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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 did. | had not imagined any to bel€ft,
after the relentless erosion of centuries. But it seemsthere were at
leadt...two.” Hisblue gaze pierced Ingrey.

Ingrey's thoughtsfdt like frantic claws scrambling and scraping
on thefloor of acage. He managed only an inarticulate noise.

“For your consolation,” Wence continued, “it explainsyour long
deirium. Y our wolf was afar more powerful intrusion upon your soul
than your father's or ljada's smple creatures. Four hundred years old
seemsimpossible-how many wolf generations must that be?-and
yet...” Hisgaze on Ingrey grew unessy. “ All the way down, indeed.
An apt description. The spirit warriors mastered their beastswith little
effort, for the ordinary animalswere readily subordinated to the more
powerful human mind. In the Old Wedld, if you'd been destined to be
gifted with agreat beast, you would have had much preparation and



study, and the support of others of your kind. Not abandoned to find
your own way, sumbling in fear and doubt and near madness. No
wonder you responded by crippling yourself.”

“Am | crippled?’ Ingrey whispered. And what fear some thing
would | beif | were not?

“Oh, aye”
ljada, her tone shrewd, said to Wencd, “ And are you?’
Hehddapam out. “Less so. | have my own burdens.”

How much less so, Wencel ? Y et Ingrey was less moved by the
suspicion that he might have found the source of hisgess, asby the
notion that he might have found hismirror.

Wencd turned again to Ingrey. “In the event, yours was a happy
ignorance. If the Temple had suspected what manner of beast you
really bore, you would not have found that dispensation so easy to
comeby.”

“It wasn't easy,” muttered Ingrey.

Wencd hesitated, asif considering anew thought. “Indeed. To
bind a great beast could have been no small task.” A respectful, even
wary, smile turned one corner of his mouth. He glanced &t the candles
burning down in their holders on the center of thetable. “It growslate.
Tomorrow's duties crowd the dawn. We must part company for a
while, but Ingrey, | beg you-do nothing to draw fresh attention to
yoursdf till wecantak again.”

Ingrey scarcely dared breathe. “1 thought my wolf wasjust a
well of violence. Rage, destruction, killing. What else canit-could |
do?’

“That isthe next lesson. Cometo mefor it when we are both
back in Easthome. Meantime, if you value your life, keep your
secrets-and mine.” Wencel pushed himself up, wearily. He ushered
them out the door before him, plain signal that both the dinner and the
revelations were done for the night. Ingrey, nearly sick to his stomach,
could only be thankful.



CHAPTER NINE

T HE SERVANT'SCOT CREAKED INTHENIGHT SLENCE OF THE

house as Ingrey sat down and clenched his hands upon his knees.
| ntrospection was a habit held long avoided, for aversion to what it
must confront. Tonight, at |ast, he forced his perceptionsinward.

He pushed past the generdized dull terror, asthrough a
too-familiar fog. Brushed aside clinging tendrils of self-deception, avell
on hisinner sight. He had no time or patience for them anymore. Once,
he had conceived of his bound wolf asasort of knot under hisbelly,
encysted, like an extraorgan, but one without function. The knat, the
wolf, was not there now. Nor in his heart, nor in hismind, exactly,
though trying to seeinto his own mind fdlt like trying to see the back of
his own head. The beast was truly unbound. So...where...?

Itisin my blood, heredized. Not apart, but every part of him.
It wasn't just in him, now; it was him. Not to be ripped out asreadily as
cutting off hisfigt, or tearing out hiseyes, no, no such trivia surgery
would answer.

It cameto him then, a possible reason why the fen folk practiced
their peculiar blood sacrifices, ameaning lost in the depths of time even
to themselves. The marsh people were old enemies of the Old
Wealdings. They had faced the forest tribes spirit warriors and animal
shamansin battle and raid dong their marches for centuries out of
mind-taken captives, perhapsincluding prisonersfar too dangerousto
hold. Had those sanguinary drainings once had amore grim and
practica purpose?

Could amere physica separation, of blood from body, also
create agpiritua one, of sinfrom soul?

Denid, it seemed, ran at the end of itslong road down into a
bog of blood. Morein asort of chill curiosity than any other emaotion,
Ingrey rummaged in his saddlebags and drew out his coil of rope. He
lad it and hisbelt knife out on the quilt beside him and glanced upward
inthelight of hissingle candle a the shadowy ceiling beams. Y es, it



could be done, the supreme self-sacrifice. Bind his own ankles, hoist
himsdf up, loop aknot. Hang upside down. Lift the finely honed blade
to hisown throat. He could let hiswolf out in a hot scarlet stream, end
its haunting of him, right here and now. Free himself of al defilement in
the ultimate no.

| can refuse the dark power. By stepping into adarkness more
absolute.

So would his soul, rgjected by the gods, just fade quietly into
oblivion as the sundered and damned ghosts were said to do? It
seemed no fearful fate. Or-if he had migudged the rite-would hislost
spirit, augmented by this unknown force, turn into something. ..else?
Something presently unimaginable?

Did Wencd know what?

All those luresthe young earl had thrown out, al thet bait, were
plain enough indicators of how Wencel thought of Ingrey, and about
him. | am prey, in his eyes. Watch me run. He could deny Wencd his
quarry.

Ingrey stood up, reached, felt along the beam, tucked the rope
through a dight warped gap between the timber and the attic floor
above, sat again and sudied the cord's dangling length in the shadows.
Hetouched the gray twist; hisbrain felt cool and distant, inthis
contemplation, and yet his hand shook. That much blood would make a
mighty mess on the floor for some horrified servant to clean up in the
morning. Or would it flow between the floorboards, seep through the
ceiling of the room below? Announce the event overhead by adripping
in the dark, spattering wetly upon apillow or adeeping face? Was that
thunder, does the roof leak? Until alight was struck, and its bright
flare revealed the drizzle as aredder rain. Would there be screams?

Was Lady ljada's room below his? He calculated the placement
of corridors, and of the chamber door into which the warden had
retreated. Perhaps. It hardly mattered.

He paused for along time, barely breathing, balanced on the
cusp of the night.



No.

Hisblood cried out for Ijada, but not like this. He considered
the smdl miracle of her smile. Not the usud nervous polite grimace
most women favored him with, never reaching their eyes; indeed, it
seemed ljada could smile at him with her eyesdone, fearlesdy.
Without concedled revulson. Even ddlicately enjoying, it seemed, a
sght shefound inexplicably comely. Hiswolf was no less dangerousin
its capacitiesto her than to any other woman he had not dared to touch
or look upon, she was not safe from him, no. ..she was something
unexpectedly else. She was dangerousright back at him.

The thought did very odd thingsto his heart. He rgjected the
poets phrases asdrivel; hisheart did not turn over, nor inside out, nor,
maost certainly not ever, dance. It went on beating right Sde up in his
chest asusud, if alittle faster and tighter-seeming. Was he odd, to
relish the peculiar perilous sensation s0? It wasn't exactly pleasant.
Exactly. But what he relished in the darkness of his dreams wasn't what
most men held known spoke of, in the crude braggings of their lusts, as
pleasant; he'd been aware of that for sometime.

His hand drew back, clenched closed.
Soif | choose not to wake you so redly, ljada, what then?

He had come to the end of the road of No; he could go no
further down it without drowning in hisown blood. | have three
choices, | think. To wade into the red swamp and never come up
again. Tolinger in numbness and immobility as before-yet it was certain
that neither the tide of events nor the relentless Wencel would permit
the continuation of his parayssvery much longer. Or...hemight turn
around and walk the other way.

So what does that mean, or has my thinking turned
altogether to a poet's twaddle? His bedchamber was so quiet he
could hear the susurrus of the blood in his ears like an animd's panting.

Could he stop denying himself, and deny othersinstead? He
tested the phrases on histongue. No, you are wrong, all of you,
Temple and Court and folk in the streets. You always were wrong.



| amnot...am not... what? And are these the only terms | can think
in, these shouted nos? Ah, habit.

But if | turn and walk the other way, | do not know where
the road goes. Or whereit ends.

Or Who | may meet along it, and that thought disturbed him
more than knife and cord and haunted blood together.

Though if | can find a darker dark along it than this one, |
shall be surprised.

Herose, sheathed hisknife, packed the rope away. Stripped for
deep and lay down under the servant's sheets. Old and thin and
mended, they were, but clean; it was arich household that afforded
even its servants such refinements.

| do not know where | am going. But | am quite weary
enough of where I've been.

AFTER THE BRIEFEST DAWN MEETING WITH WENCEL,, ALL
practicdities, Ingrey took his prisoner on the road. Hetwar's troop il
escorted them, glad enough to be lighter by one dead prince and a
dozen surly retainers and al their baggage. Ingrey had even sent the
latest warden-dedicat home, her place taken by amiddle-aged
maidservant of Horseriver's household who rode pillion behind Gesca.
The smdl cava cade climbed out of the valey of Oxmeade into the
breaking day, and began to wind through the settled country of therich
lowlands bel onging to the earldom of Stagthorne.

Taking alead from Horseriver, Ingrey edged his mount forward
and without gpology motioned ljada to ride ahead with him. Hewas
nonetheless conscious of Gescas narrow gaze, following them. Just so
they outdistanced the curious lieutenant's ears.

ljadawas unusudly pae and withdrawn this morning, with gray
smudges under her eyes. Her smile, returning his curt nod, was brief
and muted. Was she finally coming to redlize that she rode into atrap?
Too late?



“We cannot continue to flounder dong with no attempt at a
plan,” he began firmly. “Y ou've rgjected mine. Have you a better?’

“Run away was not my ideaof a plan.” She cocked an eye at
him. “And when did | become we?’

Hismouith, tightening, paused. The first hour | saw you at
Boar's Head, five gods help me. “In the upstairsroom of that inn a
Red Dike,” he answered instead.

Shetilted her head in aconciliating nod.

“We share a certain problem apart from your legal morass,” he
continued. “ Cat maiden.”

“Oh, it's not apart. Dog lord.”

Despite himsdlf, hislipstwisted up in return. Did hetruly smile so
little, that his mouth should fed so odd doing this?* Earl Horseriver has
promised this much to shield you. He told me thismorning that you are
to belodged in ahouse in the capita that he owns, with his servants
about you. Better than some dank cell down by theriver, and asign, |
think, that your destruction isnot yet set in train. There may be alittle
time”

“Hemeansto keep meclose,” she said thoughtfully.

“At Wence's request, Lord Hetwar has appointed me your
house warden for thisarrest.” No need to mention how his breath had
skipped at this unexpected stroke of good fortune. “ Judging by the note
his courier brought me, Hetwar is glad enough to have you kept out of
gght for atime.”

Her eyesflew up. “Wence meansto keep us both close, then.
Why?

“I judge...” hisvoice dowed, uncertain. “| judge heisalittle
off-balance, just now. So much is happening at once, with the funera
and hisdigtraught wife, atop the roil dready with the halow king's
illness and-the M other avert, but it seems most probable-the impending
election. Biast and hisretinue will be arriving in Easthome, and the
prince will certainly draw his brother-in-law into the concerns of his



party. Beneath that lie Wence's other uncanny secrets, old and new. If
Wence can make one piece of his puzzle hold il till he hastimeto
attend to it, well, so much the better. For him. Asfor me, | don't intend
tohold ill.”

“What do you intend?’

“I've had oneidea, sofar. If, as| suspect, more than one power
in Easthome would like to see your trial suppressed, this scandal swept
quietly aside, it might even be accepted. Y our kin might call onthe old
kin-law, and offer ablood-price for Prince Boleso.”

Sheinhded, brows climbing in surprise. “Will the Temple careto
have itsjudticiars excluded from so high a case?”’

“If the highest lords of kin Stagthorne and kin Badgerbank
agree, the divines of the Father's Order will have no choice. Therelies
my first doubt, for the king is unfit to accept any proposd; a thetimel
left Easthome, Hetwar was uncertain that the old man had even been
made to understand that Boleso had, um, met his death. Biast, once he
arrives, will be haf-prepared and wholly distracted. Clear decisions
from the Court at Easthome have been hard to come by, these past
weeks, and it will likely get worse before it gets better. But
Earl-ordainer Badgerbank isno smal power in hisownright. If he
could be convinced, for the honor of his house, to sponsor you, and
Wencd urged to help persuade him, the scheme might have a chance.”

“A prince's blood-price could be no small sum. Far beyond my
poor stepfather's means.”

“It would have to come from Badgerbank's purse. With Wencd,
perhaps, hdping fill it on the left hand.”

“Have you met Earl Badgerbank? 1 did not think he had the
reputation as a generous man.”

“Um...” Ingrey hestated, then answered honestly, “no, he
doesn't.” He glanced across at her, riding in the warming morning light.
“But if the money-"

“Bribe?’ she muttered.



“-wereraised elsewhere, | think there would be lesstrouble
coaxing himto lend hisname. Y our dower lands-how large are they?’

Her voice grew oddly reluctant. “They run for some thirty miles
east and west aong the roots of the Raven Range, and twenty miles
north up to the rim of the watershed with the Cantons.”

Ingrey blinked, taken aback. “That israther larger than you led
meto picture. A forested tract isno smal resource; it may yield up
game, timber, charcoal, mast for pigs, perhaps agreat prize of mineras
beneath...you have nearly the price of aprinceright there, | think!

