combed, amiableface
new-shaved. He stared down at Ingrey in dismay. “My lord?’

“Ah. Gesca” When the noise of rolling saucers died away,
Ingrey managed, “How is pig-boy thismorning?’

Gesca shook his head, seeming caught between wariness and
exagperdtion. “His delusions passed off about midnight. We put him to

“See that he does not approach or annoy Learned Hallana
agan.”

“I don't think that will be aproblem.” Gescasworried eyes
summed the bruises and bandages. “Lord Ingrey-what happened to
you last night?’

Ingrey hesitated. “What do they say happened?’

“They say you were locked in with that sorceressfor acouple of

hours when suddenly aracket rose from the room-howling, and
thumping to bring down the plaster from the celling below, and yelling.



Sounded like someone being murdered.”
Almogt...

“The sorceress and her servants went out later as though nothing
had happened, and you left limping, not talking to anyone.”

Ingrey reviewed the excuses Halana had cdled through the
door, aswdll as he could remember them. “Yes. | was carrying
a...ham, and acarving knife, and | tripped over achair.” No, she
hadn't said achair. “ Upended the table. Cut my hand going down.”

Gesca's face screwed up, as he no doubt tried to picture how
thisevent could result in Ingrey's peculiar array of bandages and
bruises. “We're dmost ready to load up, out there. The Red Dike
divineiswaliting to bless Prince Boleso's coffin. Are you going to be
ableto ride? After your accident.” He added after areflective moment,
“Accidents”

Do | look that bad? “Did you ddiver my messagefor Lord
Hetwar to the Temple courier?’

“Yes. Sherodeout at firgt light.”

“Then...tell the men to stand down. | expect ingtructions. Better
wait. Well take aday to rest the horses.”

Gesca gestured assent, but his stare plainly questioned why
Ingrey had driven both men and animasto ther limitsfor two long days
only to spend the time so gained idling here. He picked up the
crockery, st it on the washstand, gave Ingrey another bemused look,
and made hisway out.

Ingrey had scrawled his latest note to Lord Hetwar immediately
upon their arriva last night, reporting the cortege in Red Dike and
pressing for relief of hiscommand, feigning ingbility to supply adequate
ceremony. The note had contained, therefore, no word of the Temple
sorceress or hint of the later eventsin that upstairs room. He hadn't
mentioned theincident of theriver, or, indeed, any remark upon his
prisoner at al. Uneasy awareness of hisduty to report the truth to the
sed master warred now with fear, in his heart. Fear and rage. Who



placed that grotesque geas in me, and how? Why was | made a
witless tool ?

And can it happen again?

His own anger frightened him even as hisfear stoked hisfury,
tightening histhroat and making histemplesthrob. He lay back, trying
to remember the hard-won sdlf-disciplines that had tilled him under the
earnest holy tortures a Birchgrove. Slowly, he willed his screaming
musclesto resstiess quiet again.

Hiswolf had been released last night. He had unchained it. Was
it leashed again thismorning? And if not...what then? For al the aches
in hisbody, hismind fdt no different from any other morning of hisadult
life. So was hisfrozen hestation herein Red Dike just old habit, or was
it good sense? Simple prudence, to refuse to advance one step farther
toward Easthomein his present lethd ignorance? Hisphysica injuries
made a plausible blind to hide behind. But were they a hunter's screen
or just acoward's refuge? His caged thoughts circled.

Another tap at the door broke the tensing upward spira of his
disquiet, and asharp female voiceinquired, “Lord Ingrey? | need to
Sseeyou.”

“Migress Hergi. Comein.” Belatedly, Ingrey grew conscious of
his shirtless sate. But she was presumably an experienced dedicat of
the Mother's order, and no blushing maiden. Still, it would be courteous
to at least St up. It would.

“Hm.” Her lipsthinned as she stepped to the bedside and
regarded him, acoolly capable glint in her eye. “Rider Gescadid not
exaggerate. Wdll, thereisno help for it; you must get up. Learned
Madam wishes to see your prisoner before she leaves, and | would
have her on the road home at the earliest moment. We had enough
trouble getting here; | dread the return trip. Come, now. Oh, dear. Let
me see, better sart with...”

She plunked her leather case down on the washstand and
rummaged within, withdrawing a square blue glass bottle and pulling out
the cork stopper. She poured a sinister syrup into a spoon, and as



Ingrey creaked up on one ebow to ask, “What isit?’ popped it into his
mouth. Theliquid tasted utterly vile. He swallowed, afraid to spit it out
under her stedly gaze.

“A decoction of willow bark and poppy, wine spirits, and afew
other useful things.” Her gaze traveled up and down his body; she
pursed her lips, then bent and administered another spoonful. She
nodded shortly and restoppered the bottle. “ That should do it.”

Ingrey swallowed medicine and asurge of bile. “It'srevolting.”

“Eh, you'll change your mind about it soon enough, | warrant.
Here. Let's see how my work isholding up.”

Efficiently, she unbound hiswrappings, gpplied new ointment
and fresh bandages, daubed the stitchesin his hair with something that
stung, combed out the tangles, washed historso, and shaved him,
batting his hands away as hetried to protest his own competenceto
dress himsdif. “Don't you be getting my new wraps wet, now, my lord.
And stop fighting me. I'll have no delays out of you.”

He hadn't been dressed like this by awoman since he was six,
but his pain was fading most deliciously away, to be replaced by a
floating lasstude. He stopped fighting her. Theintengity of her
concentration, he redized dimly, had nothing to do with him.

“IsLearned Hallanadl right? After last night?” he asked
cautioudy.

“Baby's shifted position. Could be aday, could be aweek, but
there are twenty-five miles of bad roads between here and Suttlesf, and
| wish | had her home safe now. Now, you mind me, Lord Ingrey;
don't you dare do anything to detain her. Whatever she wants from
you, giveit to her without argument, if you please.” She sniffed rather
fiercdly.

“Yes, Midtress,” Ingrey answered humbly. He added after a
blinking moment, “Y our potion seems very effective. Can | keep the
bottle?’

“No.” She kndt by hisfeet. “Oh. Y our bootswon't do, will



they? Do you have any other shoeswith you...?" She scavenged
ruthlesdy in his saddlebags, to emerge with a pair of worn leather
buskinsthat she jammed onto hisfeet. “ Up you come, now.”

The agony, as she pulled on hisarms, seemed pleasantly distant,
like news from another country. She towed him relentlesdy out the
door.

THE SORCERESS-PHY SICIAN WASALREADY WAITING IN THE TAP-room
of ljadasinn at the other end of Red Dike's main street. Learned
Hallana eyed his bandages, and inquired politely, “I trust thismorning
finds you much recovered, Lord Ingrey?’

“Yes. Thank you. Y our medicine helped. Though it made an
odd breskfast.” He smiled at her, atrifle hazily he feared.

“Oh. It would.” Sheglanced a Hergi. “How much...?’ Hergi
held up two fingers. Ingrey could not decideif the twitch of the divine's
eyebrows was censure or gpprova, for Hergi merely shrugged in return.

Ingrey followed both women upstairs once more. They were
admitted to the parlor, alittle doubtfully, by the femae warden. Ingrey
looked around surreptitioudy for sgnsof hislate frenzy, finding none
but for afew faint bloodstains and dents on the oak floorboards. ljada
stepped from the bedchamber at the sound of their entry. Shewas
dressed for travel in the same gray-blue riding costume as yesterday,
but had put off her bootsin favor of light leather shoes. Uneadlly, Ingrey
searched her paleface; her expression, returning his gaze, was sober
and pensive.

More uneasily, he searched his own shifted perceptions. She
seemed not so much different to him thismorning as more, withan
energetic dengity to her person that seized hisfocus. A heady warm
scent, like sunlight in dry grass, arose from her. Hefound hislips
parting to better taste that sun-smell-afutile effort, asit did not come
through thearr.

Halana, too, had more than ataste of the uncanny about her, a
dizzying busyness partly from her pregnancy but mostly from a subdued



swirl, smdling like awhiff of wind after alightning strike, that he took
for her pacified demon. The two ordinary women, Hergi and the
warden, seemed suddenly thin and flat and dry by comparison, as
though drawn on paper.

Learned Hallana embraced ljada and pressed aletter into her
hands.

“I must leave very soon, or we won't be home before dark,” the
divinetold her. “I wish | could go dong with you, ingteed. Thisisal
most disturbing, especidly...” Shejerked her head & Ingrey, indicating
hislate geas, and hislipstwisted in agreement. “ That aone would make
this Temple business, even without...well, never mind. Five gods guard
you on your journey. Thisisanote to the master of my order in
Easthome, begging hisinterest in your case. With luck, he can take up
with you where | am forced to leave off.” She glanced Ingrey's way
again, an untrusting tension around her mouth. “I charge you, my lord,
to help seethat thisarrives at its destination. And no other.”

He opened his hand in an ambiguous acknowledgment, and
Hallanas lipsthinned alittle more. As Hetwar's agent, he had learned
how to open and copy letterswithout leaving traces, and he wasfairly
certain she guessed he knew those tricks of aspy'strade. Yet the
Bastard was the very god of spies; what tricks might His sorceress
know? And to which of her two holy orders had she addressed her
concerns? Still, if she had engpelled the missivein any way, it was not

apparent to Ingrey's new perceptions.

“Learned...” ljadas voice was suddenly thin and uncertain.
Learned, not dear Hallana, Ingrey noted. Hergi stood aertly ready to
usher her mistress out the door; she frowned in frustration asthe divine
turned back.

“Yes, child?
“No...never mind. It'snothing. Foolishness”

“Suppose you let me be thejudge of that.” Hallanalowered
hersdlf into achair and tilted her head encouragingly.

“I had avery odd dream last night.” |jada stepped nervoudy



back and forth, then settled in the window seat. “ A new one.”
“How odd?’

“Unusudly vivid. | remembered it in the morning right away,
when | awoke, when my other dreams melted away out of my mind.”

“Go on.” Hallana's face seemed carved, so careful was her
ligening.

“It was brief, just aflash of avison. It seemedtomel saw a
sort of ...l don't know. Death-haunt, in the shape of agtalion. Black as
soot, black without gleam or reflection. Galoping, but very dowly. Its
nostrilswere red and glowing, and steamed; itsmane and tail trailed
fire. Sparks struck from its hooves, leaving prints of flame that burned
al to ashinitswake. Clouds of ash and shadow. Itsrider was as dark
asitwas”

“Hm. Wastherider maeor femae?’

ljadafrowned. “ That seemslike the wrong question to ask. The
rider's legs curved down to become the horse'sribs, asif their bodies
were grown together. In the left hand, it held aleash. At the end of the
leash ran agreat wolf.”

Halana's eyebrows went up, and she cast aglance at Ingrey.
“Did you recognizethis, ah, particular wolf?’

“I'm not sure. Maybe. Its pelt was pewter-black, just like...”
Her voicetrailed off, then firmed. “In my dream, anyway, | thought it
fet familiar.” Briefly, her hazel eyes bored into Ingrey's, her sober ook
returning, to hisimmense discomfort. “ But it was atogether awolf, this
time. It wore aspiked collar, but turned inside out, with the sharp
points digging inward. Blood splashed from its paws asit ran, turning
the ash it trod to splotches of black mud. Then the shadow and the
cinders choked my breath and my sight, and | saw no more.”

Learned Hallana pursed her lips. “My word, child. Vivid,
indeed. I'll have to think about that one.”

“Do you think it might have been sgnificant? Or wasit just an
aftershock from...” She gestured around the room, plainly recaling the



bizarre events of |ast evening here, then looked a Ingrey sdeways
through her lashes.

“Significant dreams” said Hallana, afaint didactic tingelesking
into her tone, “may be prophecy, warning, or directive. Do you have
any sense of which thismight be?’

“No. It was very brief, as| sad. Though intense.”

“What did you fed? Not when you awoke, but then, within the
dream? Were you frightened?’

“Not frightened, exactly. Or at least, not for mysdlf. | was more
furious. Balked. Asthough | weretrying to catch up, and could not.”

A little slencefel. After amoment ljada ventured, “Learned?
Wheat should | do?’

Hallana seemed to wrench her distant expression into an unfelt
amile. “Well...prayer never hurts”

“That hardly seemslike an answer.”
“Inyour case, it might be. Thisis not areassurance.”

ljada rubbed her forehead, asthough it ached. “I'm not sure |
want more such dreams.”

Ingrey, too, wanted to beg, Learned, what shall | do? But
what answer, after dl, could she give him? To Stay frozen here?
Easthome would only cometo him, with al due ceremony. Trave on,
aswas his plain duty? Surely a Temple divine could advise no other
course. Fleg, or set ljadato flight? Would she even go? He'd offered
escape to her once, in that tangled wood. She'd sensibly refused. But
what if her flight were made more practica? An escape in the night,
with no hint to Ingrey's masters, oh no, asto how or from whose hand
she had acquired horse, pack, money...escort? We must speak again
of this. Or could he give her over to the sorceress, her friend-send her
in secret to Suttleaf? Surdly, if such asanctuary were possible, Learned
Hallanawould have offered it dready. He strangled his beginning noise
of inquiry in acough, scorning to be dismissed with ingructionsto pray.



Hergi helped her mistressto rise again from her chair.

“Travel safely, Learned,” said ljada. She smiled crookedly at the
pregnant woman. “1 don't like to think that you might have put yoursalf
in any danger because of me.”

“Not for you, dear,” said Hallanain an absent tone. “Or not for
you aone, a least. Thisisal much more complex than | anticipated. |
long for the advice of my dear Oswin. He has such alogical mind.”

“Oswin?’ sad ljada
“My husband.”

“Wait,” said ljada, her eyes growing round with astonishment.
“Not-not that Oswin? Our Oswin, Learned Oswin, from the fen fort?
That fussy stick? All arms and legs, with aneck like aheron swalowing
afrog?’

“The very same.” Oswin's spouse seemed unruffled by this
unflattering description of her mate; her firm lips softened. “He's
improved with age, | promise you. He was very calow then. And |,
well, | trust | may have improved atrifle, too.”

“Of dl thewonders-| can scarcely bdlieveit! Y ou two used to
argueand fight dl thetime!”

“Only over theology,” said Halanamildly. “Because we both
cared, you know. Well...mostly over theology.” Her mouth twitched
up at some unspoken memory. “ One shared passion led to others, in
duetime. He followed me back to the Weald, when his cycle of duty
was ended-| told him he just wanted to have the last word. He's il
trying. Heisateacher, too, now. He till likesto argue-it's his grestest
bliss. I should be cruel to deny it to him.”

“Learned Sir hasaway with words, he does,” confirmed Hergi.
“Which I do not look forward to hearing, if | don't get you home safe
and soon as | promised him.”

“Yes, yes, dear Hergi.” Smiling, the sorceressat last turned to
lumber out under the close attendance of her handmaiden. Hergi gave
Ingrey anod of judicious approva in passing, presumably for his



cooperation, or at least, for hisfalureto interfere.

He glanced back at Lady |jada, watching her friend depart.
Regret darkened her expression. She caught his gaze and mustered a
wan smile. Oddly warmed, he smiled back at her.

“Oh,” shesaid, one hand flying to her mouth.
“Ohwhat?’” heinquired, puzzled.

“You can smile!” From her tone, thiswas awonder tantamount
to his sprouting wings and flapping up to the ceiling. He glanced
upward, picturing himsdf doing so. The winged wolf. What? He shook
his head to clear it of these odd thoughts, but it just made him dizzy.
Perhapsit was aswell that Hergi had taken the blue bottle away with
her.

|jada stepped to the window onto the street, and Ingrey
followed. Together they watched Hergi load her migtressinto the
wagon, itswhed repaired, under Bernan's anxious eye. The groom, or
smith, or whatever he wastook up the reins, clucking at the stubby
horses, and the wagon trundled up the street and turned out of sight.
Behind them in the chamber, the warden made hersdf busy unpacking
acase evidently bound up for the road, but like Boleso's coffin not
loaded because of Ingrey's order of delay.

He was standing very closeto ljada, looking over her shoulder;
he might readily reach up and rest hisleft hand on the nape of her neck,
where her hair, lifted into its bundling net, reveded the pde skin. His
breath stirred a stray strand there, yet she did not move away. She did
turn her head, though, to meet his glance. No fear convulsed her
features, no revulson: just an intense scrutiny.

And yet she had seen not just that other vile thing, but hiswolf;
his defilement, his capacity for violence, was not rumor or gossip to her
now, but adirect experience. Undeniable. She denies nothing. Why
does she not recoil?

His perceptions spun. Turn it around: how did he fed about her
cat? He had seen it, in that other redlity, as clearly as she had seen his
wolfishness. Logicaly, her defilement should seem twin to hisown. Y et



agod had passed her in the night, the mere brush of His cloak hem
seeming abreath of exdtation. All thetheologica theoriesof dl the
Templedivineswho'd dinned their lessonsinto Ingrey's unwilling ear
seemed to melt away under the pitiless gaze of some great Fact,
hovering just beyond the reach of hisreason. Her secret beast had
been glorioudy beautiful. Terror, it seemed, had anew and entrancing
dimension today, one Ingrey had never before suspected.

“Lord Ingrey,” shesaid, and her low voice troubled hisblood, “I
would follow Learned Hallana's advice and go to the templeto pray.”
She cast awary glance a her warden. “Privately.”

His mind lurched back into motion. It would be perfectly
unexceptionable to conduct his prisoner to the temple without her
chaperone; at thishour, it would be nearly deserted, and they might
conversein plain sght undisturbed. “No one would wonder if |
escorted you to the dtars of the godsto pray for mercy, lady.”

Her lipstwisted. “ Say judtice, rather, and it would do.”

He backed alittle from her and made asign of assent. Turning,
he dismissed the warden to whatever of her own affairs she cared to
pursue for an hour, and saw ljada out of the parlor. When they gained
the street and turned up it, ljada tucked her hand in his elbow and
picked her way carefully over the damp cobbles, not looking at him.
The temple loomed up at length, built of the gray stone of thisdigtrict,
itssze and style and solidity typical of greast Audar's grandson'sreign,
before the Darthacan conquerors demondtrated that they, too, were
capable of racking themsdavesto ruinin bloody kin wars.

They walked past theiron gatesinto the high-walled, quiet
precincts, and under the imposing portico. The inner chambers were
dim and cool after the bright morning outside, with narrow shafts of
sunlight streaming down from the round windows high above. Some
three or four persons were on their knees, or prone, before the
Mother'sdtar in Her chamber. |jada stiffened briefly on Ingrey'sarm;
he followed her glance through the archway to the Father's dtar to
catch sight of Boleso's coffin, set up on trestles, blanketed with
brocades, and guarded by soldiers of the Red Dike city militia. But



both the Daughter's chamber and the Son's were empty at this hour;
ljadaturned into the Son's.

Shefel gracefully to her knees before the dltar; less gracefully,
Ingrey followed suit, Sitting back on his hedls. The pavement was cold
and hard. A silence stretched between them as ljada gazed upward.
Ordering her prayersin her mind?

“What,” Ingrey began quietly, “did you think would happen to
you once you reached Easthome? What had you planned to do?’

Her glance shifted to him, though she did not turn her heed. Ina
like undertone, shereplied, “1 expect | shal be examined, by the King's
judticiars or the Temple inquirers, or both. | should certainly expect the
Templeinquirerswill take an interest now, given what haslately
happened and Learned Hallanas letter. | plan to tell the exact truth, for
thetruthismy surest defense.” A wry smiletwitched her lips. “Besdes,
it'seaser to remember, they say.”

Ingrey let out along sigh. “What do you imagine Easthomeis
like, now?’

“Why-I've never been there, but I've dways supposed itisa
splendid place. Theking's court must be its crown, of course, but
Princess Faratold metaes of the river docks and the glassworks, the
great Temple schools-the Roya College aswell. Gardens and palaces.
Fine dressmakers. Scriptoriums and goldsmiths and artisans of every
sort. There are plays put on, and not just for holy days, but for the
greet lordsin their high houses.”

Ingrey tried again. “Have you ever seen aflock of vultures
circling the carcass of some great and dangerous beast, bull or bear,
that is not quite dead enough yet? Most hold back, waiting, but some
dart in to peck and tear, then duck away. All hover closer asthe day
wesars on, and the sight of the whedling desth watch drawsin more
distant kin, hot with fear of missng the best tidbitswhen dl closein at
last for the disembowel ment.”

Her lipsthinned in distaste, and she turned her face toward him
inquestion: What now?



“At present”-Ingrey dropped his voiceto agrowl-“Easthomeis
more likethat. Tell me, Lady ljada, who do you think will be elected
the next hdlow king?’

She blinked. “Why, | assume-Prince-marshal Biast.” Boleso's
€lder and saner brother, now earning hisrank under the tutelage of his
father's military advisors on the northwest border.

“So many others had assumed, till the hallow king was struck
down with that wasting disease, then this palsy-stroke. If the blow had
held off for five more years, Hetwar believesthe king might have
secured Biagt'section in hisown lifetime. Or if the old man had died
quickly-Biast might have been rammed through on the momentum of
grief, before the opposition could muster. Few could have foreseen or
planned for thisliving haf deeth, lagting months, giving time and motive
for theworst, aswell asthe best and al between, to maneuver. To
think. To whisper to each other. To be tempted.” Kin Stagthorne had
held the hallow kingship for five generations, more than one other kin
believed it might now be their turn to seize that high seat.

“Who, then?’

“If the hdlow king were to die tonight, not even Hetwar knows
who would be elected next week. And if Hetwar doesn't know, |
doubt anyone else can guess, either. But by the pattern of bribes and
rumors, Hetwar thought Boleso was to be asurprise candidate.”

Her browsflew up. “A bad one, surely!”

“A stupid and exploitable one. From the point of view of certain
men, idedl. | thought such men were underestimating just how
dangerous his erratic nature had become, and would have lived to
regret their success. And that was before | knew of any bleeding of the
uncanny into themix.” Ingrey frowned. Had Hetwar known of Boleso's
blasphemous dabblings? “ The sedl master was concerned enough to
have me deliver adeposit of some one hundred thousand crownsto the
archdivine-ordainer of Waterpeak, to secure hisvote for Biast. His
Grace thanked mein nicely ambiguousterms, | thought.”

“The seAlmaster bribed an archdivine?’



Ingrey winced at her tone, so innocently aghast. “ The only thing
unusud about the transaction was me. Hetwar normaly uses meto
deliver histhreats. I'm good at it. | especidly enjoy it when they try to
bribe or threaten me back. One of my few pleasures, leading them into
ambush and then, ah, into enlightenment. | think | wasintended to bea
double message, for the archdivine was nervous enough. A fact that
Hetwar put...well, wherever he puts such things.”

“Doesthe sealmaster confidein you?’

“Sometimes. Sometimesnot.” Now, for example? “Heknowsl
have a curious mind, and feeds me tidbits now and then. But | do not
press. Or | should get none.”

Ingrey took adeep bresth. “ So. Since you have not taken my
hintsto heart, let melay it out for you more plainly. Y ou did not just
defend your virtue, there on the top of Boar's Head Castle. Nor did
you merely offend the roya house of Stagthorne by making itsscion's
death apublic scandd. Y ou upset apalitical plot that has already cost
someone hundreds of thousands of crowns and months of secret
preparation. And involved illicit sorcery of the most dangerous sort. |
deduce from my geas that somewhere in Easthome is aman-or men-of
power who does not want you blurting the truth about Boleso to
anyoneat dl. Their attempt to kill you subtly has miscarried. | am
guessing that the next attempt will be less subtle. Or were you picturing
some heroic stand before ajudticiar or inquirer as brave and honest as
yourself? There may be such men, | do not know. But | guarantee you
will meet only the other sort.”

Her jaw, he saw out of the corner of hiseye, had set.