How many villages or hamlets are to be found there, how many hearths
inthetax census?’

“None. Not in those lands. No one huntsthere. No one goesin.”
The sudden tenson in her tone arrested him. “Why not?’

She shrugged, unconvincingly. “They are accursed. Haunted
woods, whispering woods. The Wounded Woods, they are caled, and
indeed, the trees seem sick. All who enter are plagued by nightmares of
blood and death, they say.”

“Tdes” Ingrey scoffed.

“I'wentin,” ljadareplied steadily. “ After my mother died, and it
was at last made clear that the tract had indeed come to me. | went to
seefor mysdlf, for | believed | had theright. And duty. The forester
was reluctant to escort me, but | made him. My stepfather's grooms
and my maid wereterrified. For afull day we rodein, then madea
camp. Mogt of theland israw and steep, dl ravines and abrupt cliffs,
briars and stones poking through, and gloomy hollows. At the center is
one broad, flat valey, filled with great oak trees, centuriesold. That is
the darkest part, said to be the most haunted, a cursed shrine of the
Old Wedld. Local legend saysitislost Bloodfidd itsdf, for dl that two
other earldoms dong the Ravens claim that doubtful honor.”

“Many old shrine Sites have become farmers fieds, intime.”

“Not thisone. We dept there that night, much against the will of
my escort. And indeed, we dreamed. The grooms dreamed of being



torn gpart by animas, and woke screaming. My maid dreamed that she
drowned in blood. Come morning, they wereal wild to get away.”

Ingrey considered her words. And then he considered her
dlences. “But you were not?’

She hesitated so long thistime he dmost asked again, but held
histongue. His patience was rewarded at length when she murmured,
“Weadl dreamed. It took me sometimeto redlize that my dream was
different.”

Silences, hereminded himsdlf, had apower dl their own. He
waited some more. She regarded him under her lashes, asif gauging his
tolerance for further tales of the uncanny.

She began, he thought, obliquely. “Have you ever withessed an
amsgiver mobbed by famished beggars? How they gather in avast
swirl, each one wesk, but in their numbers strong and frightening,
frantic? Give to us, give, for we starve... Y et however much you
gave, dl that you had, it would not be enough; they might tear you apart
and devour you without being satisfied.”

He granted her awary nod, uncertain where this was tending.

“In my dream...men cameto me out of the trees.
Bloody-handed men, many headless, in the rusted armor of the Old
Wedld. Some bore anima standards, the skulls all decorated about
with colored stones, or wore capes of skins; stag and bear, horse and
wolf, badger and otter, boar and lynx and ox and | know not what else.
Faceless, blurred, horribly hacked. They raved around mein agrest
begging crowd, asthough | weretheir queen, or liege-lady, cometo
gpread some strange largesse among them. | could not understand their
language, and their sgns bewildered me. | was not afraid of them, for
al they pawed my garmentswith rotting hands until my dresswas
soaked in cold black blood. They wanted something of me. | could not
make out what it was. But | knew they were owed it.”

“A terrifying dream,” he said, in the most detached voice he
could mugter.

“I did not fear them. But they split my heart.”



“Werethey so pitiful ?”’

“No-I mean-redly. Or not redly, but in my dream-I parted my
ribs, and reached into my chest, and brought out my besating heart and
presented it to the revenant | took to be their captain. He was one of
the headless ones-his head, in its helm, was fastened to his broad gold
belt, and he bore a standard with its banner tight-furled. He bowed
low, and placed my heart upon astone dab, and cut it in two with the
hilt-shard of hisbroken sword. Half he handed back to me again, with
asgn of grest respect. The other half, they raised high upon the
standard's point, and they cried out again. | did not understand if it was
pledge, or sacrifice, or ransom, or what, until...” She stopped,
swallowed.

Began again. “ Until Wencd said those wordslast night.
Banner-carrier. | had haf forgotten the dream, in the press of more
recent woes, but at those words the memory of it dammed back, so
vivid it waslike ablow-1 don't think you know how close | cameto
fanting.”

“I...no. Tome, you just looked interested.”

She gave ardieved nod. “ Good.”

“And so what new thing do you make of your dream asa
result?’

“I thought...1 think...I think now the dead warriors made me
their banner-carrier, that night.” Her right hand rose from her rein to her
left breast, and spread there in the sacred gesture; he thought the
fingerscutched in atiny spasm. “And | was suddenly reminded that the
heart isthe Sgn and signifier of the Son of Autumn. The heart for
courage. And loydty. And love”

Ingrey had tried to wrench their thoughts to shrewd politics, to
good, solid, reasonable, practical plans. How had he stepped hip deep
into the eerie once again? It was but adream. How long ago?"

“Some months. The others could not wait to break camp and
gdlop home, next morning, but | rode dowly, looking back.”



“What did you see?’

“Nothing.” Her browsdrew in, asif in remembered pain.
“Nothing but trees. The othersfeared that country, but it drew my
heart. | wanted to return to the woods, alone if no escort would come,
and try again to understand. But before | could dip away, | was sent to
Earl Horseriver's household, and, well.” Her glance a him intensified.
“But the Wounded Woods cannot be sold.”

“ Surely someone might be found who does not know their local
reputation.”

She shook her head. “Y ou don't understand.”

“What, are the lands entailed to you?’

1] No.”

“Already pledged for debt?’

“No! Nor shall they be. How would | ever redeem them?’ She
laughed mirthlesdy. “No great marriage, or likely, any marriage, looms
inmy future now; and | have no other prospects of inheritance.”

“But if it might save your life, ljada”
“Y ou don't understand. Five gods help me, | don't understand.

But...they laid the woods into my charge, the dead men. | cannot lay
that charge down until my men are...paid.”

“Paid? What coin can ghosts desire? Or hdlucinations, asthe
case may be,” he added testily.

She grimaced in frudtration, and with alittle dice of her hand
batted down his doubting shot. “1 don't know. But they wanted
something.”

“Then | shdl just haveto find another way,” Ingrey muttered. Or
return to this argument later.

Now it was her turn to stare thoughtfully a him. “ And what
plans have you made to seek out the source of your geas?”’

“None, yet,” he admitted. “ Though after, um, Red Dike, | think



no such thing could be laid upon me again without my seeing it.
Resigtingit.” Stung by the doubtful quirk of her eyebrows, he added
more gternly, “I plan to be on my guard, and look about me.”

“I did wonder...areyou so certain | wasitstrue target?
Perhaps, instead of you being ameansto destroy me, | wasjust a
means to destroy you. Whom have you offended?’

Ingrey'sfrown deepened at this unwel come thought. “Many
men. It'smy calling. But | dways figured an enemy would just send
paid bravos.”

“Do you think the average bravo would be inclined to take you

on?
Hislipslifted alittle a this. “They might haveto raise the price”

Her lips curved, too. “ Perhaps your unknown enemy isa
pinch-purse, then. The bounty for awild wolf warrior might be too
deep for him.”

Ingrey chuckled. “My reputation ismore lurid than my sword
arm can sudtain, I'm afraid. An adversary has merely to send enough
men, or shoot from behind in the dark. Easily enough done. Men done
are not hard to kill, despite our swagger.”

“Indeed,” she murmured bleakly, and Ingrey cursed his careless
tongue. After amoment, she added, “It's still agood question, though.
What would have happened to you if the geas had worked as planned?’

Ingrey shrugged. “ Disgraced. Dismissed from Hetwar's service.
Maybe hanged. Our drowning would have passed as an accident, true.
Some severa men might have been happy that 1'd relieved them of a
dilemma, but | should not have looked to them for gratitude.”

“But it would be safe to say you'd have been removed asaforce
inthecapitd.”

“I'mno forcein the capitd. I'm just one of Hetwar's more
dubious servants.”

“Such a charitable man Hetwar isto sponsor you, then.”



Ingrey'slips opened, closed. “Mm.”
“When | first saw Wence's beast, my mind legpt to him asthe

possible source of your geas. Still more so, when hereveded its
mystery. He as much as said he fancied himsdf ashaman.”

You thought it, too? |jada, Ingrey reminded himself, had never
known Wencd asasmall, dow child. But did that leave her to
overestimate, or Ingrey to underestimate, his cousin?

ljada continued, “But in that case, | do not understand why we
were both alowed to leave his house alive today.”

“That would have been too crude,” said Ingrey. “A hired
nisaways hisown witness, but the geas would have left none.
The spell-caster, Wencel or not, desired greater subtlety. Presumably.”
Hefrowned in renewed doulbt.

“He was never acomfortable man, but this new Wencd scares
meto death.”

“Wall, hedoesnot me.” Ingrey's mouth and mind froze as he
was suddenly reminded of how close hed come to death at his own
hand, not twelve hours past. A subtle enough degth to pass
unquestioned even under Wencel'sroof? It was no geas that time,
though. | did it to myself.

After Wencel cried wolf at me...

“Now what makes you grow grim?’ |jada demanded.
“Nothing.”

Her lipstwisted in exasperation. “To be sure.”

After afew more minutes of riding in sllence, she added, “ | want
to know what €lse Wencel knows of Bloodfield-or Holytree, as he
cdledit-if he's such ascholar of the Old Wedld ashe claims. Tax him
onit, if-when-you spesk again. But do not tell him of my dream.”

Ingrey nodded agreement. “Had you ever discussed your legacy
withhim?’

“ Na/a..”



“With Princess Fara?”’

ljada hesitated. “Only interms of itsvalue, or lack of it, asa
bride-piece.”

Ingrey drummed hisfingers on thethigh of hisriding leathers. 1t
must have been but a dream. Most souls would have been taken up by
the gods at the hour of their deaths, whether your woods were
Bloodfield or some lesser Wed ding defeat. Any sundered who refused
the gods would have blurred to oblivion centuries ago, or so the divines
taught me. Four hundred yearsisfar too long for ghoststo survive so
entire”

“| saw what | saw.” Her tone neither offered nor requested
rationdizations.

“Maybe that's what the addition of animal spirits doesto men's
souls,” Ingrey continued in aspurt of ingpiration. “Instead of dissolution,
damnation becomes an eternal, cold, and silent torment. Trapped
between matter and spirit. All the pain of deeth lingering, al thejoy of
lifestripped away...” He swallowed in sudden fear.

ljada's gaze grew distant, looking down the winding road. “I
trust not. The warriors were worn and tormented, but not joyless, for
they took joy in me, | thought.” Her eyes, turning toward him, crinkled
alittle at the edges. “ A moment ago, you said it must be adream, but
now you take it for truth, and your doom foreshadowed. Y ou can't
have it both ways, however ddightfully glum piling up the prospects
makesyou.”

Ingrey was surprised into asnort; hislips curled up at the Sdes,
just alittle bit. He yanked them back straight. “ So which do you think it
is?

“I think...” shesaid dowly, “that if | could go back now, |

would know.” Her lidslowered briefly, and the next look she gave him
seemed to weigh him. 1 think you might, too.”

They were interrupted then by acrowd on the road, some
kinlord's entourage from Easthome traveling to the funered duty at
Oxmeade. Ingrey motioned his men asde, scanning the mob of



outriders for faces he recognized. He saw afew, and exchanged brief,
sober sautes. Boarford's men, and therefore the two brotherearls and
their wives sheltered in the tapestry-covered wagon that jounced along
the ruts. Almost immediately theresfter, Ingrey's troop had to make
way again for aprocession of Temple-men, lord dedicats and high
divines, richly dressed and well mounted.

When they had al sorted themselves out once more, Ingrey
found Gesca's horse pressed up to hisside, and the lieutenant favoring
him with amistrustful scowl. Ingrey spurred forward, and led on at a
more rapid pace.

CHAPTER TEN

T HEY CRESTED THE RANGE OF LOW HILLSNORTHEAST OF THE

capita in the late afternoon. The town and the broad southern plains
beyond spread out before their gaze. Theriver Stork curled away from
thetown'sfoot in abright silver line, growing more crooked until lost in
the autumn haze. A few boats, merchant craft, sculled [aborioudy up or
drifted down itslength, making their way from or to the cold seasome
eighty milesdistant. AsIngrey reined back beside her, ljadarosein her
gtirrups and stared.

He studied her expression, which was part fascinated, part
wary. Easthome might well bethelargest city sheld seenin her life, for
al that perhaps a dozen Darthacan provincia seats eclipsed it, and the
Darthacan royd capitd could have held it Sx times over.

“Thetown isdivided into two haves, Templetown and
Kingstown,” Ingrey told her. “The upper town, on those high bluffs,
holds the temple, the archdivine's paace, and dl the offices of the holy
orders. Thelower town has the warehouses and the merchants
quarters. Y ou can see the wharves beyond the wall, where the drainage
runs out to join the Stork. The halow king's hall and most of the
kin-lords houses are on the opposite end from the docks.” His hand
swept out the sections. “ Easthome used to be two villages, back in the
old days, belonging to two different tribes. They feuded and fought
acrossthe creek that divided themtill it ran with blood, they say,



practically up to thetime Audar's grandson seized the placefor his

western capital, and stlamped out dl division with his new stonework.
Y ou can scarcely seethe creek now, it isso built across. And no one
now choosesto die for the sake of a sewer. Hetwar told methistale;
he takes it for aparable, but I'm not sure what he thinksthe mord is.”

The cava cade descended the road to the easternmost gate on
the Kingstown side. The stonework was good, it wastrue, the winding
sreetslined by high houses of tan blocks or whitewashed stucco, with
glints of glasswindows peering out from deep-browed embrasures.
Red-tile roofs replaced wattle and flammabl e thatch; ordinary fires had
probably destroyed more of the old twin towns than war. The
defending walls were even more improved, athough crowded with new
building lapping too near and spilling beyond, compromising their
purpose.

They came at length to anarrow curving street in the merchants
quarter, and dismounted before adim stone house in arow of severd
such built abutting one another, though obvioudy at different times by
different masons. Ingrey wondered if Horseriver owned not just this
house but the row, and if such lucrative property had cometo him with
Princess Fara. The house was neither so rich nor so large aslast night's
lodging, but it appeared decent enough, quiet and close.

Ingrey dismounted and passed his and ljada’s horses to Gesca's
cae.

“Tell my lord Hetwar | will report to him as soon as| seethe
prisoner secured. Send me my manservant Tesko, if you find him
sober, with what things | am likely to need for the next few days. Clean
clothes, for one.” Ingrey grimaced, stretching his aching back; his
leathers reeked of horse and the grime of the road, and the stitchesin
his scalp were itching again, maddeningly. ljada, stripping off her riding
gloves and craning her neck, managed somehow to appear nearly as
trim and cool as she had that morning.

The house's porter saw them inside; the woman warden-servant,
guided by ahousemaid, marshaded ljada at once up the sairs, her
leather-strapped case hoisted after by the porter's boy. Ingrey set



down his saddlebags and stared around the narrow hall.

The porter ducked his head nervoudy. “ The boy will be back in
amoment to take you to your room, my lord.”

Ingrey grunted, and said, “No hurry. If thisplaceisto be my
charge, | had best look it over.” He prowled off through the nearest
doorway.

The house seemed smple enough. The cdllar and the ground
floor were devoted to storage, a kitchen with antechamber and pallets
for cook and scullion, an eating hal, aparlor, and a cubby under the
stairs where the porter lurked. Ingrey poked hishead out the only other
outer door, which led to aback court with a covered well. The second
floor included what might have been meant for astudy, aswell astwo
bedrooms. Passing the door of smilar chambers on the next floor up,
Ingrey heard the murmur of women'svoices, ljada and her warden.
Thetop floor was divided up into smaller roomsfor the servants.

He descended again to find the porter's boy lugging his
saddlebags into one of the bedrooms on the second floor. The
furnishings were sparse-narrow bed, washstand, asingle chair, a
battered wardrobe-and Ingrey wondered if the place had been
tenanted or not before Horseriver's couriers had arrived last night
demanding its possession. Light, distinctive footsteps and the creaking
of, perhaps, abed overhead marked |jadas location. The proximity
was both reassuring and unsettling. When he heard her stepson the
dairs, heturned for the hall.

She had her hand raised to knock on his door as he openediit.
In the other, she held Learned Hallanas | etter, alittle crumpled now.
Her warden-or was that, Wencel's warden?-hovered behind her,
peering suspicioudy.

“Lord Ingrey,” shesad, reverting to formdity. “Learned Hdlana
charged you to ddliver this. Will you do so?’ Her level eyes seemed to
boreinto his, slently reminding him of the rest of the sorceressswords:
to its destination, and no other .

Hetook it, glancing at the scrawled direction. “ Do you know



who this’-he peered more closaly-“ Learned Lewko may be?’

“No. But if Hallanatrusts him, he must be worthy of it, and no
foal.”

What does that prove? Hallana trusted me. And a
Temple-man neither foolish nor untrue might yet be no friend to the
defiled.

Still, Ingrey remained degthly curious asto what Hallana had
reported of him, and of the strange events at Red Dike. The only way
he might find out short of opening the letter himself wasto be there
when it was opened. And if he delivered it on hisway to Hetwar's
palace, he would be relieved of any possible need to conced it or lie
about it to hismaster. Hetwar could not demand it of him then. If
chided, Ingrey could feignitsfaithful delivery wasjust the sort of
virtuous act Hetwar might properly expect of his henchman.

“Yes. | will undertake the charge.”

ljada nodded intently, and he wondered if sheread his
corkscrew thoughtsin hiseyes, or not: or if shejudged him asblithely
asHalanahad.

He added, “Stay in; stay safe. Lock your inner doorsaswell. |
presume whatever comforts this house may offer are yoursfor the
asking.” Helet hiseyefdl on the servant-warden, and she made a
circumspect curtsey of acknowledgment. “1 don't know what else Lord
Hetwar may want of me tonight, so eat when you will. I'll be back as
soonas| can.”

Hetucked the letter in hisjerkin, bowed her apolite farewdll,
and made hisway down the tairs. He wanted a bath, clean clothes,
and amedl, in that order, but al such nicetieswould have to wait.

Leaving ingructions with the porter for his servant, should Tesko
arrive before he returned, Ingrey waked out into the town.

Familiar smellsand sights subtly reassured him. Hewound his
way through the cobbled streets of Kingstown and acrossthe
half-buried creek, then climbed the steep steps up the near dliff of the



temple side. Two switchbacks and a bresthless ten minutes brought him
to the sair-gate, winding crookedly under atower and two houses, into
the upper town. In the dark corner where the passage turned, alittle
shrinefor the safety of the city stood, afew candlesflickering inthedim
draftsflanked by wilted garlands; reflexively, Ingrey made the fivefold
dgnin passng. He came out again into the early-evening light and
turned right.

A few more minutes wak brought him to the main square
before the temple. He strode under the pillared front portico and into
the sacred precincts.

The centra court was opento theair, and in its middle the holy
fire burned quietly onits plinth. Through an archway into one of thefive
great stone domes surrounding it, Ingrey could see a ceremony
beginning-afunerd, heredized, for he could glimpse abier, surrounded
by shuffling mourners, being set down before the Father'sdtar. Ina
few days, Prince Boleso's body, too, would pass through theserites
here.

On the other side of the court, the acolyte-grooms were
marshding their sacred animasfor thelittle miracle of the choosing.
Each creature, led by its handler dressed in the color of hisor her
order, would be presented before the bier, and the divine would
interpret by its actions which god had taken up the soul of the recent
dead. Thisnot only guided the prayers of the mourners, but also their
more materia offerings, to the atar and the order of the proper god.
Ingrey would be more cynica about this, but that he had more than
once seen results clearly unexpected to al partiesinvolved.

A woman in Mother's greens had alarge green bird, which
cawed nervoudy, perched upon her shoulder. A maiden in Daughter's
blue held ayoung hen with purple-blue feetherstightly under her arm.
Animmensdly fluffy gray dog cowered close to the gray robes of an
elderly groom of the Father's Order. A young man in theredsand
browns of the Son led a skittish chestnut colt, its coat brushed to a
shimmering copper and itseyesrolling whitely. The anima snorted and
gdled, yanking its groom almogt off hisfeet, and in amoment, Ingrey



saw why.

Pacing dowly after the others loomed the most enormous white
ice bear Ingrey had ever seen. The thing was astdl asapony, and as
wide astwo. Its narrow eyes were the color of frozen urine, and about
asexpressive. At thefar end of along, thick silver chain, itshandler
followed, dressed in the white robes of the Bastard's Order. The young
man bore an expression of suppressed terror, and hishead swiveled a
little frantically between his charge and a towering man who followed
after, murmuring encouragement.

The man was nearly as arresting asthe bear. Hewas
broad-shouldered to match his height, with hair in adense red horsetall
down hisback. Thick slver clampsheld it in place, and thick silver
bracd ets clanked on hisarms. Bright blue eyes held an expression of
amiable bemusement which Ingrey was not sure whether to teke as
acuity or vacuity. His clothes-tunic, trousers, aswinging coat-were
smple enoughin cut, but colorfully dyed and decorated with €laborate
embroidery. Big boots were stamped with slver designs, and the hilt of
hislong sword glittered with cruddly cut gems. In the belt sheath at his
back rested not aknife, but an ax, aso eaboratdy inlaid, its blade
gleaming razor-honed.

A brown-haired man in smilar but less gaudy dress, agood
head shorter than hisfdlow yet dill tal, leaned againg apillar with his
armsfolded, watching the proceedings with a most dubious expression.
Some of the grooms shot him looks of supplication, which he
Seadfastly ignored.

Ingrey tore his attention from this peculiar dramaas he saw an
older woman in the white-and-cream robes of the Bastard, the loops of
adivines braid bouncing on her shoulder and her arms laden with
folded cloth, scurry through the court, evidently intent upon some
shortcut. Ingrey barely caught her deeve as she sped past. She jerked
to ahalt and eyed him unfavorably.

“Excuse me, Learned. | carry aletter for one Learned Lewko,
which | am charged to deliver into hishand.”



Her expresson dtered a once into something, if not more
friendly, much more interested. She looked him up and down; indeed,
he imagined he looked the part of aroad-weary courier, just now.

“Come with me, then,” she said, and abruptly reversed direction.
Though Ingrey'slegs were longer than hers, he had to stretch his stride
to keep up.

She led him through a discreet side entry, down and up some
steps, back outside behind the temple, and past the archdivine's palace
into the next street. Down one more narrow aley they cameto along
stone building some two stories high, passed through a side door, and
wended up more gairs. Ingrey began to be grateful he hadn't just asked
for directions. They passed a succession of well-lit rooms devoted to
scriptoria, judging by the heads bent over tables and scratching of quills.

Coming to aclosed door in the same row, she knocked, and a
man's cam voice bade, “Enter.”

The door swung open on a narrower room, or perhaps that was
anilluson created by the contents. Crammed shelves lined the
chamber, and apair of tables overflowed with books, papers, scralls,
and agreat dedl of more miscellaneousllitter. A saddle sat propped on
its pommel in one corner.

Theman, Stting in achair beyond one table near the window,
looked up from the sheaf of papers he was reading and raised his
brows. He, too, was dressed in Bastard's whites, but the robes were
dightly shabby and without any mark of rank upon them. Hewas
middle-aged, spare, perhaps alittle taller than Ingrey, clean-shaven,
with sandy-gray hair trimmed short. Ingrey would have taken him for
some important man's clerk or secretary, except that the woman divine
pressed her hand to her lips and bowed her head in a gesture of utmost

respect before she spoke again.
“Learned, hereisaman with aletter for you.” She glanced up a
Ingrey. “Your name, Sr?’

“Ingrey kin Wolfdiff.”
No special reaction or recognition showed in her face, but the



spare man's brows notched atrifle higher. “ Thank you, Marda,” he
sad, polite dismissa clear in histone. She touched her lipsagain and
withdrew, shutting the door behind Ingrey.

“The Learned Hallanaingructed meto deliver this|etter to you,”
sad Ingrey, stepping to the table and handing it over.

Learned Lewko set down his sheaf of papers rather abruptly
and sat up to takeit. “Hallanal Not ill news, | trust?’

“Not...that is, shewaswell when | last saw her.”
Lewko eyed the missve more warily. “Isit complicated?’

Ingrey considered hisanswer. “ She did not show methe
contents. But | expect 0.”

Lewko sighed. “Aslong asit's not another ice bear. | don't think
shewould gift mewith anicebear. | hope.”

Ingrey was briefly diverted. “I saw anicebear inthetemple
court, as| camein. It was, um, most impressive.”

“Itisutterly horrifying, | think. The grooms were weeping.
Badtard forfend, arethey actudly trying to useit in afunerd?’

“So it appeared.”
“We should have just told the prince thank you, and putitina
menagerie. Somewhere out in the country.”

“How did it come here?’
“By surprise. Also by boat.”
“How big wasthe boat?”’

Lewko grinned at Ingrey'stone, and looked suddenly younger
thereby. “I saw it yesterday, tied up at the wharf below Kingstown.
Not nearly ashig asonewould think.” He ran ahand through his hair.
“The beast was a gift, or perhaps abribe. Brought by this giant red
hairy fellow from someidand on the frozen side of the south sea, who
isether aprince, or apirate-it ishard to be sure. Prince Jokol, fondly
nicknamed by hisloyad crew Jokol Skullsplitter, | aminformed. | didn't



think those white bears could be tamed, but he seemsto have made a
pet of this one since it was a cub, which makes the gift even more dear,
| suppose. | cannot imagine what the voyage was like; they say they
met storms. | sugpect heis quite mad. In any case, he also brought
severd largeingots of high-grade silver for the bear's upkeep, which
apparently robbed the temple menagerie-master of the witsto refuse
the gift. Or bribe.”

“Bribefor what?”’

“The Skullsplitter wantsadivine, to carry off to his
glacier-ridden idand in place of hisbear. Thisisafinework of
missionary duty that any divine should be proud to undertake.
Volunteers have been caled for. Twice. If none stepsforth by thetime
the princeis ready to cast off again, one will smply have to be found.
Dragged from under abed, perhaps.” Hisgrin flickered again. “1 can
afford to laugh; they can't send me. Ah, well.” He sighed once more
and st the | etter before him on the table, with the wax sedl uppermost.
He bent hishead over it.