“I am...irritated,” hefinaly chose. “1 decline to be made a party
tothis. | can arrange your escape. Dry-shod, thistime, with money and
without hungry bears. Tonight, if you like.” There: didoyalty of secret
thought made public words. Asthe silence grew thicker, he sared a
the floor between hisknees.

Her voicewas so low it vibrated. “ How convenient for you.
That way, you won't have to stand up to anybody. Nor speak



dangerous truths to anyone for any honor's sake. All can go on for you
just asitwas.”

His head snapped around. Her face had gone white.

“Scarcely,” hesaid. “I have atarget painted on my back now,
too.” Hislipsdrew back in asort of grin, the one that usualy made men
step away from him.

“Doesthat amuse you?’

Ingrey considered this. It girsmy interest, anyway.”

ljada drummed her nails on the pavement. It sounded like the
clicking of distant claws. “So much for high palitics. What about high
theology?’

1] Wl,Hl?!

“I felta god brush past me, Ingrey! Why?’

He opened his mouth. Hesitated.

She continued in the same fierce whisper, “All my lifel have
prayed, and dl my life | have been refused answer. | scarcely believed
inthe godsanymore, or if | did, it was only to curse them for their
indifference. They betrayed my father, who had served Them loydly al
hislife. They betrayed my mother, or They were powerlessto save her,
which was as bad or worse. If agod has cometo me, He certainly
hasn't come for me! Inal your caculating, how do you sum that?’

“High court palitics” said Ingrey dowly, “areasgodliessas
anything | know. If you press on to Easthome, you choose your degth.
Martyrdom may beaglory, but suicideisasn.”

“And just what do you pressonto, Lord Ingrey?’

“I have Lord Hetwar himsdlf asapatron.” | think. “Youwill
have no one”

“Not every Temple divine in Easthome can be vena. And | have
my mother'skin!”

“Earl Badgerbank was at that conference that dispatched me.



Areyou so sure hewasthere in your interests? I'm not.”

She hitched her skirtsaway from him. “1,” she announced, “shall
pray now for guidance. You may be quiet.” She flounced forward into
the pose of deepest supplication, prone on the floor, arms outflung, her
face turned from him.

Ingrey lay on hisback and stared at the domed celling, angry,
dizzy, and alittleill. Hergi's potion was beginning to wear off, he
feared. Hisfrustrated thought circled, then drifted, but not into piety.
Helet histired eydids shut.

After aformlesstime, ljadastart voiceinquired, “ Areyou
praying or napping? And are you, in either case, done?’

He blinked his eyes open to find her ganding over him.
Napping, apparently, for he had not heard her rise. “I am a your
disposd, lady.” He gtarted to Sit up, stifled ayelp, and lay back more
carefully.

“Yes, wdl, I'm not surprised, you know. Did you |00k,
afterward, at what you did to those poor chains?” She held out an
exasperated hand. Curious asto her strength, he grasped her hand and
wrist with both hands. She leaned back like a sailor hauling on arope,
and he wallowed up.

Asthey made their way out under the portico into the autumn
sun, Ingrey asked, “And what guidance did you receivefor al your
prayers, lady?’

She bit her lip. “None. Though my thoughts are less disordered,
so alittle quiet meditation did that much good at least.” Her Sdeways

glance at him was enigmatic. “ Somewhat less disordered. It'sjust
that...l can't help thinking aboui....”

He made an encouraging noise of inquiiry.
She burgt out, “I 4ill can't believe that Halanamarried Oswin!”

THEY FOUND IJADA'SWARDEN IN THE TAPROOM OF HER INN. SHE Was
sitting in the corner with Rider Gesca, their heads bent together,



tankards and a platter with bread crumbs, cheese rinds, and apple
cores on the table between them. The walk up the warm street had
loosened Ingrey's stiff musclesatrifle, and he fancied he strolled rather
than limped over to them. They looked up, and their talk ceased.

“Gesca.” Ingrey nodded toward the platter, reminded that he
had not eaten yet. “How isthe food, down here?’

“The cheeseis excellent. Stay away from the beer, though-it's
gonesour.”

|jadas eyes widened, but she forbore comment.

“Ah. Thank you for thewarning.” He leaned over and nabbed
the last bread crugt. “ And what have you two been finding to talk
about?’

The warden looked frightened, but Gesca, with ahint of
chdlenge, merdly sad, “1've been telling Ingrey stories”

“Ingrey stories?’ ljadasaid. “ Are there many?’
Ingrey controlled agrimace.

Gesca, grinning at the encouragement, said, “1 wasjust telling the
tale of how Hetwar's train was attacked by those banditsin the forest
of Aldenna, on the way home from Darthaca, and how you won your
placein hishousehold. It was my good word in the sealmaster's ear
that did it, after dl.”

“Wasit?' said Ingrey, trying to decide if Gescawas gabbling
nervoudy or not. And if so, why.

“Wewerealarge party,” Gesca continued to the women, “and
well armed, but this was atroop of outlaws who had fled to the forest
and grown to over two hundred men, mostly by the addition of
discharged soldiers and vagabonds and runaways. They werethe
plague of the country round about, and we likely looked rich enough
that they dared to try us. | wasright behind Ingrey in the van when they
fdll onus. They redized their mistake soon enough. Agtonishing
swordplay.”



“I'm not that good,” said Ingrey. “ They were bad.”

“I didn't say good, | said astonishing. I've seen swordmasters,
and you're not, nor am |. But those bastard moves of yours-they should
not have worked, but...When it became apparent that no one would
best you if you had room to swing your stedl, one bear of afellow
closed onyou in agrapple. | was maybe fifteen feet away at thetime,
and | had my own troubles, but still-you tossed your sword in the air,
grabbed the fellow's head, snapped his neck, caught the sword
descending, and turned and beheaded the bandit coming up behind
you. One continuous move.”

Ingrey had no memory of the moment, though he recalled the
attack, of course. The beginning and the end of it, anyway. “ Gesca, you
are making up talesto swagger with.” Gescawas near a decade older
than Ingrey; perhaps the staid middlie-aged warden seemed aless
unlikely object for dalianceto him.

“Ha If | were making up grand liesfor swagger, 1'd tell them on
myself. At that point, the rest turned and ran. Y ou hewed down the
dowest...” Gescatrailed off, not completing the story. Ingrey suddenly
guessed why. He had come back to himsdf while methodicaly
dispatching the wounded. Red to the elbows, the blood smell
overpowering. Gesca, face gppalled, gripping him by the shoulders and
aying, Ingrey! Father'stears, man, save some for hanging! He
hed...not exactly forgotten that. He had merely refrained from revisiting
the memory.

Gesca covered his hestation by taking aswig of beer, evidently
remembered itstaste too late, and swallowed anyway. He made aface
and wiped hislips. “It was at that point that | recommended to Hetwar
that he make your place permanent. My thinking was purdly sfish. |
wanted to make sure that you never ended up on the opposite side to
meinafight.” Gescasmiled up at him, but not with his eyes.

Ingrey'sreturn smile was equaly austere. Subtlety, Gesca?
How unlike you. What are you trying to say to me?

The ache from his head blow day before yesterday was



returning. Ingrey decided to repair to hisown inn to find food. He bade
the warden to her duty, ingtructing the women to lock their chamber
door once more, and withdrew.

CHAPTER SEVEN

A FTER FORAGING A MEAL OF SORTSINHISINN'SCOMMON room,

Ingrey returned to his chamber to fall across his bed once more. He
was aday and ahdf late fulfilling the Reedmere dedicat's prescription
of rest for hisaching head blow, and he gpologized humbly in his heart
to her. But for al his exhaugtion, in the warming afternoon, deep would
not come.

It was no good dashing about arranging al in secret for ljadas
midnight escape if she refused to mount and ride away. She must be
persuaded. If her secret beast was discovered, would they burn her?
Heimagined the flames licking up around her taut body, evil orange
caresses, igniting the oil-soaked shift such prisonerswere dressed into
gpeed their agony. He visudized her swinging from a hemp rope and
oak beam, in vicious, sensaless parody of an Old Wealding sacrifice
hanged from a sacred forest tree. Or would the roya executioners
alow her asilk rope, like her leopard, in honor of her kin rank? Though
the old tribes, lacking silk, had used rope woven from shimmering nettle
flax for their highest born, he had heard. Think of something else. But
histhoughts circled in dreary morbidity.

They had begun as messengersto the gods, those willing human
sacrifices of the Old Weald. Sacred couriersto carry prayers directly
to heaven in unholy hours of great need, when al mere spoken words,
or prayers of the heart or hands, seemed to fly up into the void and
vanish into avast slence. Like mine, now. But then, under the
generations-long pressure from the eastern borders, the tribes needs
had grown, and so had their fears. Battles and ground were lost; woes
waxed and judgment dipped; quality gave way to quantity, in the
desperate days, and heroic holy volunteers grew harder to find.

Ther rankswerefilled by thelesswilling, then the unwilling; at
the last, captured soldiers, hostages, kidnapped camp followers,



worse. The sacred trees bore abumper crop. Children, Ingrey had
heard, in some of the Quintarian divines favorite gruesome martyr tales.
Enemy children. And what benighted mind places the name of
enemy on a bewildered child? At the very least, the Old Wedlding
triba mages might have reflected on what prayersthat river of sacrifice
hed really borneto the gods, in their victims weeping hearts.

Think of something useful, curseit. ljadastart wordsin the
temple seemed to bore into hisskin like biting insects. You won't have
to stand up to anybody, nor speak dangerous truths... Five gods,
what power did the fool girl imagine he had in Easthome? He himsdlf
lived on sufferance, under Hetwar's shielding hand. Ingrey lent that
hand a palpable force, yes, but so did the rest of Hetwar's household
troops, lent, perhaps, amore unique and subtly useful air of uncanny
threet, but in the sellmaster'sweb of authority he was surely aminor
strand. Ingrey had never distributed favors, and so now had noneto
cdl in. If hehad any chances at dl to rescue or redeem ljada, they
would end when the cortege entered the city gates.

His thoughts were growing worse, he was uncomfortably aware,
but not wider. At length, he dozed. It wasn't agood doze, but it was
better than the writhing that went before.

HE WOKE ASTHE AUTUMN SUN WAS GOING DOWN, AND TOOK himsdlf
againto ljadasinn to invite her to evening prayer.

She cocked an eyebrow at him, and murmured, “Y ou are grown
pious, of asudden.” But at histight-lipped look of anguish, she relented
and accompanied him to the temple once more.

When they were on their knees before the Brother's dtar-both
the Mother's and the Daughter's chambers were full of Red Dike
supplicants again-he began under hisbreeth, “ Listen. | must decide
tonight whether weride or bide tomorrow. Y ou cannot just drift into
disaster with no plan, no atempt even to throw some rope to shore.
Elseit will become the rope that hangs you, and it drives me half-mad
to picture you dangling as your leopard did. | should think you'd both

have had enough of hanging.”



“Ingrey, think,” shereturned in aslow avoice. “Even assuming |
could escape unseen, where would | go? My mother's kin could not
take mein or hide me. My poor stepfather-he hasn't the strength to
fight such high foes, and besides, hiswould be among thefirgt places
they'd look for such afugitive. A woman, astranger, one-1 would be
utterly conspicuous, and atarget for the vile.” She had taken thought,
too, it appeared.

He drew abreath. “How if | came with you?’

A long slence; he glanced aside to see her face gone dtill, staring
straight ahead, wide-eyed. “Y ou would do that? Desert your company
and your duty?’

He st histeeth. “Perhaps.”

“Then wherewould we go? Y our kin could not take usin ether,
| think.”

“I cannot imagine going back to Birchgrove for any reason. No.
Wewould have to get out of the Weald atogether, cross the borders.
To the Alvian League, perhaps-dip into the Cantons over the northern
mountains. Or to Darthaca. | can speak and write Darthacan, at least.”

“I cannot. | would be your mute...what? Burden, servant, pet,
paramour?’

Ingrey reddened. “We could pretend you were my sister. |
could swear to regard you with that respect. | wouldn't touch you.”

“How very enticing.” Her lipssetin aflat line.