The amusement drained from Ingrey, and he came dert. His
blood-that blood-seemed to spin up like avortex. Lewko did not bear
the braid of asorcerer, hedid not smell of ademon, and yet Temple
sorcerers answered to him...? Threw their most complicated dilemmas
inhislgp?

Lewko laid his hand across the wax seal, and his eyes closed
briefly. Something flared about him. It was nothing Ingrey saw with his
eyesor smdled with hisnose, but it made the hair tir at the ngpe of his
neck. He'd felt atrace of this ssomach-wrenching awe once before,
from astronger source, but with inner senses at the time much weaker.
At theend of hisfutile pilgrimageto Darthaca, in the presence of a
small, stout, harried fellow, to al appearances ordinary, who sat down
quietly and let agod reach through him into the world of matter.

Lewko's not a sorcerer. He'sa saint, or petty saint. And he
knew who Ingrey was, and he had seemingly been here at the temple
for years, judging by the state of his study, but Ingrey had never
seen-or was that, noticed?-him before. Certainly not in the company of



any of the high Temple divines who waited upon the seelmagter or the
king's court, dl of whom Ingrey had dutifully memorized.

Lewko glanced up; there was not much humor in his eyes now.
“Y ou are Sedmaster Hetwar's man, are you not?’ heinquired mildly.

Ingrey nodded.

“This|etter has been opened.”
“Not by me, Learned.”
“Who, then?’

Ingrey's mind sped back. From Hallanato ljadato him...ljada?
Surely not. Had it ever been out of her possession, parted from her
bosom? It had rested in that inner pocket of the riding habit, which she
had worn...al but a the dinner at Earl Horseriver's. And Wencel had
|eft the table to receive an urgent message. . . indeed. Easy enough for
the earl to overawe and suborn that warden to rifle ljada's luggage, but
had Wencd thought to use some shaman trick to fool a sorcerer about
hisprying? But Lewko is not a sorcerer, now, is he. Not exactly.
Ingrey temporized: “Without proof, any guess of minewould be but
dander, Learned.”

Lewko'slook grew uncomfortably penetrating, but to Ingrey's
relief he dropped his eyesto the letter again. “Well, let ussee” he
muttered, and stripped it open, scattering wax.

Heread intently for afew minutes, then shook his head and
stood to lean nearer to the window. Twice, he turned the closdaly
written paper sideways. Once, he glanced across a Ingrey and
inquired rather plaintively, “Does the phrase broke his chants mean
anything toyou?’

“Um, could that be, chains?’ Ingrey ventured.

Lewko brightened. “Ah! Yes, it could! That makes much more
sense.” Heread on. “Or perhapsit doesnt...”

Lewko cameto the end, frowned, and started over. He waved
vaguely toward awall. “1 believe thereisacamp stool under that pile.



Help yoursdlf, Lord Ingrey.”

By thetime Ingrey had extracted it, snapped it open, and
perched himself upon its leather sest, Lewko looked up again.

“I pity the spy who had to decipher this,” he said, without hest.
“Isitin code?’

“No: Hallanas handwriting. Written in haste, | deem. It takes
practice-which | grant | have-to unravel. Well, I've suffered worse for
lessreward. Not from Hallana, she dways touches the essentid. One
of her severd uncomfortable talents. That demure smile masksaholy
recklessness. And ruthlessness. The Father be thanked for Oswin's
moderating influence. Such asit is”

“You know her well?’ Ingrey inquired. Or, why does this
paragon write to you, alone of all the Temple functionariesin
Easthome?

Lewko rolled the letter and tapped it gently on the edge of the
table. “I was assigned to be her mentor, many years ago, when she so
unexpectedly became a sorceress.”

Surely it took one sorcerer to teach another. Therefore and
therefore...Like astone across the water, Ingrey's mind skipped two
begged questionsto arrive at athird. “How does a man become a
former sorcerer? Undamaged?’ It was the task of that Darthacan saint
to degtroy illicit sorcerers, who were reported to fight like madmen
againg the ampuitation of their powers, but Learned Lewko had surely
not been such arenegade.

“Itispossbleto lay down thegift.” Lewko's mouth hovered
between faint amusement and faint regret. “If one choosestointime.”

“Isit not awrench?’

“I didn't say it was easy. In fact”-his voice softened il
further-“it takesamiracle.”

What was thisman?“| have served four years herein Easthome.
I'm surprised our paths have not crossed before.”



“But they have. Inasense. | am very familiar with your case,
Lord Ingrey.”

Ingrey stiffened, especialy at Lewko's choice of words: case.
“Were you the Temple sorcerer sent to Birchgrove with theinquiry to
examineme?’ Hefrowned. “My memories of that time are confused
and dark, but | do not remember you.”

“No, that was another man. My involvement at thetime wasless
direct. Theinquirer brought me abag of ashesfrom the castle, to turn
back into aletter of confession.”

Ingrey's brow wrinkled. “1sn't that what | believe Learned
Hallanawould call abit uphill for Temple magic? Chaos forced back to
order?”’

“Indeed and aas, it was. It cost me amonth'swork and
probably ayear of my caling. And al for very little, asit turned out, to
my fury. What do you remember of Learned Cumril? The young
Temple sorcerer whom your father suborned?”

Ingrey gtiffened il further. “From an acquaintance lagting the
gpace of an hour's medl and aquarter of an hour'srite, not much. All
his attention was on my father. | was an afterthought.” He added
truculently, “ And how do you know who suborned whom, after al?’

“That much was clear. Less clear was how. Not for money. |
think not for threats. There was areason-Cumril imagined himsalf doing
something good, or at least heroic, that went horribly awry.”

“How can you guess his heart when you don't even know what
his mind was about?’

“Oh, that part | don't haveto guess. It wasin hisletter. Oncel'd
reassembled it. A three-page screed descanting upon hiswoe, guilt,
and remorse. And scarcely one useful fact that we didn't aready
know.” Lewko grimaced.

“If Cumril wrote the confession, who burned it?” asked Ingrey.

“Now, that is aguessof mine.” Lewko leaned back in hischair,
eyeing Ingrey shrewdly. “And yet | am surer of it than many an



assertion for which | had more materia proof. Do you understand the
difference between a sorcerer who rides his demon, and onewho is
ridden?’

“Hallana spoke of it. It seemed subtle.”

“Not from theinsde. The differenceisvery clear. The gulf
between a man who uses a power for his purposes, and a power that
usesaman for its purposes, is...sometimes less than an ant's stride
across. | know. | rode dangeroudy closeto that line mysdlf, once. Itis
my belief, after the debacle that left your father dead and you...well, as
you are, Cumril was taken by his demon. Whether despair made him
weak, whether he was overmatched from thefirgt, | can't now guess,
but I believein my heart that the writing of that confesson was Cumril's
last act. And the burning of it, the demon'sfirg.”

Ingrey opened his mouth, then closed it. In hismind, he had
aways cast Cumril in the part of betrayer; it was uncomfortable to
consider that the young sorcerer, too, might have been in some strange
sense betrayed.

“Soyou see,” said Lewko softly, “Cumril'sfate concerns me.
More, it nags me. | fear | cannot encounter you without being
reminded of it.”

“Did the Temple ever find out if he was dive or dead?’

“No. There was areport of anillicit sorcerer in the Cantons
some five years ago that might have been him, but al trace waslost
thereafter.”

Ingrey's lips started to shape the word Who... but he changed it:
“What are you?’

Lewko's hand opened. “ Just asimple Temple overseer, now.”

Of what? Of al the Temple sorcerers of the Weald, perhaps?
Just seemed scarcely theword for it, nor did simple. This man could
be very dangerous to me, Ingrey reminded himsdf. He knows too
much already.

And he was about to learn more, unfortunately, for he glanced



down at the paper and asked Ingrey to describe the events at Red
Dike. No great surprise; Ingrey had certainly guessed those at least
would beintheletter.

Ingrey did so, honestly and completely, but in asfew words as
he could coherently muster. Disaster wasin the detalls, every spare
sentence skirting amorass of more questions. But his fiff little speech
seemed to satisfy the divine, or at least, questions about the restraint of
Ingrey'swolf did not immediately arise.

“Who do you think placed this murderous compulsion, this
strange scarlet geas, upon you, Lord Ingrey?’

“I very much wish to know.”

“Well, that makes two of us”

“I am glad of that,” said Ingrey, and was surprised to redlize it
wastrue.

Then Lewko asked, “What do you think of this Lady ljada?’

Ingrey swallowed, hismind seeming to spird down likeabird
shot out of theair. He asked me what | think about her, not what |
feel about her, hereminded himsdf firmly. “ She undoubtedly bashed
Boleso's head in. He undoubtedly deserved it.”

A slence seemed to stretch from this succinct obituary. Did
Lewko, too, understand the uses of sllences?“My lord Hetwar did not
desreall these posthumous scandals,” Ingrey added. “I think he has
even lessthan your relish for complications.”

More slence. “ She sustainsthe leopard spirit. Itis...lovely in
her.” Five gods, | must say something to protect her. “I think sheis
more god-touched than she knows.”

That won aresponse. Lewko sat up, his eyes suddenly cooler
and more intent. “How do you know?’

Ingrey's chin rose at the hint of chalenge. “The sameway |
know that you are, Blessed One. | fed it in my blood.”

Thejolt between them then made Ingrey certain he'd



overstepped. But Lewko eased back in hischair, deliberately tenting
hishands. “Truly?’

“I am not acompletefool, Learned.”

“I do not think you areafool at al, Lord Ingrey.” Lewko
tapped hisfingers on the | etter, looked away for amoment, then looked
back. “Yes. | shdl obey my Hallana's marching orders and examine this
young woman, | think. Whereis she being held?’

“More housed than held, so far.” Ingrey gave directionsto the
dim house in the merchants quarter.

“When is sheto be bound over to sand her indictment?”’

“I would guess not till after Boleso'sfunerd, sinceit isso near.
I'll know more once | speak with Sealmaster Hetwar. Where| am
obliged by my duty to go next,” Ingrey added by way of abroad hint.
Y es-he needed to escape this room before Lewko's questions grew
even more probing. He stood up.

“| shdl try to cometomorrow,” said Lewko, yidding to this
move.

Ingrey managed apalite, “Thank you. | shdl look for you then,”
abow, and hisremova from the room without, he trusted, looking as
though he were running like arabbit.

He closed the door behind himself and blew out hisbreath in
unease. Wasthis Lewko potential help or potential harm? He
remembered Wencd's parting words to him: If you value your life,
keep your secrets and mine. Had that been athreat, or awarning?

He had at least managed to keep al mention of Horseriver from
thisfirgt interview. There could be no hint of Wencd in theletter; his
cousin had not impinged on Ingrey'slife until after Hallana had been | eft
behind, thankfully. But what about tomorrow? What about haf an hour
from now, when he stood in hisroad dirt before Hetwar to report his
journey and itsincidents?

Horseriver. Hallana. Gesca. Now Lewko. Hetwar. Ingrey was
garting to lose track of what al he had not said to whom.



He found the correct direction and began to retrace his steps
back to the shortcut through the temple, keeping the cadence of his
footfals deliberate.

It sruck him only then that in ddivering Hallanas etter to
Lewko, he had also, without any need for spell or geas, ddlivered up
himsdif.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

A SINGREY MADE HISWAY UP THE CORRIDOR TOWARD THE Sde

entrance of the temple court, acry of dismay echoed aong thewalls.
His steps quickened in curiogity, then darm, asthe cry was succeeded
by a scream. Frightened shouts erupted. His hand gripped the hilt of his
sword as he burst into the centra area, hishead swiveling in search of
the source of the uproar.

A bizarre melee was pouring out of the archway to the Father's
court. Foremost was the great ice bear. Clamped in itsjawswas the
foot of the deceased man, an aged fellow dressed in clothes befitting a
wesdlthy merchant, the stiff corpse bouncing aong like some huge doll
asthe bear growled and shook its head. At the end of the silver chain
hooked to the bear's collar, the groom-acolyte swung in awide and
stumbling arc. Some of the braver or more distraught mourners pelted
after, shouting advice and demands.

His voice nearly squesking, the panicked groom advanced on
the bear, yanking the chain, then grabbing for the corpse's arm and
pulling. The bear haf rose, and one heavy paw lashed out; the groom
staggered back, screaming in earnest now, clutching hisside from
which red drops spattered.

Ingrey drew his blade and ran forward, skidding to a stop
before the maddened beast. From the corner of his eye he could see
Prince Jokol, grasped in arestraining hug from behind by his
companion, struggling toward him. “No, no, no!” cried the red-haired
man in avoice of anguish. “Fafaonly thought they were offering him a
meal ! Don't, don't hurt him!”



By him, Ingrey redlized, blinking, Jokol meant the bear ...

The bear dropped its prize and rose up. And up. And
up...Ingrey's head tilted back, his eyeswidening at the snarling jaws,
the massive shoulders, the huge, outspreading paws with their wicked
ivory-tipped claws, looming high over hishead...

Everything around him dowed, and Ingrey's perceptions came
dight, in the black exultation of hiswolf ascending, seemingly pumped
from hisheart up into hisreding brain. The noisein the court became a
distant rumble. Hissword in his hand felt weightless; thetip rose, then
began to curve away in aglittering back-swing. His mind sketched the
plunge of the stedl, into the bear's heart and out again beforeit could
even begin to react, caught asit wasin that other, more duggish stream
of time.