He paused, feding like aman crossing river ice in winter and
hearing afirgt faint cracking sound coming from under hisfest. What
did she mean me to make of that remark? “lbran wasyour father's
tongue, presumably. Do you spesk it?”’

“A little. Doyou?’

“A little. We could make for the Peninsula, then. Chalion or Ibra
or Brgar. Y ou would not then be so mute.” There waswork for
swordsmen there, too, Ingrey had heard, in the interminable border



warswith the heretical Quadrene coastd princedoms-and few
questions asked of foreign volunteers, so long asthey signed the Five.

She vented along sigh. “I've been thinking, this afternoon, about
what Hallanasad.”

“Which? Shetalked agreat dedl. Clouds of chatter.”
“Look to her sllences, then.”

That sounded so like one of Lord Hetwar's favorite aphorisms
that Ingrey jerked. “Did she have any?’

“ She said she sought me out-at amoment of great
inconvenience, perhaps peril, for hersalf, mind you-for two reasons.
Because she'd heard the news-and for the dreams, of course. Only
Halana could make that second reason sound like an afterthought. That
| have had strange and dark dreams, nightmares amost as disturbing as
my waking life, | taketo bethe result of fear, weariness, and...and
Boleso'sgift.” She moistened her lips. “But why should Hallana dream
of me or my troubles? Sheis a Temple woman to the bone, and no
renegade, for dl that she clears her own path. Did she speak to you of
her dreams?’

“No. But | didn't think to ask.”

“ She asked many questions, learned I-know-not-what from
watching us, but she gave me no direction, oneway or another. That,
too, isadlence. All shegaveme, inthe end, wasthe letter.” She
touched her left breat, fingering the fine-embroidered fabric of her
riding jacket. Ingrey fancied he heard afaint rustle of paper beneath the
cloth, from some inner pocket. “ She seemed to expect meto ddliver it.
Asthe only thing resembling guidance that she gave me, | am loath to
giveit up for some chancy flight into exilewith....with aman I'd not met
till four daysago.” Shewas silent amoment. “ Especially not asyour
little S gter, five gods spare me!l”

Hedid not understand her offense, but he certainly could not
mistake her refusal. He said heavily, “WEélIl continue on toward
Easthome tomorrow, then, with Boleso's coffin.” Which would give him
perhaps three more days to come up with some better argument or



plan, lessthetime he spent deeping. If any.

He escorted her back through the lowering twilight to her inn,
and into the hands of her warden once more. The countrywoman's gaze
upon him was now outright suspicious, though she made no comment at
al. Starting back down the street, Ingrey began to wonder if he should
be attending to ljada's slences. There were certainly enough of them.

Ashe neared hisinn, adark shape thrust itsdlf off thewall where
it had been leaning. Ingrey's hand strayed to his sword hilt, but relaxed
again asthefigure moved into the yellow light of the lantern abovethe
door, and he recognized Gesca. The lieutenant gave him anod.

“Wak with me, Ingrey. | would have aword in private.”

Ingrey’s brows twitched up, but hefell in willingly enough. They
matched steps on the cobblestones, took aturn about the next square
up the street near the city gates, and settled on awooden bench by the
covered well in the squar€'s center. A servant turned away and
stumped off past them with apair of dripping buckets hung from ayoke
over his shoulders. Beyond, in the street, a couple hurried home, the
woman holding alantern, the man with aboy atop his shoulder, who
curled hissmal handsin the man's hair; the man laughed protest at the
grip. The man's eyes shifted to assay the two loitering svordsmen, took
reassurance from their repose, and returned to hiswoman. Their
footsteps faded.

Slencefdl, and lengthened. Gescals fingers drummed uneasily
on histhigh. “Isthere aproblem in the troop?’ Ingrey prompted &t |ast.
“Or with Boleso'smen?’

“Huh.” Gescasat up and straightened his shoulders. “Maybe
youll tell me.” He hesitated again, sucked on hislower lip, then said
abruptly, “Areyou fdling in love with that accursed girl, Ingrey?’

Ingrey stiffened. “Why should you think that?”

Sarcasm edged Gescasvoice. “Wadll, let me see. What could
possibly have suggested thisthing? Could it be the way you spesk to
her apart at every chance? Or could it be the way you plunged like a
madman into araging torrent to save her? Could it have been how you



were surprised, half-dressed, trying to sneak into her bedchamber at
midnight? The pae and sarveling look on your face, when you think no
oneiswatching you, when you look at her? The way the lovesick
circlesdarken daily under your eyes? | admit, only Ingrey kin Wolfcliff
would ignite with lust for awoman who bludgeons her loversto death,
but for you, that's not a deterrent, it'salure!” Gesca snorted.

“You have” sad Ingrey coldly, “entirely the wrong impression
of thematter.” Dismay verging on horror gripped him at the blatant
plausibility of Gescas interpretation, succeeded by the arrested thought
that it might not be so bad a public cloak for the stranger and more
deadly redlity of the gess, at that. Followed in turn by an even more
frightening suspicion that Gescamight not bemided at dl... No. No.
“Anyway, it was only onelover.”

“Whet?’

“That she bludgeoned.” He added after amoment, “1 admit,
whatever her game bag lacksin numbers, it makesup in weight.” And
after another moment, “1n any case, sheisan't atracted to me, so your
fearsare moot.”

“Not true. She thinks you avery comely man, though glum.”

“How do you know that?’ Ingrey rapidly reviewed the past
days-when had Gesca ever spoken with the prisoner?

“She discussed you with her warden, or perhaps it was the other
way around. Quite frank and outspoken, that one, when you get her
going. The Mother'swork does that to some women.”

“The warden doesn't speak so to me.”

“That's because you terrify her. | don't. At least by contrast.
Very ussful, from my point of view. But have you ever overheard two
women discussing men? Men are crude liars, comparing their drabs,
but women-I'd rather have a Mother's anatomist dissect me dive than
to listen to the things the ladies say about us when they think they are
aone.” Gescashuddered.

Ingrey managed not to blurt, What else did ljada say of me?



His prisoner, it occurred to him, would have had to fill the hourswith
something, when locked up with that countrywoman; and
inconsequential chatter might conceal dire secrets better than Slence
itself. So. He ventured ablander, “Isthere anything else | should
know?’

“Oh, aye’-Gescalet hisvoicelilt upward into afeminine
fasetto-“the lady thinksyour smileis devastating.”

Gescas amile, Ingrey thought, was an atogether evil smirk.
Evidently, however, the shadows were not deep enough yet to hide
Ingrey'sreturn glare, or possibly it burned through the darknesswith its
own heat, for Gesca sobered, raising awarding hand.

“Ingrey, look.” Gescas voice grew serious. “I don't want to see
you do something stupid. Y ou have afuture in Hetwar's house, far
beyond mine, and it's not just your kinship that givesyou theleg up.

For me, maybe I'll make guard captain someday. Y ou're alettered man
intwo tongues, Hetwar talksto you as an equal-not just in blood, but in
wits-and you give him back as good as you get. Listening to the two of
you makes my head spin round, sometimes. | don't even want to walk
the paths you seem destined to tread. Heights make me dizzy, and |
like my head whereit is. But most of al...I don't ever want to bethe
officer who's sent to arrest you.”

Ingrey unset histeeth. “ Fair enough.”
“Right”

“Weride again tomorrow.”

“Good.”

“If I can get my bootson.”

“I'll come help you.”

And | will dismiss that prying, spying, gossiping warden
back to Reedmere, and replace her with another. Or with none.
Feminine chatter was annoying enough, but what if her gossip dared
extend to the curious events she had witnessed swirling around
Hdlanasvigts?



What if it already has?

They both rose and started back down theill-lit street. Ingrey
paused a the door of hisinn; Gesca, with ahdf sdute of farewell,
walked onward. Ingrey studied his back.

So. Gesca watches me. But why? Idle-or carnal-curiosity?
Sdf-interest, as he claimed? Worried comradeship? Strange gossip?
It occurred to Ingrey that for all Gesca's modest claimsto be an
unlettered man, he was perfectly capable of penning a brief report. The
sentences might be smple, the word choicesinfelicitous, the spelling
erratic, but he could get his observations down in alogica enough
order for al practica purposes.

And if Hetwar had both men's|etters before him, which would
be very like Hetwar. .. Ingrey's silences would shout.

Ingrey swallowed a curse and went indoors.

DURING THE NEXT DAY'SRIDE, THE AUTUMN COUNTRY SIDE PASSED in
ablur of inattention for Ingrey. But he was al too keenly aware of
ljada, riding aongside the wagon near her new warden, adaunted
young dedicat from the Daughter's Order in Red Dike, plucked by the
locd divinefrom her teaching dutiesfor this unaccustomed task.

Once, when they first mounted up, Ijadasmiled at him. Ingrey
amogt amiled back, till Gescals mockery echoed in hismind, freezing
hisface in an uncomfortable distorted grimace that made her eyes
widen, then dide away. He spurred ahead before his mouth muscles
went into spasms.

He wondered what madness had seized histongue last night in
the temple. Of course ljadamust refuseto fly, even from the gallows,
with aman who had tried to kill her, what, three times? Five? What
sort of choice was that to lay before the girl? Think, man. Might he
offer her another escort? Where could one be found, that he could
trust? A vision of kidngpping her and riding off with her across his
saddlebow led to even less useful imaginings. He knew the speed and
ferocity hiswolf could lend to him; what might her leopard do for her,



woman though she most undoubtedly was? She had dready dain
Boleso, abigger man than Ingrey, though admittedly, she had taken the
prince by surprise. She'd even surprised hersalf, or so Ingrey read her.
If she choseto resst him-if hethen...and then she... The curioudy
absorbing reverie was shattered by his memory of Gescas other jibe-
For you, it'sa lure! -and his scowl deepened.

And | am most certainly not falling in love with her, either,
burn your eyes, Gesca.

Nor in lust.
Much.
Nothing that he could not fully control, anyway.

He spent the rest of the day not smiling at her, nor looking at
her, nor riding near her, nor spesking to her, nor betraying any
awareness of her existencein any way whatsoever. The effect seemed
contagious, Gescatrotted near him to make some remark, took one
look at hisface, swalowed hiswords, and prudently retreated to the
opposite end of the column. No one el se approached him ether, and
Boleso'sretainers shrank from hisglower. At hisfew commands, men
hastened to obey.

Their start had been late and their progress dow, seldom
pushing the horses faster than awalk. Asaresult they arrived that
afternoon at asmadler town than any prior stop, though till more miles
nearer Easthome than Ingrey would have liked. Ingrey ruthlessy sent
Boleso's men to bed down with their late master in Middletown'srustic
temple, and seized the soleinn for himself, his prisoner and her duenna,
and Hetwar's troop. He stalked the town's perimeter in the twilight, al
too brief atask. There could be no excursion thisnight to that crowded
temple for undervoiced argument. Tomorrow night, he must sdlect a
larger town for their halt, Ingrey determined. And the next night. . .there
weren't enough next nights.

Since Gesca chose a bedroll in the taproom rather than to share
Ingrey's chamber, Ingrey took his still-recovering hurtsto bed early,
and done.



WITH A SHORT LEG PLANNED FOR THEIR JOURNEY, INGREY DID hot
drive hismen to an early sart the next morning, either. Hewas il
desultorily drinking bitter herb teaand nibbling bread inthelittleinn's
taproom when Lady |jada descended with her new warden. He
managed to return her nod without undue distortion of hisfeatures.

“Wasyour chamber comfortable?’ heinquired, neutrally polite,
too aware of the two guardsmen in earshot ill finishing ther repast at
the trestle table across the room.

“It sufficed.” Her return frown was searching, but better than
that hazardous amile.

He thought of asking after her dreams, but hesitated for the fear
that thiswould prove not aneutra topic at al. Perhaps he might dareto
ride by her adefor atime later today; she seemed fully capable, once
given thelead, of carrying on an oblique conversation before unfriendly
earsthat might convey more information than it ppeared.

The sound of horses hooves and ajingle of harness from outside
turned both their heads. “Halloo the house!” a hoarse voice shouted,
and the tapster-and-owner scurried out through the hal to greet these
new customers, pausing to send a servant to roust the stableboysto
take the gentlemen’'s horses.

ljadas nogtrilsflared; she drifted toward the door in the
innkeeper'swake. Ingrey drained his clay beaker and followed, |eft
hand reflexively checking his sword hilt. He came up behind her
shoulder as she stepped onto the wooden porch.

Four armed men were dismounting. One was clearly a servant,
two wore afamiliar livery, and thelad...Ingrey's bresth stopped in
surprise. And then blew out in shock.

Earl-ordainer Wence kin Horseriver paused in hissaddle, his
reins gathered in his gloved hands. The young earl was adender man,
wearing atunic from which gold threads winked under aleather coat
dyed wine-red. The coat's wide collar was trimmed with marten fur,
disguising hisuneven build. Hisdark blond hair, lightened with afew



streaks of premature gray, hung to his shouldersin ratty corkscrew
srands, disheveled by hisride. Hisface was elongated, his forehead
prominent, but his odd features were redeemed from potential ugliness
by sharp blue eyes, fixed now on Ingrey. His presence here on this
bright morning was unexpected enough. But the shock. ..

It seemed partly a scent, though borne on no breeze, partly a
shadow, an intense density that made Wencel seem, somehow, vastly
more there than any man around him. The scent was alittle acrid, like
urine, alittlewarm, like sweet hay, and deeply potent. And it appeared
in Ingrey's mind without passing through his nodtrils. He bears a spirit
animal.

Too.

And | have never perceived it before.

Ingrey's head jerked toward |jada; her face, aso, had gone till
with astonishmen.

She sensesit-smellsit? Seesit? And it is a new thing to her
aswell. How new isit?

The perceptions, it appeared, ran three ways, for Wencel sat up
with his head cocked, eyes widening, as his gaze first summed Ingrey,
then turned to ljada. Wencel'slips parted as his jaw dropped a
fraction, then tightened again in acrooked smile.

Of thethree of them, the earl recovered first. “Wdl, well, wel,”
he murmured. A pair of gloved fingerswaved past hisforehead in
salute to Ingrey, then went to his heart to convey a shadow-bow to
ljada. “How very strangely met wethree are. | have not been so taken
by surprisefor...longer than you would bdieve.”

The innkeeper began a gabble of welcome, intercepted, at ajerk
of Wencd's chin, by one of his guardsmen, who took the man aside,
presumably to explain what would be wanted of his humble house by
his highborn guests. By trained civility, Ingrey went to Wencd's horse's
head, though he did not really want to stand any nearer to the earl. The
anima snorted and sidled at hishand on the bridle, and hisgrip
tightened. The horse's shoulders were wet with sweet from the



morning's galop, the chestnut hairs curled and darkened, white lather
showing between itslegs. Whatever brings him, Wencel wastes no
time.

Staring down &t Ingrey, Wencel drew along bresth. “ Y ou are
just the man | wanted to see, cousin. Lord Hetwar takes pity on your
aversion to ceremony, o repeatedly expressed in your otherwise
laconic letters. So | am sent to take over my late brother-in-law's
cortege. A family duty, asI'm the only relaive neither prostrate with
grief, lad down with illness, or il stuck on bad roads halfway to the
border. A roya show of equipment and mournersfollowson to join us
in Oxmeade. | had thought to meet you there last night, according to
your ever-changing itineraries.”

Ingrey licked dry lips. “That will beardief.”

“I thought it might be.” His eyeswent to |jada, and the sardonic,
rehearsed cadences ceased. He lowered hishead. “Lady ljada. |
cannot tell you how sorry | am for what has happened-for what was
donetoyou. | regret that | was not there at Boar's Head to prevent
this”

ljadainclined her head in acknowledgment, if not, precisely, in
forgiveness. “I'm sorry you were not at Boar's Head, too. | did not
desire this high blood on my hands, nor...the other consequences.”

“Yes...” Wencel drawled theword out. “1t seemswe have
much more to discuss than I'd thought.” He shot Ingrey atight-lipped
gmileand dismounted. At his adult height, Wence was only haf ahand
shorter than his cousin; for reasons unclear to Ingrey, men regularly
estimated his own height as grester than it was. In amuch lower voice,
Wencel added, “ Strangely secret things, since you did not choose to
discuss them even with the sedlmaster. Some might chide you for that.
Beassured, | am not one of them.”

Wencd murmured afew ordersto his guardsmen; Ingrey gave
up the reinsto Wencel's servant, and the inn's stableboys came pelting
up to lead the retinue away around the building.

“Where might we go to talk?’ said Wencd. “ Privately.”



“Taproom?’ said Ingrey, nodding to theinn.
The earl shrugged. “Lead on.”

Ingrey would have preferred to follow, but led off perforce. Out
of the corner of hiseye, he saw Wencd offer apolitearm to Lady
ljada, which she warily evaded by making play with lifting her riding
skirts up the steps and passing ahead of him.

“Out,” Ingrey said to Hetwar's two breskfasting men, who
scrambled up in surprise a the sight of the earl. “Y ou can take your
bread and mesat with you. Wait outside. See that no one disturbs us.”
He closed the taproom door behind them and the confused warden.

Wencd, after an indifferent glance around the ol d-fashioned
rush-strewn chamber, tucked his glovesin his belt, seated himsdf at
one of the trestle tables, and waved Ingrey and |jadato the bench
across from him. His hands clasped each other on the polished boards,
motionless but not relaxed.

Ingrey was uncertain what creeture Wencel bore within. Of
course, held had no clear perception of ljadas, either, till hiswolf had
come unbound again. Even now, if he had not known from seeing both
the leopard's corpse and its renewed spirit in their place of battle with
the geas, he might not have been able to put aname to that disquieting
wild presence within her.

Far more disturbing to Ingrey was the question, When? He had
seen Wencd only twice since his own return from his Darthacan exile
four years ago. The earl had been but lately married to Princess Fara,
and had taken his bride back to hisrich family lands aong the lower
Lure River, two hundred milesfrom Easthome. Thefirgt timethe
new-wed Horserivers had returned to the capital, for amidwinter
celebration of the Father's Day three years back, Ingrey had been
away on amission for Hetwar to the Cantons. The next visit, he had
seen hiscousin only a agathering at the king's hall when Prince Biast
had received his marshal's spear and pennant from hisfather's hand.
Wencel had been taken up with the ceremony, and Ingrey had been
tied down in Hetwar'strain.



They'd passed face-to-face but briefly. The earl had
acknowledged his disreputable and disinherited cousin with a courteous
nod, unsurprised recognition with no hint of aversion, but had not
sought him out theregfter. Ingrey had thought Wencd vastly improved
over the unprepossessing youth he remembered, and had assumed that
the burden of hisearly inheritance and high marriage had matured him,
gifted him with that peculiar gravity. Had there been something strange
underlying that gravity, even then? The next time they had met wasin
Hetwar's chambers, aweek ago. Wencel had been quiet, sdlf-effacing,
among that group of grim older men-mortified, or so Ingrey had
guessed, for he would not meet Ingrey's eyes. Ingrey could barely
remember hissaying anything a dll.

Wenced was speaking to ljada, his eyes downcast in chagrin.
“My lady wife has done you agreat wrong, ljada, and it issurely the
gods own justice that it has rebounded upon her head. Shelied to me
a firgt, daming that it was your wish to stay with Boleso, until the
courier from Boar's Head brought that dark enlightenment. | sweear |
gave her no just causefor her jealousy. | should be more furious with
her than | am, if her betraya had not so clearly contained its own
punishment. She weepsincessantly, and |...1 scarcely know how to
unravel thistangle and reweave the honor of my house.” Heraised his
head again.

Theintengity of hisgaze upon ljadawas not only, Ingrey
thought, perturbation with her leopard. | think Princess Fara was not
so astray in her jealousy as Wencel feigns. Four years married, and
no heir to the great and ancient house of Horseriver; did that silence
conced barrenness, disaffection, some subtler impotence? Had it fueled
awifésfears, jusly or no?

“I do not know how you may do so either,” returned ljada.
Ingrey was uncertain if the edgy chill of this represented anger or fear,
and stole aglance at her face. That pure profile was remarkably
expressionless. He suddenly wanted to know exactly what she saw
when she looked at Wencel.

Wencd tilted hishead in no lessfrowning aregard. “What is



that, anyway? Surely not abadger. | would guessalynx.”
ljadas chinrose. “ A leopard.”

Wencd's mouth screwed up in surprise.  That isno...and
where did that fool Boleso get a...and why...my lady, | think you had
better tell me dl that happened there at Boar's Head.”

She glanced at Ingrey; he gave adow nod. Wencd was as
wound up in thisas any of them, it seemed, on more than one leve, and
he appeared to have Hetwar's confidence. So...does Hetwar know of
Wencel's beast, or not?

ljada gave a short, blunt account of the night's deeds, factud as
Ingrey understood the events, but with dmost no hint of her own
thoughts or emations, devoid of interpretations or guesses. Her voice
wasflat. It was like watching adumb show.

Wencd, who had listened with utmost attention, but without
comment, turned his sharp gaze to Ingrey. “ So where isthe sorcerer?’

He gestured at ljada. “ That did not happen spontaneoudly.
There must have been asorcerer. lllicit, to be sure, if hewas both
dabbler in the forbidden and tool to such adolt as Boleso.”

“Lady ljada-my impression from Lady |jada's testimony was
that Boleso performed the rite himself.”

“We were donetogether in his bedchamber, certainly,” said
ljada. “If | ever encountered any such person in Boleso's household, |
never recognized him asasorcerer.”

Wencel absently scratched the back of his neck. “Hm. Perhaps.
Yet...Boleso never learned such arite by himself. Hed taken up many
creatures, you say? Gods, what afool. Indeed...No. If his mentor was
not with him, he must certainly have been there recently. Or disguised.
Hidden in the next room. Or fled?’

“| did wonder if Boleso might have had some accomplice,”
Ingrey admitted. “But Rider Ulkraasserted that no servant of the house



had dipped away since the prince's death. And Lord Hetwar would
surely not have sent even meto arrest such a perilous power without
Templeassistance.” Y es, Ingrey might have encountered something far
less benign than salutary pig-delusions.

...uch asa geas? What if his murderous compulsion had not
come with him from Easthome after al? He kept hiseyesfrom
widening at this new thought. “Hetwar could not have suspected the
true events.” But then why the sedlmaster'sinastence on Ingrey's
discretion? Mere politics?

“The reports of the tragedy that Hetwar received thet first night
were garbled and inadequate, | grant you,” said Wencel with ascowl.
“Leopards were entirely missing from them, among other things. Still...|
could wish you had secured the sorcerer, whoever hewas.” His gaze
wandered back to ljada. “ At the least, confession from such a prisoner
might have helped alady of my household to whom | owe protection.”

Ingrey flinched at the cogency of that. “1 doubt | should be here,
diveor sane, if | had surprised the man.”

“An arguable point,” Wencel conceded. “But you, of al men,
should have known to look.”

Had the geas been fogging Ingrey's thinking? Or just hisown
numb distaste for histask? He sat back alittle, and, having no defense,
countered on another flank: “What sorcerer did you encounter? And
when?’

Wencel's sandy brows twitched up. “Can you not guess?’

“No. | did not senseyour...difference, in Hetwar's chamber.
Nor at Biast'singtdlation, which wasthelast time 1'd seen you before.”

“Truly?1 was not sureif | had managed to conceal my &ffliction
from you, or you had merely chosen to be discreet. | was grateful, if
S)_”

“I did not senseit.” Hedmost added, My wolf was bound, but
to do so would be to admit that it now was not. And he had no idea
where he presently stood with Wencdl.



“That'sacomfort. Well. It came to me at much the sametime as
yours, if you must know. At thetime of your father's desth-or perhaps,
| should say, of my mother's.” At ljadaslook and haf-voiced query,
he added aside to her, “My mother was sister to Ingrey's father. Which
would make me hadf aWalfcliff, except for dl the Horseriver brides
that went to hisclan in earlier generations. | should need apen and
paper to map out al the complications of our cousinship.”