It was then that he felt, more than saw, thefaint god light
sputtering from the bear like sparks off acat petted in the winter dark.
Thelight's beauty confounded him, burning into his eyes. His heightened
perceptions reached for it in a desperate grasping after the fading god,
and suddenly, hismind was in the bear's.

He saw himsdlf, foreshortened: a doubled image of |eather-clad
man and moving blade, and avast, dark, dense wolf with glowing
slver-tipped fur spewing light in an aureole dl around him. Ashisheart
reached after the god light, so the bear's astounded senses reached
toward him, and for an ingtant, athree-way circle completed itself.

A laughing VVoice murmured in hismind, but not inhisear: “I see
my Brother's pup isin better pelt, now. Good. Pray continue...”
Ingrey's mind seemed to explode with the weight and pressure of that
utterance.

For amoment, the bear's dazed and wordless memories became
his. The recent procession into the Father's court, with the other
animasall aout. The digtraction of the groom, the stink of hisfear, but
the reassurance of the familiar one, hissmdll and hisvoice, providing a
link to calm in this disordered stone world. VVoices droning, on and on.
A dim comprehension of movement, positioning, yes, there had been



food not long ago, when he did this, and let them lead him over
there...And then his bear-heart swelled and burst with the
overwhelming arriva of the god, followed by the happy certainty of a
rocking amble toward the bier. Then confusion and pain; the small man
hooked on the end of his chain was pulling back, yanking, punishing
him for doing thisthing, frustrating his happiness. Helunged forward in
an atempt to complete his god-given task. More of these puny
creatures ran about getting in hisway. A red ragerosein hisbrain likea
tide, and he grabbed that cold odd-smelling lump of meat and lumbered
off with it toward the laughing light Who called him, Who was,
confusingly, everywhere and yet nowhere...

The monstrous cresture gave asnarl of pain and wrath, towering
like afur avdanche above Ingrey's head.

Ingrey seemed to reach deep into his chest, hisbelly, hisbowels,
and brought out oneword: “ Down!” The command flew through the
ar with theweight of astone from a catapuilt.

Hisswordtip circled once, then fell in aslver arc to the
pavement before hisfeet. The bear's snout tracked it, following it
down, and down, until the great beast was crouched before Ingrey's
boots, pressing itsjaw to thetiles, its paws drawn in closeto its head,
its massive haunches bunching up behind. The yelow eyeslooked up at
him in bear-bewilderment, and awe.

Ingrey glowered around to find the groom-acolyte scrabbling
away on hands and knees nearby, white robes bloodied, eyes now
more huge on Ingrey than they'd been on theice bear. The claws had
merely grazed hisribs, ese he might have been disemboweled. The
bear'srage till boiled up in Ingrey'sbrain. Letting hissword fal witha
clang, he advanced upon the man. He scooped him up by the front of
hisrobes, jamming him againgt the plinth of the holy fire. The man was
astall asIngrey, and broader in the beam, but he seemed to float in
Ingrey's grasp. Ingrey bent him backward over the licking heat. The
groom'sflailing feet sought the floor, without success, and his squeaking
strained up beyond sound into silence.

“What did they pay you, to thwart the god's blessng? Who



dared thisexecration?’ Ingrey snarled into the groom's contorted face.
Hisvoice, pitched low and vibrating, snaked dl around the sonewalls
likearustle of velvet, and back into hisown earslike apurr.

“I-1-1-I'm sorry!” squealed the groom. “ Arpan said, Arpan said,
it would do no harm...”

“Helied” yelped the groom in the Father's livery, dragging his
frightened gray dog on itslead, circling wide around the still-crouching
bear.

The white-clad groom's eyes focused on Ingrey's, inchesfrom
hisface, and he inhaled deeply and screamed, “I confess! Don't, dont,
dont...”

Don't what? With difficulty, Ingrey straightened, opened his
hands, and | et the man fall back to hisfeet. He kept on going down,
however, knees crumpling, till hewas curled up in ableeding bal at the
base of the plinth, sniveling.

“Nij, you fool I screamed the Father's groom. “ Shut up!”

“I couldnt helpit!” cried the Bastard's groom, cowering from
Ingrey. “Hiseyes shone silver, and hisvoice had aterrible weirding on
it!”

“Then you'd best ligten, hadn't you,” said an unsympathetic voice
a Ingrey's elbow.

Ingrey jerked away to find Learned Lewko, out of bresth,
exagperation manifest in the set of histeeth, standing looking over the
chaotic scene.

Ingrey inhaled deeply, desperately trying to dow his heart, will
timeto itsnorma flow, calm his exacerbated senses. Light, shade,
color, sound, al seemed to strike a him like ax blades, and the people
al around him burned likefires. It was gradually bornein upon him how
many people were staring at him now, mouths agape: some thirty or so
mourners, the divine conducting the ceremony, al five groom-acolytes,
Prince Jokol and his dumbfounded friend, and now, Learned Lewko.
Who was not looking at al dumbfounded.



| have let my wolf ascend, Ingrey reflected inadizzied
ddirium. In front of forty witnesses. In the middle of the main
temple court of Easthome.

At least | seem to have amused the white god...

“Learned, Learned, help me, mercy...” mumbled theinjured
groom, crawling to Lewko's feet and grabbing the hem of hisrobe.
Lewko'slook of exasperation deepened.

A dozen people now seemed to be arguing at once, accusations
and counteraccusations of both bribes and thregts, as the mournersfell
gpart into two camps. An inheritance seemed to be at stake, from the
fragments of speech that reached Ingrey's ears, although the thread of
thisinstantly tangled with other old grudges, dights, and resentments.
The hapless divine who had been conducting the funeral ceremony
made afew feeble attempts to restore order among hisflock while
smultaneoudy threstening discipline upon his grooms, then, thwarted in
both tasks, turned instead to an easier target.

Hewhirled to Prince Jokol, and pointed a shaking hand at the
bear. “ Takethat thing back,” hesnarled. “Get it out of thistemple at
once! Never return!”

The towering red-haired man seemed nearly intears. “But | was
promised adivine! | must have one! If | do not bring one back to my
idand, my beautiful Bregawill not marry mel”

Ingrey stepped forward, chin up, and put dl the authority of
Sedmaster Hetwar's most dangerous sword hand into hisvoice. And
perhaps....something extra. “ The Temple of Easthomewill giveyou a
missioner in exchange for your slver ingots, Prince. Or perhaps|
missed the offer to return them?” Helet hiseyefdl sonily on the
harassed divine,

Learned Lewko, in atone seeming singularly calm compared to
everyone elsg's, soothed, “ The Temple will makeal right, Prince, once
we haveironed out this regrettable internd fault. It seemsthat your fine
bear wasthe victim of an impious machination. For now, will you
please take Fafa back to your boat for safekeeping?’



He added out of the corner of hismouth to Ingrey, “And you,
my lord, would oblige me vastly if you would go with them, and see
that they both get there without eating any smdl children on the way.”

Ingrey melted with relief at the thought of escape. “ Certainly,
Learned.”

Lewko's eyelidsflicked down; he added, “ And take care of
thet.”

Ingrey followed his glance. New blood was legking in adark
trickle down hisfingers from beneath the soiled bandage on hisright
hand. Something haf-healed had burst during his manhandling of the
guilty groom, presumably. Hed fdt nothing.

Helooked up to find himsdlf fixed with afierce blue sare.
Jokol's eyes narrowed; he bent his head for alow-voiced, rapid
exchange with his brown-haired comrade. Then he looked up and
favored Lewko with an abrupt nod, which he extended to Ingrey.
“Yes. Welikethisone, eh, Ottovin?’ He gave his companion anudge
in theribsthat might have knocked over alesser man, and marched
over to his bear. He picked up the silver chain. “Come, Fafa”

The bear whined and shuffled alittle, but kept its crouching pose.

Lewko's hand griped Ingrey's shoulder; anearly soundless
bresthinhisear said, “Let it up again, Lord Ingrey. | think it iscamer

“1...” Ingrey stepped nearer to the bear, and scooped up and
resheathed his sword. The bear shuffled about some more, pressed its
black noseto Ingrey's boots, and stared up at him piteoudy. Ingrey
swallowed, and tried in acracked voice: “Up.”

Nothing happened. The bear whimpered.

He reached down into a deep, deep well within himsdlf, and
brought up the word again; but aword given weight, agrowling song
that made his own bonesvibrate. “ Up.”

The great anima seemed to unfold. It lumbered to its master
then, and Jokol dropped to his knees and petted the huge beast, big



hands ruffling the thick fur of its neck, murmuring soothing endearments
inatongue Ingrey's ear could not trandate. Theice bear rubbed its
head on the prince's embroidered tunic, smearing it with bear spit and
white hairs.

“Come, my good friend, Fafasfriend!” said Jokol, stlanding up
and giving Ingrey an expansive wave of his hand. “ Come share a bowl
withme.” He gavethe silver chain ashake. His glance swept over the
mob arguing in the court, and he gave asniff of disdain and turned
toward the outer doors. Ottovin, hisface screwed up, followed loyaly
after. Ingrey hurried to catch up, keeping Jokol between himsdlf and
the bear.

The short, strange parade exited the temple, leaving Learned
Lewko to manage the babble and wailing left in their wake. Ingrey
heard his crisp voice, addressed to the till-yammering groom and
anyone esewithin earshat, “...then it must have been atrick of the
light.” At Ingrey'slast glance over his shoulder, Lewko's eyesmet his,
and hislipsformed the word Tomorrow. Ingrey found it an
un-reassuring but credible promise.

His eyes shone silver, and his voice had a terrible weirding
onit... Familiar pain crept over Ingrey, and he redlized he had done
some most unpleasant thingsto his till-hedling back, aswell asto his
hand. But the ringing in his earswas new, aswasthethick tightening in
hisraw throat.

His memory returned unbidden to his old torments at
Birchgrove. Of hishead shoved under the Birchbeck, hislungs pulsing
with red pain. Not even screams had been possible in that bresthless
cold. Of dl histrias, that had proved the most effective, and his excited
handlers had repegted it often, until his lucidity locked in. The strength
of hisslence, appdlingly grim in abarely-boy, had been forged and
guenched in that icy stream: stronger than histormentors by far,
stronger than fear of degth.

He shook off the disquieting recollection and attended to guiding
the idand men back to the docks below Kingstown through the least
crowded streets he could find. Lewko's concerns seemed less ajoke



when they picked up atail of excited children, al pointing and chirping
at the bear. Jokol grinned at them. Ingrey scowled and waved them off.
Hisintensfied senses seemed to be quieting, his heart dowing &t last.
Jokol and Ottovin spoke to each other in their own didect, with
frequent glancesin Ingrey's direction.

Jokol dropped back beside Ingrey. “I thank you for helping
poor Fafa, Lord, Lord Ingriry. Ingorry?’

1] | rgrw-”
Jokol grimaced gpologeticaly. “I fear | am avery supid manin
your talk. Well, my mouth will get better.”

“Y ou spesk Weddean well,” said Ingrey diplomaticaly. “My
Darthacan is hardly more fluent, and | do not speak your tongue at all.”

“Ah, Darthacan.” Jokol shrugged. “ That isahard talk.” Hisblue
gaze narrowed. “ Do you write?’

1] Yaﬂ

“Thatisgood. | cannot.” The big man sghed mournfully. “All
feathers break in these.” He held out one thick hand for Ingrey's
ingpection; Ingrey nodded in an attempt at sympathy. He did not doubt
Jokol's assartion in the least.

At theice bear's ambling pace, they came at length to the gatein
the Kingstown wallsthat led out to the cut-stone embankment and
wooden wharves. A grove of masts and spars made a black tangle
againg the luminous evening sky. The working riverboats were flat and
crude, for the most part, but scattered among them were afew
seagoing vessals of light draft, up from the mouth of the Stork. Above
Easthome no such shipswent, for therising hills created impassable
rapids, although timber and other goods, on rafts or in barrels, were
routinely floated down them whenever the water rose high enough.

Jokol's ship, tied up dongside one outthrugting jetty, proved
atogether adifferent breed. It was easily forty feet long, curved out in
the middle as gracefully as awoman's hips, narrowing on each end to
where matching prows curled up, artfully carved with entwined rows of



seabirds. It had asingle mast, and a single deck; its passengers must
presumably suffer the dementswhen it sailed, dthough a the moment,
alargetent was arranged aong the back half.

The ship looked big enough on theriver, but to Ingrey'smind it
seemed insanely small for the open sees. It looked even smaler when
the bear douched aboard, snuffling, and flopped down amidshipsin
what was evidently its accustomed place with agreat, exhausted sigh.
The boat rocked, then settled again, as Jokol snapped thechainto a
hook on the magt. Ottovin, with an anxious smile, gestured Ingrey up
the wobbly board that served as a gangplank and thumped down to the
deck after him. In the twilight, the glow from the lamps set within the
tent seemed welcoming, and Ingrey was reminded of the little wooden
boats bearing candles that he and his father had released into the
Birchbeck for the Son's Day ceremonies, in happier times, before
wolves had eaten their world.