“I knew you had atie, but | did not redizeit was so close.”

“Close and tangled. And | have long suspected that dl those
tragediesfaling together like that were somehow bound up onein
another.”

Ingrey said dowly, “I knew my aunt had died sometime during
my illness, but | had not redized it was so near to my father's death. No
one spoke of it to me. I'd assumed it was grief, or one of those
mysterious wastings that happen to women in middle age.”

“No. It was an accident. Strangely timed.”

Ingrey hesitated. “ Ties...Did you meet the sorcerer who placed
your beast in you? Wasit Cumril for you, too?’

Wencel shook his head. “Whatever was done to me was done
whilel wasdeegping. And if you think that wasn't the most confusing
awakening of my life...!”

“Did it not Scken you, or drive you mad?’

“Not so much asyours, apparently. There was clearly something
wrong with yours. | mean, over and above the horror that happened to
your father.”

“Why did you never say anything to me? My disaster was no
secret. | wish | had known | was not aonel”

“Ingrey, | wasthirteen, and terrified! Not least that if my
defilement were discovered, they would do to me what they were
doingtoyou! | didn't think | could surviveit. | was never strong and
athletic, like you. The thought of such torture as you endured sickened
me. My only hope seemed concealment, at dl costs. By thetime | was



sure of my own sanity again, and | began to regain my courage, you
were gone, exiled, shuffled out of the Weald by your embarrassed
uncle. And how could I have communicated? A |etter? It would
certainly have been intercepted and read, by your keepers or mine.”
He breathed deeply, and brought his rapid and shaky voice back under
control. “How odd it isto find us roped together now. We could al
burn jointly, you know. Back to back to back.”

“Not me,” Ingrey asserted, and cursed the nervous quaver in his
voice. ‘| have adispensation from the Temple.”

“Powersthat can grant such mercies can also rescind them,”
said Wencd darkly. “ljadaand I, then. Not the relation, front to front,
that my wife feared, but a holy union of sorts.”

ljadadid not flinch from thisremark, but stared a Wencd with a
tense new interest, her brows drawn in. Reassessing, perhaps, aman
sheld thought sheld known, that she was discovering she had not
knowna dl? Asl am?

Wencd focused on Ingrey's grubby bandages. “What happened
to your hands?’

“Tripped over atable. Cut mysdf with acarving knife,” Ingrey
answered, asindifferently as possible. He caught |jada's curious [ook,
out of the corner of hiseye, and prayed she would not seefit to expand
upon thetale. Not yet, anyway.

Instead, she asked the earl, “What is your beast? Do you
know?’

He shrugged. “1 had dwaysthought it was ahorse, for the
Horserivers. That made sense to me, as much as anything in this could.”
He drew along, thoughtful bresth, and his chill blue eyesrose to meet
theirs. “ There have been no spirit warriorsin the Weald for centuries,
unless maybe some remnant survived hidden in remote refuges. Now
there are three new-made, not just in the same generation, but in the
same room. Ingrey and I, | have long suspected were of a piece. But
you, Lady ljada...l do not understand. Y ou do not fit. | would urge
you search for thismissing sorcerer, Ingrey. At the very least, the hunt



for such avitd witness might delay proceedings againg ljada.”
“That would be agood thing,” Ingrey conceded readily.

Wencd's hands spread flat on the table in unease. “Wearedl in
each other's hands now. | had imagined my secret safe with you,
Ingrey, but now it seems you were merely ignorant of it. I've been alone
solong. Itishard for meto learn trust, so late.”

Ingrey bent hishead in wry agreement.

Wencd pulled his shoulders back, wincing as though they ached.
“Well. | must refresh mysdlf, and pay my respectsto my late
brother-in-law's remains. How are they preserved, by the way?’

“Hespacked indt,” said Ingrey. “ They had a plentiful supply
a Boar's Head, for keegping game.”

A bleak amusement flashed in Wencd'sface. “How very direct
of you.”

“| didn't have him properly skinned and gutted, though, so |
expect the effect will beimperfect.”

“It'saswédl the westher isno warmer, then. But it seemswed
best not delay.” Wencd let out asigh, planted both palms on the
tabletop, and pushed himsdlf wesarily to hisfeet. For an ingtant, the
blackness of his spirit seemed to strike Ingrey like ablow, then hewas
just atired young man again, burdened too soon in life with dangerous
dilemmas. “Well spesk again.”

The earl made hisway out to the porch, where hisretainers
jumped dertly to their feet to escort him toward the town temple. Inthe
door of the taproom, Ingrey touched ljada's arm. She turned, her lips
tight.

“What do you make of Wencdl'sbeast?’ he asked her,
low-voiced.

She murmured back, “ To quote Learned Hdlana, if that'sa
gdlion, I'm the queen of Darthaca” Her eyesroseto meet his, level
and intent. *'Y our wolf isnot much likeawolf. And hishorseis not



much likeahorse. But | will say this, Ingrey; they areboth a lot like
each other.”

CHAPTER EIGHT

I NGREY RETURNED UPSTAIRSTO PACK HISSADDLEBAGS, THEN
sought Gesca. The lieutenant's gear was gone from the corner of the
taproom. Ingrey waked down the muddy street of Middletown-better
named Middlehamlet, in hisview-to the smal wooden temple, in hopes
of finding him. He reviewed which of the half dozen village sablesthey
had commandeered for their horses and equipment Gescawas likely to
have gone to next, but the plan proved unnecessary; Gescawas
standing in the shade of the temple's wide porch. Spesking, or being
spoken to, by Earl Horseriver.

Gescaglanced up at Ingrey, twitched, and fdll silent; Wence
merely gave him anod.

“Ingrey,” said Wencd. “Whereis Rider Ulkraand the rest of
Boleso's household now? Still at Boar's Heed, or do they follow you?’

“They follow, or so | ordered. How swiftly, | do not know.
Ulkra cannot expect much joy to await him in Easthome.”

“No matter. By thetime | have leisure to attend to them, they
will have arrived there, no doubt.” He sighed. “My horses could use a
littlerest. Arrangethings, if you will, to depart at noon. Well till reach
Oxmeade before dark.”

“Certainly, my lord,” said Ingrey formaly. He jerked hisheed a
the unhappy-looking Gesca, and Wencel gave them a short wave of
farewd| and turned for the temple.

“And what did Earl Horseriver haveto say to you?’ Ingrey
inquired of Gesca, low-voiced, asthey trod down the street again.

“He'snot aglad man. | cringeto think how black thingswould
beif hed actudly liked hisbrother-in-law. But it's plain he does not
lovethismess”

“That, | had dready gathered.”



“Stll, animpressive young fellow, in hisway, despite hislooks. |
thought so back at Princess Farals wedding.”

“How s0?7’
“Eh. It wasn't that he did anything specid. Hejust never...”
“Never what?’

Gescaslipstwisted. “I...it'shard to say. He never made a
mistake, or looked nervous, never late or early...never drunk. It just
crept up on you. Formidable, that'stheword | want. In away, he
reminds me of you, if it was brains and not brawn that was wanted.”
Gesca hesitated, then, perhaps prudently, declined to pursuethis
comparison any farther down the dope into the swamp.

“Wearecousdins,” Ingrey observed blandly.

“Indeed, m'lord.” Gescagave him asdeways glance. “Hewas
very interested in Learned Hallana”

Ingrey grimaced. Well, that was inevitable. Hewould hear
more from Wencel on that subject before the day was done, he was
sure.

THE MIDDLETOWN TEMPLE DIVINE WASA MERE YOUNG ACOLYTE, and
had been thrown into panic by the descent upon him, on only ahaf
day's notice, of the prince's cortege. But however much ceremony Earl
Horseriver was sent to provide, it was clear it was not starting yet. The
cava cade | ft town promptly a noon with agrimmer efficiency than
Ingrey in hisvilest mood would have dared deploy. He gpplauded in his
heart, and | eft the palid acolyte a suitable purse to console him for his
terrors.

Middletown was not yet out of sight on the road behind them
when Wencel wheded his chestnut horse around beside Ingrey's, and
murmured, “ Ride ahead with me. | need to speak with you.”

“Certainly.” Ingrey kneed his horse into atrot; he gave what he
hoped was areassuring nod to ljada as they passed around her riding
besi de the wagon. Wencd favored her with a somewhat ambiguous



HAute,

Wencd turned in his saddle, as the distance between them and
the cortege stretched out of any possible earshot, but only remarked,
“Wherever did you find the beer wagon?’

“Reedmere”

“Ha At least onething about his funerd will match poor
Boleso'staste. They're hauling that silver-plated roya hearse from
Easthometo meet usin Oxmeade. | trust it will not collapse any bridges
ontheway.”

“Indeed.” Ingrey tried to keep hislipsfrom twitching.

“My household awaits mein Oxmeade to attend to my comfort
tonight. And yours, if you will join me. | recommend you do so. There
will be no lodgingsto be found for love nor money once the court
arrivesthere for this processon.”

“Thank you,” said Ingrey sincerdly. There had been duds fought
by desperate retainers over the possession of haylofts, in certain
unwieldy roya excursonsof Ingrey's experience. Wence would
certainly have secured the best chambers available.

“Tell meof thisLearned Halana, Ingrey,” said Wence abruptly.

At least he did not tax Ingrey for hisfailure to mention her
before. Ingrey wondered whether to fed relieved. “I judged her to be
exactly what she claimed to be. A friend of Lady |jadas who had
known her as a child. She'd been aphysician at somefort of the Son's
Order out west in the fen marches-ljada's father was alord dedicat,
and itscaptain, at thetime.”

“I knew something of Lord dy Castos, yes. ljada has spoken of
him. But my mind picks at the coincidence. A sorcerer with some
connection with Lady |jada-and her new affliction-disappears from
Boar'sHead. Days |ater, a sorcerer-or sorceress-with a connection
with ljada comesto her in Red Dike. Isthistwo sorcerers, or one?’

Ingrey shook hishead. “I cannot imagine Learned Hallana
passing without note at Boar's Head. Inconspicuous, she was not. And



shewas very pregnant, which | gather lays greet constraint upon her
use of her demon for the duration. She staysin ahermitage at Suttleaf,
for safety. | admit my evidenceisindirect, but I'm certain that Boleso
was adready deep into his disastrous experiments when he murdered his
manservant so grotesquely, sx months ago. Which must put his pet
sorcerer at Easthome then, or near then, aswell.”

Wence frowned in doubt.

“Itisasmuch an error to take truth for lies, asliesfor truth,”
Ingrey pointed out. “ The dua-divine was amost unusua lady, but that
she might also be Boleso's puppet is one too many thingsto believe
about her. It doesn't fit. For onething, shewas no foal.”

Wencd tilted his head, conceding the point. “ Suppose she were
his puppet magter, then?’

“Lessunlikdy,” Ingrey granted reluctantly. “But...no.”

Wencd dghed. “I shdl give up my smplifying conjecture, then.
We have two separate sorcerers. But-how separate? Might Boleso's
tool have fled to her, after the debacle? Thetwo in league?’

An uncomfortableidea. It occurred to Ingrey suddenly that the
suggestion-misdirection?that his geas had been laid on him at
Easthome had come from Hallana. “ Thetiming...would not be
impossble”

Wence grunted disconsolately, staring between hishorse's ears
for amoment. “1 understand the learned divine wrote aletter. Have you
read it yet?’

Curse you, Gesca. And curse that gossiping warden. How
much else did Wencel aready know? It was not entrusted to me. She
handed it directly to Lady ljada. Sedled.”

Wencd waved ahand in dismissal of this. “I'm sure you've been
taught how to do the thing.”

“For ordinary correspondence, certainly. Thisisonefroma
Temple sorcerer. | hesitate to think what might happen to the letter-or
to me-if | attempted to tamper with it. Burst into flame, maybe.” He left



it to Wencd to decideif he meant the paper, or Ingrey himself.
“Passing it on to Hetwar aso has problems. At the least, he would
need another Temple sorcerer to open it. | should think even the roya
seelmagter would find it achalenge to suborn oneto pry into letters
addressed to the head of hisown order.”

“Anillicit sorcerer, then.” At Ingrey's sour look, he protested,
“Widl, you must grant Hetwar could find one if anyone could-if he
chose”

“If thismultiplication of hypothetical sorcerers goeson, we shall
have to hang them from the rafterslike hams to make room.” Although,
Ingrey was uncomfortably reminded, there was till his strange geasto
account for.

Wencd gave ashort, unhappy nod, then fell silent for alittle.
“Yes, speeking of hams,” hefindly said. Hisvoice grew conversationd.
“Itisnot, you know, that you liewell, cousn. It's merely that no oneis
foolhardy enough to call you onit. Thismay have given you aninflated
ideaof your kill a dissmulation.” The voice hardened. “Whét redly
happened in that upstairs room?”

“If I had anything more to report, it would be my duty to report
itfirst to Lord Hetwar.”

Wence's brows climbed. “ Oh, redly? First, and yet
somehow...not yet? | saw your lettersto Hetwar, such asthey were.
The number of items missing from them turns out to be quite notable.
Leopards. Sorceresses. Strange brawls. Near drownings. Y our
romantic lieutenant Gescawould even have it that you havefdlenin
love-a o, if more understandably, without hint in your scribblings.”

Ingrey flushed. “Letters can go astray. Or beread by unfriendly
eyes.” He glowered, pointedly, a the earl.

Wencd'slips parted, closed. He attended for amoment to his
horse, as he and Ingrey separated to ride around a patch of mire.
When they were stirrup to stirrup again, Wencel said, “Y our pardon if |
seem anxious. | have agrest ded to lose.”

With false cheeriness, Ingrey replied, “Whilel, on the other



hand, have aready lot it al. Earl-ordainer.”

Wencd touched afit to his heart, in acknowledgment of the hit.
But he added quietly, “Thereisdso awife”

It was Ingrey'sturn to fall slent, abashed. Because Wencdl's
marriage was arranged-and, up till now, barren-did not necessarily
entall that it was also loveless. On either side. Indeed, Princess Farals
betraya of her handmaiden spoke of ahot unhappy jedlousy, which
could not be a product of bored indifference. And the hallow king's
daughter must have seemed agrest prize to So homely ayoung man,
despite hisown high rank.

“Besides” Wencd'svoicelightened again, “burning diveisa
most painful degth. | do not recommend it. | think this missing sorcerer
could be athreat to us both, in that regard alone. He knows many
thingsthat he should not. We should find him firdt. If he provesto
contain nothing, ah, personaly dangerous, I'd be glad enough to pass
him aong to Hetwar theresfter.”

And if the sorcerer was dangerousto him, what did Wencel
propose to do then? And, five gods, how?*“Leaving asdedl questions
of duty-thisisnot an arrest | am equipped to handle, privately or
otherwise”

“How if you were? Does having first knowledge not attract you?”

“Towhat end?’

“Surviva.”

“l amsurviving.”

“Y ou were. But your dispensation from the Temple depends, in
part, upon abond of surety now broken.”

Ingrey's eyesflicked to him, wary. “How s0?’

Wencd'slipstightened inasmal smile. “| could deduceit by the
change in your perception of me aone, but | don't haveto; | can seeit.
Y our beast lies quietly within you, by long habit if nothing else, but
nothing congtrains it except that you do not cal it up. Sooner or later,



some Temple sengitiveis bound to notice, or € se you will make some
revealing blunder.” Hisvoice grew low and intense. “ There are
aternativesto cutting off your hand for fear of your fist, Ingrey.”

“How would you know?’

Wencd's hesitation was longer, thistime. “Thelibrary at Cadtle
Horseriver isaremarkablething,” he began obliqudly. * Severd of my
Horseriver forefathers were collectors of lore, and at least onewasa
scholar of note. Documentslietherethat | am certain exist nowhere
else, some of them hundreds of yearsold. Things old Audar's
Temple-men would not have hesitated to burn. The most amazing
eyewitness accounts-| should tell you some of the anecdotes,
sometime. Enough to lure anot very bookish boy to read on. And then,
later-to read as though hislife depended onit.” His gaze found Ingrey's.
“Y ou dedt with your so-cdled defilement by running away from dl
knowledge, and acknowledgment. | dedlt with mine by running toward.
Which of us do you think hasthe best grip by now?’

Ingrey blew out hisbresth. “Y ou give mealot to think about,
Wencd.”

“Do S0, then. But do not turn away from understanding, this
time, | beg you.” He added more softly, “Do not turn your back on
me”

Indeed not. | should not dare. He gave Wencel an equivoca
sute

The cortege came then to arocky ford, fortunately not in so
great a spate as the near-disastrous crossing on the first day, and
Ingrey turned his attention to getting adl acrossin safety. A milefarther
on, the wagon nearly bogged in asiretch of mud, then aguardsman's
mount went lame from alost shoe. Then, a a stop to water the horses,
afight broke out between two of Boleso'sretainers, some smoldering
private quarrd that burst into flame. Ingrey's customary menace dmost
did not contain it, and he turned away from the separated pair pale with
worry, which they fortunately took for rage, about what might happen
the next time if mere threat was not enough, and he wasforced to



follow with action.

He remounted his horse more blank-faced than ever. Wencd,
he had to admit, had thrown hismind into chaos. The earl'stwisting
conversation gave Ingrey asharp sense that the pair of them were
fencing in the dark, blades stabbing at hidden targets. Both concealing
and confiding dangerous secrets to each other, feint and
parry...equaly? | think Wencel conceals more. To befair, Wencel
had also seemed to reveal more.

Ingrey had thought his anxiety over the strange geasto be his
most pressing problem. The notion that Wencel's lore might contain
cluesto the matter was doubly exciting. It suggested Ingrey might have
an dly to hand. It equaly suggested that Ingrey might have found his
unknown enemy. Or, how wasit that Wencel seemed to regard illicit
sorcerers as minor inconveniences, to be so readily handled? He
glanced toward the head of the cortege where Wencel now rode,
beyond earshot once more, interrogating one of Boleso's men. The
guardsman was abig fellow, yet his shoulders were bowed as though
trying to make himsdf smdler.

Wence had dragged a number of lures across Ingrey'strail, yet
it was not the new mystery but the old one that most arrested him,
caught and held him suspended between fascination and fear. What
does Wencel know about my father and his mother that | do not?

OXMEADE WASLARGER THAN RED DIKE, BUT BOLESO'SCORTEGE Was
received at its big stone temple that afternoon with only moderate
ceremony, mostly, it seemed, because the town was a madhouse of
preparation for greater eventstomorrow. Ingrey was hugely relieved
findly to hand off responsibility for the corpse and its outridersto
Wence, who handed them in turn to his sober senescha, agaggle of
Easthome Temple divines, and aformidable array of retainersand
clerks. Princess Faraand her own household, Ingrey was glad to learn,
had not followed on, but awaited them al in the capitdl. It was not yet
twilight when Ingrey and his guard mounted up again with their prisoner
and followed Wencd through the winding streets.



Passing along the edge of a crowded square, Wencel pulled up
his horse, and Ingrey stopped beside him. A street market was open
late, presumably to serve the needs of the courtiers and their
households dready starting to arrive for the last leg of Boleso's funera
procession. Ingrey was not sure at first what had caught Wencd's
attention, but he followed the earl's gaze past the busy boothsto a
corner where afiddler played, his hat invitingly laid upside down at his
feet. The musician was better than the usud sort, certainly, and his
mellow insrument cast astrange, plaintive song into the golden evening
ar.

After amoment Wence remarked, “That isavery old tune. |
wonder if he knows how old? He playsit...dmogt rightly.”

Wence kept hisface averted until the song ended. When he
looked forward his profile was strange. Tense, but not with anger or
fear; morelike aman about to weep for someinconsolable,
incalculable loss. Wencd grimaced the tension away and clucked his
horse onward without looking back, nor sending anyone to throw a
coin in the hat, though the fiddler looked after the rich party with
thwarted hope.

They came a length to the large house Wencel had rented, or
commandeered, one of severa in arow in thiswedthy merchants
quarter. Bright brass bosses in sunburst patterns studded the heavy
planks of itsfront door. Ingrey handed off his horse to Gesca,
shouldered his saddliebags, and oversaw Lady |jadaand her young
warden taken upstairsby amaid. By their strained greetings, thiswasa
servant who had known |jada before. The Horseriver household, it
seemed, found the justice of |jadals case as disturbingly ambiguous as
did their magter.

Before Wencel went off to deal with the sheaf of messages that
had arrived in his absence, he murmured to Ingrey, “We shdl eat inan
hour, you and ljadaand I. It may be our last chance for private speech
forawhile”

Ingrey nodded.



Hewas guided to atiny chamber on the top floor, whereabasin
and acan of hot water were dready waiting for him. It was clearly a
servant'sroom, of whatever wedlthy family the earl had didodged, but
its solitude was most welcome to him. Horseriver's own servants were
likely crowded into some lesser dormitory or stableloft inthiscrigs,
and Gesca and his men would farelittle better. Ingrey trusted
Horseriver's cook would console them.

Ingrey washed efficiently. His wardrobe was too limited to take
much time over; he had brought clothing for hard riding, not for courtly
dining. Done and dressed, he considered the temptations of the cot, but
feared if once helay down, he would be unable to force himself up
again. He wended down the narrow staircase instead, planning to
explore the house and the street around it, and perhaps check on
Gesca, if the stable proved to be nearby. He paused on the next
landing, hearing Wencd'svoice in the hdlway. He turned that way
instead.

Wence was speaking to ljadas warden, who was listening with
awide-eyed, daunted expression. He wheded at the sound of Ingrey's
step, and grimaced. “Y ou may go,” he said to the warden, who
bobbed a curtsey and withdrew into what was presumably ljada's
chamber. Wencd joined Ingrey at the staircase, motioning him aheed,
but excused himsdlf when they reached the ground floor to go off and
confer with hisclerk.

Ingrey stepped outside in the dusk and made his circuit of the
environs of the house. Arriving again at the front door, he was passed
from the porter to another servant and into a chamber at the back of
the second floor. It was not the grand dining room, amost suitable to
an earl's estate, but asmall breskfast parlor, overlooking akitchen
garden and the mews. Its single door was heavy, and would muffle
sound well, Ingrey judged. A little round table was set for three.

|jada arrived escorted by a maidservant, who curtseyed to
Ingrey and left her. She wore an overdress of wheatstraw-colored
wool upon clean linen high to her neck. The effect was modest and
maidenly, though Ingrey supposed the lace collar was mostly to hide



the greening bruises on her throat. Wencel camein almost on her hedls,
glittering in the abundant candldlight, having aso changed into richer
garb than what held ridden in. And cleaner. Ingrey briefly wished his
own saddlebags had held a better choice than least smelly.

At Wencd's gesture Ingrey brushed off his court manners and
helped Lady |jadato her chair, and Wence to his, before seating
himsdf. All equally distant from each other, tripod-tense. Servants,
obvioudy ingructed, bustled in around them, leaving covered dishes
and withdrawing discreetly. Thefood, at least, proved good, if
countrified: dumplings, beans, baked gpples, a brace of suffed
woodcocks, sauces and savories, carafes of three sorts of wines.

“Ah,” murmured Wencd, lifting asilver cover and reveding a
ham. “Dare | ask you to carve, Lord Ingrey?’

ljadablinked warily. Ingrey returned Wencel an equdly tight
smile and haggled off dices. He dipped his hands below thetable, after,
to pull his cuffs down again over the bandages on hiswrists. He waited
to see how Wence would bend the talk next, which resulted in a
slencefor agpace, asdl applied themsavesto the medl.

At length Wencel remarked, “I had nothing but secondhand
reports about the dire events at Birchgrove that |eft your father dead
and you...wdl. They were quitejumbled and wild. And certainly
incomplete. Would you tell methefull tale?’