A crew of perhapstwo dozen welcomed their prince back
gladly, and the bear, if lessgladly, at least familiarly. They weredl
strong-looking men, though none so tall astheir leader: most as young,
but afew grizzled. Some kept their hair in amilar horsetals, some
braided, and one had a shaved head, though judging from his pale and
mottled scalp, that might have been in some desperate recent attempt
to combat an infestation of vermin. Nonewasill clothed, and, taking a
swift count of the weapons neetly stored aong the vessel's sdes with
the shipped oars, noneill armed. Retainers, warriors, sailors, rowers?
All men heredid dl work, Ingrey suspected; there could be no room
for purposd ess distinctions on this boat when the seas rose high.

The bear ddlivered, Ingrey considered escape, but as Hetwar's
man he supposed he'd better accept Prince Jokol's bowl fird, lest he
give some offense that might reflect on the seelmaster. He trusted the
ritual would be brief. Jokol waved Ingrey into histent, which made a
gpacious enough hall. The fabric waswool, made waterproof with ft;
Ingrey decided his nose would grow used to its odor soon. Two trestle
tables with benches were set up within, and another bench at the side
to which hishost led Ingrey. Jokol and Ottovin plunked down on either



gdeaof him; the other men bustled about, efficiently setting out utensils
and food.

A blond young man with aquite vaiant reddish ring-beard
standing out like a halo around his chin bowed before the three of them
and distributed, indeed, wooden bowls. Another man followed with a
jug, from which he poured an opague liquid, first to the guest, then to
the prince, then to Ottovin. Wavering vapors arose from the doshing
brew. Ottovin, whose Wea dean was more broken than Jokol's, gave
Ingrey to understand, with various baffling gestures, that it was brewed
from mares milk, or possibly blood. Or possibly urine, Ingrey
reflected after hisfirst taste. If that noise had been meant asawhinny,
horses had something to do with it, anyway. He would choke down this
onedrink for courtesy, then take hisleave, Ingrey decided. He could
plead hisduty to Hetwar and extract himsdlf tactfully.

Beyond the far end of the tent, through an open flap, abrazier
and temporary kitchen were set up, and asmdll of grilling meat made
Ingrey's mouth abruptly water. “Wewill eat much soon,” Jokol assured
him, with the smile of ahost anxiousto please.

Ingrey would have to eat sometime, to be sure; and drinking this
pungent brew on an empty stomach seemed a dangerous indulgence
just before an interview with the seelmaster. He nodded. Jokol dapped
him on the back and grinned.

Jokol's grin faded as hiseyefdl on Ingrey'sgory right hand. The
prince caught a comrade by the deeve, and gave alow-voiced order.
In afew minutes, one of the older men appeared, laden with abasin,
cloths, and abundle. He evicted Ottovin from the bench and signed
Ingrey to give over hiswounded hand. As the grubby bandage came
off, the man winced at the new rupture and the aging, dark purple
bruises. Ottovin, leaning over to watch, gave ashort whistle, and said
something that made Jokol bark alaugh. Jokol kindly held the drinking
bow! to Ingrey'slips again before the grizzled fellow stabbed and
sewed the flesh once more. When the fellow had finished, wrapped the
hand, gathered his gear, ducked his head, and gone off again, Ingrey
resisted the strong desire to put his head down between his kneesfor



sheer dizziness. It was plain he was not going anywhere just yet.

As promised, the food was both soon and much. It happily
included no dried fish, stony journey-bread, or other repellent sea
rations, but rather appeared to have been gathered fresh from the town
markets. Cooks in the noble houses of Easthome might prepare more
delicate feadts, but it was all good, far beyond the camp fare Ingrey had
been expecting. Ingrey, giving it the atention it deserved, failed to fend
off thefdlow intent on refilling his bowl whenever thefluid level
dropped below half.

Full night had fallen before the men began actively to resst their
cheerful kitchen comrades attemptsto reload their platters. Ingrey's
planto let time and the meal sober him enough to rise and go seek the
seadlmaster's pal ace seemed to need moretime. Or lessmedl... The
lamps blazed brightly on flushed and shining faces adl around.

A babble of talk resolved in one man making some petition to
their prince, who smiled and shook his head, but then made some
compromiseinvolving offering up Ottovin.

“They want tales,” Jokol whigpered to Ingrey, as Ottovin rose
and put one booted foot on the bench, and cleared histhroat. “We
ghdl have many, thisnight.”

Now, anew drink was offered around. Ingrey sipped cautioudy.
This one tasted like pine needles and lamp oil, and even Jokol's men
took it insmall glasses.

Ottovin launched into the sonorous speech of theidands, which
seemed to bounce around the tent in rich rhythms. The didect lay,
maddeningly, just on the other Sde of Ingrey's understanding, though
recognizable words seemed to spring out of the stream here and there.
Whether they were Wealdean cognates or just accidents of smilar
sound, Ingrey was not sure.

“Heisteling thetae of Y ettaand the three cows,” Jokol
whispered to Ingrey. “It isafavorite”

“Canyou trandateit?’ Ingrey whispered back.



“Alas, no.”

“Too difficult?’

Jokol's blue eyes danced, and he blushed. “Too filthy.”
“What, don't you know &l those short words?’

Jokol sniggered happily, leaned back, and crossed hislegs, his
hand tapping his knee keegping time to Ottovin's voice. Ingrey redized
that he'd just managed to make ajoke. Across alanguage barrier. And
had not even given offense. He smiled muzzily and took another sip of
hisliquid pine needles. The men crowding the benches and ranged
aong the walls laughed uproarioudy, and Ottovin bowed and sat,
collecting his due drink; the custom seemed to involvetipping it back in
one gulp. The idanders applauded, then began shouting at their prince,
who acquiesced and rosein turn to hisfeet. After arustling and
murmur, thetent fell so silent Ingrey could hear the river waves lgpping
gently onthe hull.

Jokol drew a deep breath and began. After thefirst few
sentences, Ingrey redized he was listening to verse, rhythmic and
dliterative. After thefirst few minutes, he redized that thiswasto be no
short or smple offering.

“Thisisan adventuretale, good,” Ottovin confided to Ingrey in
the usua behind-the-hand whisper. “These days, it ishard to get
anything but love sories out of him.”

The sound of Jokol's voice washed over Ingrey like the rocking
of aboat, acradle, ahorse's stride. The beat never wavered; he never
seemed to pause at alossfor aword or phrase. Hislisteners
sometimes giggled, sometimes gasped, but most often sat asthough
enspdlled, lips parted, the lamplight caressing their faces and gleaming
fromther eyes.

“He's memorized dl that?’ Ingrey whispered in astonishment to
Ottovin. And at the man's dightly blank ook, repeated, tapping his
forehead, “Thewordsareal in hishead?’

Ottovin smiled proudly. “That and a hundred hundred more.



Why do you think we call him Skullsplitter? He makes our heads burst
with histales. My sister Breigawill be the happiest of women, aye.”

Ingrey eased back on the bench, swallowed some more pine
needles, and reflected on the nature of words. And presuppositions.

At astounding length, Jokol finished, to the enthusiastic gpplause
of hismen; they cheered as he knocked back his drink. He grinned
sheepishly and waved away an immediate demand for more, with some
vociferous debate over the selection. “ Soon, soon! It will be ready for
you soon,” he promised, tapping hislips, and sat for atime, smiling
absently.

One of the other men took aturn then, though not in verse this
time; judging from the raucous laughter, it was another that Prince Jokol
might be too shy to trandate.

“Ah,” said Jokol, leaning closeto Ingrey to refill hisglass. “You
grow lessglum. Good! Now | shal honor you with Ingorry's Tae.”

Herose again, and seemed to settleinto himsdf, hisface
growing solemn. He launched again into verse, serious and, at
moments, even sinister, judging from the riveted looks of hislisteners.
Invery short order, Ingrey redized Jokol wasretelling the tale of the
corrupted funerd, and of Ingrey's rescue of the bear and the Situation,
for Ingrey's own name, in Jokol's rolling pronunciation, and that of
Fafa, appeared often. Thetitles of the gods were quite distinct. And, to
Ingrey's dismay, so wasthe term weirding. Which, judging by the way
the men's eyes shifted to look warily at Ingrey, meant much the same
thing intheidand didect asit did in the Wedd.

Ingrey studied Jokol once more, considering the nature of a
mind that could take his disaster of sunset and transmuteit into heroic
poetry by midnight. Extemporaneoudy. Or perhapsthat was, into a
campfire tale-the sort designed to send one's spooked listeners off to
bed, but not to deep...If the sense was represented by the sound,
Jokol's observations had been more acute and detailed than Ingrey
would have believed possible, not that his own had been exactly
coherent. There seemed not to be any references to wolves, though.



The response when Jokal finished thistime was not raucous
applause but something more like asigh of awe. It became amurmur of
commentary and, Ingrey suspected from certain voicesrising from the
back row, interested critique. Jokol's smile was more dy, thistime, as
he tipped back his glass.

The feast fragmented then, with more food and more drink
forcibly circulating. Some men broke out bedrolls and seized corners,
and rolled over to snore untrammeled by the noise; Ingrey wondered if
they also dept through sea storms. Ottovin, agood lieutenant, averted
potentia disaster by forbidding the drunken axthrowing contest to have
livetargets. Jokol stretched his shoulders, eased his strained voice with
another drink, and smiled at Ingrey in acuriosity that Ingrey returned
full fold.

“Tomorrow night,” said Jokol, “1 will makethem ligento alove
story, in honor of my beautiful Breiga, or they shal get none. You area
young fellow like me, | think, Lord Ingorry. Do you love aone?’

Ingrey blinked, abit owlishly. Hesitated. Claimed. “Yes. Yes, |
do.” Sat shocked to hear those words coming from his mouth, in this
place. Cursethat horse urine.

“Ah! That isagood thing. Happy man! But you do not smile.
Does she not love you back?’

“]...don't know. But we have other troubles.”

Jokol's brows rose. “ Unwilling parents?’ heinquired
sympeatheticaly.

“No. It'snot like...It's...She may be under adeath sentence.”
Jokol sat back, stunned serious. “No! For why?’

It was the inebriated haze he was seeing everything through,
Ingrey decided, that made this southern madman seem such acheerful
confidant, abrotherly repository of the most intimate fears of his heart.
Maybe....maybe no one would remember these words in the morning.
“Have you heard of the death of Prince Boleso, the hallow king's son?’

1] Oh, we.u



“She best in hisbrainswith his own war hammer.” This seemed
too bald. He added by way of clarification, “He wastrying to rape her
at thetime.” The uncanny complications seemed beyond explanation, at
the moment.

Jokol gavealittlewhistle, and clucked in sympathy. “ That isa
hard tale.” He offered after amoment, “ Still, she sounds agood, strong
girl. My beautiful Breigaand Ottovin once killed two horse thieves that
cameto thar father'sfarm. Ottovin wasllittler, then.”

Brother indeed! “What came of it?’

“Wel, | asked her to marry me.” Jokol'sgrin flashed. “They
were my horses. The thieves blood-price was made low, because of
the dishonor of their crime. | added it to her bride gift, aye, to please
her father.” He glanced benignly over at Ottovin-hisfuture
brother-in-lav?who had did off the bench a short while ago and now
sat draped haf over it with his head pillowed on hisarm, snoring gently.

“Judticeisnot o smple, inthe Weald.” Ingrey sghed. “ And the
blood-price of aprinceisfar beyond my purse”

Jokol cocked an interested eye. “Y ou are not alanded man,
Lord Ingorry?’

“No. | have only my sword arm. Such asitis.” Ingrey flexed his
bandaged right hand ruefully. “No other power.”

“I think you have one more thing than that, Ingorry.” Jokol
tapped the side of hishead. “| have agood ear. | know what | heard,
when my Fafabowed to you.”

Ingrey froze. Hisfirg panicked impulse, to deny everything, died
on hislipsunder Jokol's shrewd gaze. Y et he must discourage further
dangerous gossip on thistopic, however poetic. “This’-he pressed his
hand to hislips, then spread it on his heart, to indicate what he dared
not name doud-“must stay bound in sllence, or the Temple will make
me outlaw.”

Jokol pursed hislips, sat up alittle, and frowned as he digested
this



Ingrey's somewhat liquefied thoughts doshed in hishead and
tossed up anew fear on the shores of hiswits. Jokol's face bore no
look of dismay or revulsion, though hisinterest was plainly deeply
dtirred. Y et even agood ear could not recognize something it had never
before heard. “This, earlier”-he touched his throat, swept his hand
down historso-“have you ever heard the like?’

“Oh, aye.” Jokol nodded.
“How? Where?’

Jokol shrugged. “When | asked the singing woman at the forest's
edge to bless my voyage, she gave me wordsin such aweirding voice
asthat.”

The phrase seemed to dide through Ingrey's head as sharply as
the scent of pine needles. The singing woman at the forest's edge.
The singing woman at... Y et Jokol seemed untouched by the
uncanny; no demon-smell hung about him, certainly, no anima spirit hid
within him, no geas clung to him like some acrid parasite. He gazed
back at Ingrey with ablank affability that one might
esdly-fataly-mistake for oxlike stupidity.

A thump sounded upon the deck from outside the tent, then a
slvery rattling, abass growl, and astrangled cry.