Ingrey, braced for more questions about Hallana, hesitated in
confusion, then mustered his memories once more. He had held them
for yearsin slence, yet now recounted them doud for thethird timeina
week. His story seemed to grow smoother with repetition, as though
the account were dowly coming to replace the event, evenin hisown
mind. Wencd chewed and listened, frowning.

“Y our wolf was different than your father's” he said, asIngrey
wound down after describing, as best he could, the wolfish turmail in
hismind that had blended into hisweeks of ddirium.

“Wdll, yes. For onething, it was not diseased. Or at least. .. not
inthe sameway. It made mewonder if animas could get thefaling



sckness, or some like disease of the mind.”
“How did your father's huntsman come by it?’
“1 do not know. He was dead before | recovered enough to ask

anything”

“Huh. For | had heard”-adight emphasis on that last word, a
sgnificant pause-“thet it was not thewolf origindly intended for you.
That therabid wolf had killed its pack mate, aday before therite was
to be held. And that the new wolf was found that night, Sitting outside
the sck wolf'scage.”

“Then you have heard morethan | wastold. It could be, |
Suppose.”

Wencd tapped his spoon beside his platein afaint, nervous
tattoo, seemed to catch himsalf, and set it down.

Ingrey added, “ Did your mother say anything to you about your
gdlion? That morning when you awoke changed.”

“No. That wasthe morning shedied.”
“Not of rabies!”

“No. And yet | have wondered, since. Shedied in afal froma
horse”

Ingrey pursed hislips. |jada's eyes widened.

“It died in the accident, too,” Wencel added. “Brokeitsleg. The
groom cut itsthroat-it was said. By thetime | came to wonder about
it-some time afterward-she was long buried, and the horse butchered
and gone. | have meditated by her grave, but thereisno lingering aura
to be sensed there. No ghosts, no answers. Her death was wrenching
to me, so soon, just four months after my father's. | was not insensible
to the parallelswith your case, Ingrey, but if Wolfcliff brother and sister
had some plan concocted, someintent, no one confided it to me.”

“Or some conflict,” ljada suggested thoughtfully, looking back
and forth between the pair of them. “Like two rival castles, one on each
gdeof the Lure, building their battlements higher.”



Wencel opened ahand in acknowledgment of the possible point,
though his frown suggested that theideadid not St easily with him.

“Indl thistime, you must have developed theories, Wencdl,”
sad Ingrey.
Wence shrugged. “ Guesses, conjectures, fantasies, morelike.

My nightsgrew full of them, till | was wearied beyond measure with the
wondering.”

Ingrey chased hislast bite of dumpling across his plate, and said
in alower tone, “Why did you never approach me before, then?’

“Y ou were gone to Darthaca. Permanent exile, for al | knew.
Then your family logt dl trace of you. Y ou might have been dead, asfar
as anyone had heard to the contrary.”

“Y es, but what about after? When | returned?’

“Y ou seemed to have reached a place of safety, under Hetwar's
protection. Safer with your dispensation than | was with my secrets,
certainly. | envied you that. Would you have thanked me for throwing
your life back into doubt and disarray?’

“Perhaps not,” Ingrey conceded reluctantly.

A crigp double knock sounded at the room's thick door. |jada
started, but Wencel merely caled, “Come!”

Wence's clerk poked his head around the door and murmured
gpologeticaly, “ The message you were awaiting has arrived, my lord.”

“Ah, good. Thank you.” Wencel pushed back from the table,
and to hisfeet. “Excuseme. | shal returnin afew moments. Pray
continue.” He gestured at the serving dishes.

As soon asWencel exited, apair of servants bustled in to clear
used plates, lay new courses, renew the wine and water, and retreat
again with equally wordless bows. Ingrey and Ijadawere |eft looking at
each other. Some tentative exploration under the dish coversrevealed
dainties, fruits, and sweets, and ljada brightened. They helped one
another to the most interesting tidbits.



Ingrey glanced at the closed door. “Do you think Princess Fara
knows of Wencel's beast?’ he asked her.

She studied a piece of honeyed marzipan and ate it before
replying. Her frown was not, Ingrey thought, for thefood. “ It would fit
somethingsthat | didn't understand about them. Their relationship
seemed strange to me, although | didn't necessarily expect such ahigh
marriage to be like my mother's. Either of hers. For al that heisnot
handsome, | think Fara wanted Wencel to bein love with her. In some
more courtly fashion than he displayed.”

“Was he not courtly?”’

“Oh, he was dways palite, that | saw. Cool and courteous. |
never saw why she seemed to have dways atouch of fear around him,
for he never raised hishand or even hisvoiceto her. But if it wasfear
for him, and not-or not just-of him, perhgpsthat explainsit.”

“And was hein lovewith her?”’

Her frown degpened. “It's hard to say. He was so often moody,
so digtant and silent, for days on end it seemed. Sometimes, if there
werevisitorsto Castle Horseriver, he would rouse himsdlf, and there
would be aspate of conversation and wit-he's redlly extraordinarily
learned. Y et he has spoken more in one evening to you, here, than |
ever heard him spesk at any mea with hiswife. But then...you are
arresting to himin waysthat sheisnot.” Her eyes did toward and away
from him, and he knew she tested her inner senses.

So are you, now, Ingrey redized. “He hasonly alittletimeto
assure himsdlf of hisown safety in this new tangle. Perhapsthat explains
why he's pushing. Heis pushing-don't you think?’ Ingrey at least felt
pressed.

“Oh, yes.” She paused in thought. “Too, it may be an outpouring
long suppressed. Who could he spesk to of this, before us, now? He's

worried, yes, but also...l don't know. Excited? No-subtler or stranger
than that. Surely joyful cannot betheword.” Her lips screwed up.

“I shouldn't think s0,” Ingrey said dryly.



The door clicked open, and Ingrey's gaze jerked up. It was
Wencd, returning. He seated himsdf again with an gpol ogetic gesture.

“Isyour busness settled?’ Ijadainquired politely.

“Wadl enough. If | have not yet said so, Ingrey, let me
congratul ate you on the speed of your mission. It does not look as
though | shdl be ableto emulateit, to my regret. I'll likely send you
ahead with Lady |jadatomorrow, as her presencein the cortegeislike
to be, hm, avkward, asit isturned into aparade. At half march al the
way on to Easthome, five gods spare me.”

“Where in Easthome am | to be sent?’ ljada asked, alittle
tensdy.

“That isamatter still being settled. | should know by tomorrow
morning. No placevile, if | have my way.” He stared at her through
lidded eyes.

Ingrey stared at them both, daring to extend his senses beyond
sght. “Y ou two are different from each other. Y our beast ismuch
darker, Wencedl. Or something. Her cat makes me think of sundappled
shade, but yours...goes dl the way down.” Past the limitsof his
perceptions.

“Indeed, | think that leopardess must have been at the peak of
itscondition,” said Wencel. He cast [jadaa amile, asif to reassure her
that the comment waswell meant. “It has afresh and pure power. A
Wedd warrior would have been proud to bear it, if there had been
such aclan askin Leopardtree back then.”

“But | am awoman, not awarrior,” said ljada, watching him
back.

“The women of the Old Weadd used to take in sacred animals as
well. Did you not know?’

“No!” Her eyeslit with interest. “Truly?’

“Oh, seldom aswarriors, though there were dways afew such
caled. Sometribes used theirs as their banner-carriers, and they were
vaued above al women. But there was a second sort. ..another sort of



hallowed anima made, that women took more often. Well, more
proportionaly; they were much rarer to start with.”

“Banner-carrier?’ ljada echoed in an odd tone.
“Made?” sad Ingrey.

Wencd'slips curved up a the tautnessin hisvoice, in an angler's
amile. “Wedd warriors were made by sending the soul of a sacrificed
animd into aman. But something &l se was made when the soul of an
anima was sacrificed into another animd.”

|jada shook off her arrested ook, and began, “Do you think
Boleso was attempting-wait, no.”

“I have dtill not quite unraveled what Boleso thought he was
about, but if it wasin pursuit of some rumor of thisold magic, he had it
wrong. The animal was sacrificed, at the end of itslife, into the body of
ayoung animd, dways of the same sort and sex. And dl thewisdom
and training it had learned went with it. And then, at the end of itslife,
that anima was sacrificed into another. And another. And another.
Accumulating agreat dengity of life. And-at some point along the chain,
five or Six or ten generations or more-it became something that was not
an animd anymore.”

“An...anima god?’ ventured ljada

Wencd spread his hands. “In some shadowy sense, perhaps.
It'swhat some say the gods are-all the life of the world flows into them,
through the gates of death. They accumulate usdl. And yet the gods
are an iteration stranger gtill, for they absorb without destroying,
becoming ever more Themsel ves with each perfectly retained addition.
The great hallowed animaswere athing gpart.”

“How long did it take to make one?’ asked Ingrey. His heart
was starting to beat faster, and he knew his breath was quickening.
And he knew Wencel marked it. Why am | suddenly terrified at
Wencel's bedtime tale? His very blood seemed to growl in response
toit.

“Decadeslifetimes-centuries, sometimes. They were vastly



vaued, for asanimals, they were tame and trainable, uncannily
intdligent; they came to understand the speech of men. Y et this great
continuity suffered continuous attrition, and not just through ordinary
mischance. For when aWeald man or woman took one of the great
beastsinto their soul, they became something far more than awarrior.
Greater and more dangerous. Few of the oldest and best of the
creatures survived unharvested under the pressure of Audar'sinvasion.
Many were sacrificed prematurdly just to save them from the
Darthacan troops. Audar's Temple-men were specialy disposed to
day them whenever they were found, in fear of what they could
become. Of what they could make usinto.”

“Sorcerers?’ said ljada breathlesdy. “Wed ding sorcerers?Is
that what Boleso was attempting to become?’

Wencel bent his hand back and forth. “Let us not become
confused in our language. A sorcerer, proper-or improper, if illicit and
not bound by Temple disciplines-is possessed of an elementd of
disorder and chaos, sacred to the Bastard, and the magic the creature
endows s congtrained into channels of destruction thereby. Such
demons are bound up in the balance of the world of matter and the
world of spirit. And the old tribes had such sorcerers, too, with their
own traditions of discipline under the white god.

“The great hdlowed animaswere of this world, and had not
ever been in the hands of the gods. Not part of their powers. Not
congtrained to destruction, either. A purely Weading thing. Although
their magic waswholly of the mind and spirit, they also could affect the
body that the mind and spirit rule. The animal shamans had aquite
separate tradition from the triba sorcerers, and not dwaysin dliance
with them even in the same clan. One of the many divisonsthat
weakened usin the face of the Darthacan ondaught.” Wencel's eyes
grew distant, conddering thisancient lapse.

ljadawas |looking back and forth between Wencel and Ingrey.
“Oh,” she breathed.

Ingrey'sfacefdt drained. It was asif hisfortresswalswere
crumbling, ingde hismind, in the face of Wencd's sgpping. No. No.



Thisisrubbish, nonsense, old tales for children, some sort of vile
joke Wencel is having on me, to see how much | can be persuaded
to swallow. What he whispered instead was, “ How?”

“How came thiswise wolf to you, you mean?’ Wencdl
shrugged. “1, too, would like to know. When Great Audar”-his mouth
gave the name a venomous twist-“tore out the heart of the Weald at
Bloodfield-which was the great shrine of Holytree, before his utter
desecration of it-even he did not manage to massacre al. Some spirit
warriors and shamans were not present at therite, by delay or chance.
A few escaped the ambush.”

ljada sat up with an even sharper sare. A flick of Wencd's eyes
acknowledged his audience, and he continued: “Even acentury and a
half of persecution afterward did not erase dl knowledge, though not
for lack of trying. Pockets endured, though very few inwriting like the
library at Castle Horseriver-specialy collected by certain of my
ancestors, to be sure, but collected from somewhere. But in remote
regions, fens and mountains, poor hamlets-the Cantons broke from the
Darthacan yoke early-traditions, if not their wisdom, continued for long.
Passed down from generation to generation as secret family or village
rites, dways dimming inignorance. What even Audar could not
accomplish, Time the destroyer 