“Fafaat least does not deep through hiswatch,” murmured
Jokol in satisfaction, and roseto hisfeet. He prodded Ottovin with a
booted toe, but his kinsman-to-be merely stirred and mumbled. Jokol
dipped abig hand under Ingrey's elbow and heaved up.

“I dont,” Ingrey began. “ Whups...” The ship's deck heaved
and swayed under hisfeet, though the tent's Sdeshung dack in the
windless and wave ess night. The lamps were burning low. Jokol's smile
twitched, and he kindly kept Ingrey's arm, guiding him toward the tent
flap. They stepped out into the gilded shadowsto find Fafa sniffing and
graining & the end of the taut chain toward an immobilized figure with
his back pressed to the vessdl's thwart.

Jokol murmured some soothing wordsin hisown tongueto his
pet, and the bear lost interest in its quarry and returned to flop down



again by the mast. Ingrey staggered asthe boat redly rocked, thistime,
and Jokal's grip on hisarm tightened.

“Lord Ingrey,” Gescas voice choked from the shadows. He
cleared histhroat, stood upright again, and stepped forward into the
lapping orange light of the cresset inits clamp beside the gangplank. His
eyes shone atriflewhitely about the rims as he glanced again at Fafa.

“Oh,” said Ingrey. “Gesca. 'Warethe bear.” Ingrey smiled at his
rhyme. The big idander shouldn't own al the good poetry. “Yes. | was
just coming to see m'lord Hewwar. Het-war.”

“My lord Hetwar,” said Gesca, recovering hisdignity and a
frosty tone, “has gone to bed. He instructed me to-after | found
you-inform you that you may wait upon him first thing tomorrow
morning.”

“Ah,” mumbled Ingrey wisdly. Ouch. “Then I'd best get some
seep. Hadn't 1.

“Whileyou can,” muttered Gesca
“A friend?’ Jokol inquired, with anod at Gesca.

“Moreor less” said Ingrey. He wondered which. But Jokol
seemed to take him a hisword, and he handed off Ingrey to his
lieutenant. “1 don't need...”

“Lord Ingorry, | thank you for your company. And other things,
you bet. Any man who can drink my Ottovin off his bench iswelcome
on my ship anytime. | hope | seeyou again, in Easthome.”

“You...you, too. Give my bes to dear Fafa.” He groped with
his numb tongue for further suitably princely farewells, but Gescawas
steering him toward the gangplank.

The gangplank proved a challenge, asit was seized with the
same wavering motions as the ship, and was much narrower, after al.
Ingrey, after a short pause for consderation, solved the problem by
tackling it on dl fours. After crawling acrosswithout faling into the
Stork, herolled over and sat up triumphantly upon the dock. “ See?” he
told Gesca. “Not so drunk. Jokol isaprince, you know. Sall good



diplomecy.”
With agrowl, Gesca hauled Ingrey to hisfeet and draped his

arm across his shoulders. “Grand. Explain dl thisto the sealmadter,
tomorrow. | want my bed. Now, walk.”

Ingrey, alittle sobered in mind, though his body il lagged,
made an effort to put his boots one in front of the other for atime, as
they made their way up through the gates and began to wind through
the dark streets of Kingstown.

Gescasad inavoice of aggravation, “1've been hunting al over
the city for you. At the house, they said you'd gone to the temple. At
the temple, they said you were carried off by apirate.”

“No; worse.” Ingrey cackled. “A poet.”

Gesca's face turned; even in the shadows, Ingrey could seethe
lieutenant was looking a him as though held just put hishead on
backward.

“Three people up there said they'd seen you enspdll agiant ice
bear. One said it was amiracle of the Bastard. Two others said it was
no such thing.”

Ingrey remembered the Voicein hishead, and shivered. “You
know what nonsense frantic folks in crowds come up with.” He was
garting to fed steadier on hisfeet. He withdrew hisarm from Gescas
shoulder. Anyway, in the absence of amenacing bear inthemidst of a
funerd miracle, it hardly seemed something likely to happen again. No
god-voicejarred him now, and animals were a quite different
proposition from men. “Don't be gullible, Gesca. It's not asthough |
could say” -he reached down within himself for that hot velvet rumble-“
halt, and have you suddenly-"

Ingrey became aware that he was walking on aone.

Hewheded around. Gescawas standing frozen inthe dim light
fromawal lantern.

Ingrey's belly twisted up in acold knot. “Gescal That's not
amusing!” He strode back, angry. “ Stop that.” He gave Gesca a short



shovein the chest. The man rocked alittle, but did not move. He
reached up with his bandaged hand-it trembled-and took Gesca by the
jaw. “Areyou mocking me?’

Only Gescd's eyes, wide with horror, moved, and that only to
blink.

Ingrey licked hislips, stepped back. His throat seemed dmost
too tight to speak at al. He had to take two breaths before he could
reach down again, and that barely. “ Move.”

The paralysis broke. Gesca gasped, scrambled back to the
nearest wall, and drew steel. Both wheezing, they stared at each other.
Ingrey was suddenly feding far too sober. He opened hishands at his
Sdes, placating, praying Gescawould not lunge.

Sowly, Gescaresheathed his sword. After amoment, hesaid in
athick voice, “The prison house is just around the corner. Tesko is
there waiting to put you to bed. Can you makeit?’

Ingrey swallowed. He had to force his voice above awhisper. “I
think s0.”

“Good. Good.” Gesca backed dong the wall, then turned and
walked rapidly away into the shadows, glancing often over his shoulder.

Jaws clamped shut, hardly daring to breathe, Ingrey paced the
other way, turning at the corner. A lantern hanging on abracket beside
the door of the narrow house burned steedily, guiding him in.

CHAPTER TWELVE

I NGREY DIDN'T HAVE TO POUND ON THE DOOR TO WAKE THE
house, for the porter, though wearing a nightshirt and with a blanket
wrapped around his shoulders, came at hisfirst quiet knock. The firm
way the man locked up again behind Ingrey did convey astrong hint
that this should be the last expedition of the night. He readied acandle
inaglass holder to assist Ingrey'sway up the sairs.

Ingrey took it with muttered thanks and scuffed up the steps.
Light glimmered above on hislanding, which proved to be from both a



lamp burning low on atable and another candlestick Sitting on the steps
up to the next floor. Besideiit, Lady ljada crouched, wrapped in arobe
of some dark materia. She raised her head from her knees as Ingrey
swung out of the congtricted staircase with adight clatter of his sword
sheath against the wood.

“You aresafel” she said huskily, rubbing her eyes.

Ingrey blinked around into the shadows, dtartled. Thelast time
any woman had waited up in concern for him was. . .beyond the reach
of hismemory. There was no sign of her warden, nor of his servant
Tesko. “Should | not be?’

“Gesca came, three hours ago or more, and said you'd never
cometo Lord Hetwar's!”

“Oh. Yes. | wasdiverted.”

“I wasimagining the most bizarre things befdling you.”

“Did they include asix-hundred-pound ice bear and apirate
poet?

“No...”

“Then they weren't the mogt bizarre after dl.”

Her brows drew down; she rose and stepped off the Sairs,
recoiling as his no-doubt vaporous bresth reached her flaring nodtrils.
She waved a hand to disperse the reek and made aface. “Are you
drunk?’

“By my standards, yes. Although I can still walk and talk and
dread tomorrow morning. | spent the evening trapped with twenty-five
mad southern idanders and the ice bear on their boat. They did feed
me. Have you seen Tesko?’

She nodded toward his closed door. “He came with your things.
| think hefell adegp awaiting you.”

“Unsurprising.”
“What of my letter? | worried it had gone astray.”



Oh. It was her letter sheld feared for, why she had waited up in
the dark. “ Safely delivered.” Ingrey considered this. “ Delivered,
anyway. How safe aman Learned Lewko is, | would hesitate to guess.
He dresseslike a Temple clerk, but he's not one.”

“Y ou once said what sort of Temple-men you thought would
take up my case. Which did you judge him to be? Straight or crooked?”

“I...doubt he's a bribable man. 1t does not follow that he will be
onyour sde.” Ingrey hesitated. “Heis god-touched.”

She cocked her head. “Y ou look alittle god-touched yourself,
just now.”

Ingrey jerked. “How canyou tell?’

Her paefingers extended, in the flickering shadows, asif to fed
hisface. “I once saw one of my father's men dragged by his horse. He
was not badly hurt, but he rose very shaken. Y our faceis more set, and
not covered with blood and dirt, but your eyeslook like hisdid. A bit
wild.”

He amost leaned into her hand, but it fell back too soon. “I've
had avery strange night. Something happened a the temple. Lewko is
coming to see you tomorrow, by theway. And me. | think I'min
trouble”

“Come, then, and tdl me.” She drew him down to Sit beside her
on the steps, her eyes wide and dark with renewed disquiet.

Ingrey stumbled through a description of his encounter with the
bear and its god in the temple court, which twice made her gasp and
once made her giggle. Hewas alittle taken aback at the giggle. She
listened with fascination to his description of Jokal, hisboet, and his
verse. “I thought,” said Ingrey, “what happened with Fafawasthe
white god's doing, in Hiswrath at the dishonest grooms. But just now,
coming back here with Gesca, it happened again. The weirding voice. |
did not know if it was my wolf, or me. Five gods, | am no longer sure
wherel leave off and it beging It has never spoken like thisbefore. It
has never spoken at al.”



ljada said thoughtfully, “The fen folk claimed that wisdom songs
were magical, once. Long ago.”

“Or far away.” The singing woman at the forest's edge. ..
“Thisis here, and now, and in deadly earnest. What | wonder is, does
Wencel know of such powers? Does he possess them? Why did he not
usethem on us?1 think he stole and read your letter while we were at
dinner with him, by the way. Learned Lewko saysit was opened.”

ljada sat up and caught her breath. “Oh! What did the letter
a7

“I did not read it, but | gather it described the events at Red
Dikein some detail. So, at least from the time he came back into join

us at the table, Wencel knew of the geas, and he knew that | concealed
it from him. Did you sense achangein his conversation, then?’

ljadafrowned. “If anything, he seemed more forthcoming. In
hope of coaxing alike frankness?’

Ingrey shrugged. “Perhaps.”

“Ingrey...”

“Hm?’

“What do you know of banner-carriers?’

“Scarcely morethan | know of shamans. | have read some
Darthacan accounts of battles with the Old Wealdings. The Darthacans
did not love our bannermen. The spirit warriors, and indeed, dl thekin
warriors, fought fiercely to defend their andards. If the banner-carrier
refused to retreat, then the warriors would fight to the last around
him-or her, | suppose, if Wence speskstrue. Audar's soldiers ways
tried to bring the banners down as quickly as possible, for that reason.
It was said one of the banner-carrier's tasks was to cut the throats of
our own who were too wounded to carry away. It was considered an
honorable ending. The wounded warrior, if he still could speak, was
expected to bless the bannerman and thank the blade.”

ljada shivered. “1 did not know that part.”



Her expression grew inward for amoment, on what thoughts
Ingrey could scarcely guess. Her dream at the Wounded Woods? But
warriors already dead could scarcely require such agruesome service
from their bannerwoman.

|jada added, “ See what Wencel knows, when you ask him
about Holytree.”

“Mm, and theré's another meeting I'm not looking forward to. |
don't think Wencel is going to be best pleased with me over this
spectacletonight. Farcical asit was, | drew the Templesattentionin
the mogt seriousway. | am afraid of Lewko.”

“Why?If heisafriend and mentor of Halanas, he cannot be
dishonorable”

“Oh, I'm sure hewould be agood friend. And an implacable
enemy. It ismerdly worrisome to imagine him on the other side.” Or
wasthisjust habit? He remembered the earnest divines at Birchgrove,
torturing him back to slent sanity. It had left pain asan unrdigble guide
to Ingrey of the line between hisfriends and hisenemies.

ljada said impatiently, “What Sde do you imagine you areon?’

Ingrey’s thoughts cameto afull stop. “I don't know. Every wall
seemsto curve away fromme. | spinincircles” He glanced up, finding
her eyes, closeto his, turned amber in the shadows. The pupilswere
widein thedimness, asif to drink himin. He might fal into them as
deep wdlls, and drink deep in turn. She possessed physica beality, yes,
and benegth that the edgy thrilling wildness of her leopard spirit. But
beyond that. . .something more. He wanted to reach through her to that
something, something terribly important...*Y ou are my sde. And you
arenot done”

“Then,” she breathed, “ neither are you.”

Oh. Neither time nor his heart stopped, surely, and yet he
floated for the space of a breath as though he'd stepped from some
great height, but not begun to fal. Weightless. “ Sweet logician.”

Closing the handbreadth between their lipswas the work of a



second. Her eyesflared open.

Her lipswere as soft as held ever imagined, as warm as sunlight.
Thefirst touch was chaste, hesitant, but agreat shock seemed to rall
through hisbody, hisbdlly, and echo back up hislimbs, which left his
hands trembling. He gtilled them by gripping her around thewaist,
around the back of her head, fingers clenching in her loose dark hair. A
warm arm wound around his shoulder, flattened to his back, pressed
him inward. Fingers gripped hisupper amin turn, spasming. Her lips
parted.

A wave of lugt raninthe track of that first shock, firing hisloins,
kindling an awareness of just how long it had been sncehed helda
woman likethis.... No, hed never held awoman like this. Thekiss
grew abruptly passionate, and not chaste a all. He explored her mouth
in desperate haste, and the white hands wrapping him fairly wrenched
him toward her, crushing the softness of her body againgt his. Their
breath synchronized; their heartbeats began hammering intime,

And then they were reaching through each other...

A magical kiss was suddenly not aromantic turn of phrase. It
was nat, infact, romantic at al. It wasterrifying beyond breath. She
choked, he gasped, they drew apart, though their hands still gripped;
not lustful now, but more like two people drowning.

Her eyes, wide before, were huge, the pupils stretched black
with only anarrow ring of gold iris shimmering around them. “What are
you...?" she began, as he panted, “What have you done?’

One hand released him to clutch at her heart, beneath the dark
robe. “What was that?’

“l don't know. I've never.. .fdt...”

A creak of floorboards, aclank, ascrape; Ingrey sprang back
as his chamber door opened. ljadafolded her armstogether like a
woman freezing, and spat an unexpected short word under her bregth.
He had just time to cock awry eyebrow at her, and sheto grimace
back at him, before he twisted to see Tesko poke his yawning face
through the door into the dim halway.



“M'lord? heinquired. “1 heard voices...” He blinked in mild
surprise at the pair Stting on the steps.

ljadarose, snatched up her candlestick, gave Ingrey amute look
of scorching intengity, and fled up the Sairs.

For abrief, self-indulgent moment, Ingrey pictured himself
drawing his sted and beheading his servant. Alas, the hall wastoo
narrow for such aswing to be executed properly. He gave over the
visonwith along sgh and levered himsdlf to hisfeet.

Tesko, perhaps sensing Ingrey's displeasure at theill-timed
interruption, bowed him warily into his chamber. The clubfooted youth
had been issued haf-trained to Ingrey when he had first taken up his
place as Hetwar's more-than-courier. Used to caring for hisown
needs, Ingrey had treated the menid with an indifference that had
overcome Tesko'sinitid terror of hisviolent reputation alittle too
completely. The day he had caught Tesko pilfering his sparse property,
however, he had replaced repute with avivid demongtration. After that
Hetwar's other servants did more to whip their junior into shape than
Ingrey ever had, for if Tesko were dismissed, he would haveto be
replaced with one of them.

Ingrey let Tesko remove his boots, gave curt ordersfor the
predawn, and fell into bed. But not to deep.

He was too spun up to deep, too drunk to think straight, too
exhausted to St up. His blood seemed to hissthrough his veins, growl
inhisears. He wasintensely conscious of every faint cresk from
overhead. Did ljada's bresthing il riseand fal intime with his? He
was gtill aroused, and more than haf-afraid to do anything about it,
becauseif shefdt hisevery heartbeat and movement theway he
seemed to fed hers...

They had surely been faling toward that moment of meeting for
days. Hefdt coupled to her now as though they were two hunting
dogs, leashed to each other for their training. So who isthe
huntsman? What is the quarry? The heavy click of that binding
reverberated in hisbones: chains thinner than gossamer, stronger than



iron, lessreadily parted.

He didn't have to hear the creaks, as sheturned in her bed. He
knew where she was as certainly as he knew the position of hisown
body in the dark. He held out ahand in the dimness. Thisisan
illusion. I am simply going mad with unrequited lust. Except that it
hadn't sesemed as unrequited as dl that, now, had it? A perfectly
demented grin stretched his mouth, briefly.

HE MUST HAVE SLEPT EVENTUALLY, FOR TESKONEARLY HAD TO pull
him from the covers and onto the floor to wake him again. Tesko's
jerky motions betrayed afear balanced between the dangers of dealing
with an Ingrey half-awake and the dangers of disobeying; Ingrey
swalowed the glue from his mouth and assured his servant that
disobeying would have been worse. Sitting up proved painful but not
impossible.

Helet Tesko help wash, shave, and dresshim, in the interest of
protecting his new bandage; Ingrey frowned to seeit nearly soaked
through again with browning blood, but there was not time to change it
now. Thefilthy covering on hisleft wrist he at last abandoned, asthat
wound was now better than half-healed, all black scabs and new pink
scars and greening bruises. The deeves of histown garb-gray and dark
gray-covered it well enough. With sword, knife, and clean boots, he
was made presentable, if oneignored the bloodshot eyes and pale face.

He rgjected bread with |oathing, gulped tea, and took the stairs
down with afaint clatter. He glanced up through two opague floors.
ljada still Sleeps. Good.

The chill, moist air outside wastinged with just enough light for
Ingrey to make hisway through the Streets. He arrived at the opposite
end of Kingstown with his head, though gtill aching, alittle clearer for
thewalk.

Color was leaking back into the world with the dawn. The stolid
cut stone of the wide front of Hetwar's palace took on a buttery hue,
The night porter recognized Ingrey at once through the hatch in the



heavy carved front doors, and swung one leaf just wide enough to
admit him into the hushed, rich dimness. Ingrey turned down the offer
of apage to announce him and made hisway up the stairstoward the
sedlmagter's study. A few servants moved quietly about, drawing back
curtains, dirring fires, carrying weter.

Ingrey blinked and hesitated when he rounded the corner to find
Prince-marshd Biast's own bannerman, Lord Symark kin Stagthorne,
leaning againgt thewall outside Hetwar's chamber. Symark exchanged
afamiliar nod with Ingrey.

“Isthe prince here?” Ingrey murmured to him.
“Aye.ﬂ
“When did you arrive?’

“We reached the Kingstown gate about two hours ago. The
prince lft his baggage train in the mire near Newtemple. Werode dl
night.” Symark hitched his shoulders, didodging afew smdl lumps of
drying mud from his codt.

“Isthat you, Ingrey?’ Hetwar's voice called from within. “ Enter.”

Symark raised abrow at him; Ingrey dipped indde. Hetwar,
segted at his desk, motioned him to close the door behind him.

Ingrey made his bow to the prince-marshal, seated with his
booted legs stretched out before him in a chair opposite Hetwar, then
to the seelmaster. Both men returned acknowledging nods, and Ingrey
stood with his hands clasped behind his back to await his next cue.

Biast looked as mud-flecked and road-weary as his bannerman.
Prince Biast was alittle shorter than his younger brother Boleso, and
not quite as broadly built, but still shared the Stagthorne athleticism,
brown hair, and long jaw, resolutely shaved. His eyes were atouch
shrewder, and if he shared Boleso's sensudlity and temper, they were
rather better controlled. Biast had become heir presumptive only three
years ago, on the untimely death through illness of the eldest Stagthorne
brother, Byza. Prior to those expectationsfalling so heavily upon him,
the middle prince had been guided toward amilitary career, therigors



of which had left him little time to match either Byzas reputation for
courtly diplomacy or Boleso's notoriety for self-indulgence.

Hetwar was aready dressed for the day not in his usua sober
smplicity, but infull court mourning, hischainsof officelying heavy on
his fur-trimmed tunic. Presumably, he meant to depart soonto join
Boleso'sfunerd processon onitslast leg into Easthome this afternoon.
The sedlmagter was of middle height, middle age, middle build;
indulgences of the flesh were not among Hetwar's temptations,
surrounded by opportunities though he might be here a the high court.
It struck Ingrey that Learned Lewko shared something of the same
deceptive mild manner Hetwar routinely bore, concealing complex
meagtery, which was a curious and unsettling thought.

What neither sealmaster nor prince-marsha bore was any smell
of the uncanny, to Ingrey's newly awakened inner senses. The
perception did not ease him much. Magical powersworked sometimes,
material powersworked dl the time, and this chamber, these two men,
fairly resonated with the | atter.

Hetwar ran ahand through histhinning hair and favored Ingrey
with aglower. “ About time you showed up.”

“Sir,” sad Ingrey neutraly.

Hetwar's brows rose at histone, and his attention sharpened.
“Wherewereyou last night?’

“What have you heard so far, Sr?’

Hetwar'slips curved alittle at the cautiousriposte. “An
extraordinarily garbled tae from my manservant thismorning. | trust
that you did not actualy enspdll agiant rampaging ice bear in the temple
court yesterday evening. What redlly happened?’

“I had gone up therefor abrief errand on my way here, sir.
Indeed, an acolyte had lost his hold on anew sacred animal, which had
injured him. I, um, helped them regain control of the beast. When the
Templereturned it to its donor, Learned Lewko requested meto
accompany it back through town, for safety’'s sake, which | did.”



Hetwar's eyes flashed up at Lewko's name. So, Hetwar knew
who Lewko was, even if Ingrey had not.

Ingrey continued, “ The owner, Jokal, proclaimed himsdf asa
prince from the southern idands, and it seemed to me undiplomatic to
refuse the hospitaity of his ship, which he pressed upon me. The
idanders drinks proved deadly and their poetry, very lengthy. When
Gescarescued me, it wastoo late to attend upon you.”

A smdl snort from Biast, with arenewed look at Ingrey's pdlor,
testified to the prince-marshal’'s amusement. Good. Better to be the buit
of atae of drunken foolishness than the nexus of out-of-control illega
magic, shattering miracle, and worse.

Ingrey added, “Learned Lewko was witness to the whole of the
incident with the bear, and the only one | would suggest that you regard
asrelidble”

“Heispeculiarly qudified.”
“So | understood, sir.”

A passing tillness of Hetwar's hands was dl that reveded his
reaction to this. He frowned and went on. “Enough of last night. | am
told your journey with Prince Boleso's coffin was more eventful than
your |ettersto mereveded.”

Ingrey ducked hishead. “What did your letters from Gescasay?’
“Lettersfrom Gesca?’

“Hewas not reporting to you?’

“He reported to me yesterday evening.”

“Not before?’

“No. Why?’

“| suspected he was penning reports. | assumed it wasto you.”
“Did you seethis?’

“No,” Ingrey admitted.

The eyebrows climbed again.



Ingrey took abregath. “ There are some things that happened on
the journey even Gesca does not know.”

“For example...?”’

“Wereyou aware, Sir, that Prince Boleso was experimenting
with spirit magic? Anima sacrifice?’

Biast jerked in surprise at this; Hetwar grimaced, and said,
“Rider Ulkra apprised me of some dabblings. Leaving ayoung man
with that much energy too idle may have been amistake. | trust you
removed any unfortunate traces, as| requested; thereisno point in
besmirching the dead.”

“They were not idle dabblings. They were serious and successful
attempts, if ill controlled and ill-advised, that led directly to astate of
mind | can only name violent madness. Which aso leads me to wonder,
for obvious reasons, how long they had been going on. Wen-itis
suspected the prince had the aid of aniillicit sorcerer at one point or
another. Lady |jadatestifies Boleso had some garbled theory that the
riteswere going to give him an uncanny power over thekin of the
Wedld. He strangled aleopard the night he tried to rape her, and she
killed him trying to defend hersdlf.”

Hetwar glanced worriedly a Biast, who was now sitting up
listening with adarkening frown. Hetwar said, “Lady |jadatetifies?|
trust you see the problem with that.”

“1 saw the leopard, the strangling cord, the paint traces on
Boleso's body, and the chamber. Ulkraand several others among the
prince's household can confirm this. | believe her without reservation. |
believed her from thefirg, but later, another incident confirmed my
conviction.”

Hetwar opened ahand, inviting Ingrey to go on. Hisexpression
was anything but happy.

“It became apparent to me...it wasrevedled that...” Thiswas
harder than Ingrey had expected. “ Someone, in Easthome or
elsawhere, had undertaken a plot to murder my prisoner. It isnot clear
to mewho, or why.” He kept half an eye on Biast ashe said this; the



prince looked startled. “ It became clear how.”
“So who wasthis assassin?’
“Me”
Hetwar blinked. “Ingrey...” he began warningly.

“It wasreveded to me, through four failed attempts on my
prisoner'slife and the help of a Temple sorcerer we met in Red Dike,
one Learned Hallana-who was once a pupil of Learned Lewko's, by
the by-that a compulsion or geas had been placed upon me by magical
means. Hallana says it was not common demon magic, not something
related to the white god's powers.”

Hetwar stared his swordsman up and down. “Understand,
Ingrey, | do not-yet-accuse you of raving, but | fail to see how anyone,
let done an ordinary young woman, could survive any sort of sngle
combat with you.”

Ingrey grimaced. “It turned out she could swim. Among other
talents. The sorceress broke the geasin Red Dike, fortunately for us
al.” Close enough to thetruth, for his current purposes. “ The event was
extremely peculiar, from my point of view.”

“Gecds, too, it seems,” muttered Hetwar.

Inaperfectly cdm, level voice, Ingrey said, “1 aminfuriated
beyond bearing to have been so used.”

He had meant histone to convey restrained displeasure; by the
heat in hisbelly and tremble of hishands, he redlized just how much
truer hiswords were than held intended. Biast snorted at the odd
juxtapodition of tone and content, but Hetwar, who waswatching his
body, went ill.

“I wondered if it had been by you, Sir,” Ingrey continued in the
same deadly cadences.

“No, Ingrey!” said Hetwar. His eyes had gone alittlewide; his
hands, flat on the desk top, did not reach for the hilt of his court sword.
Ingrey could seethe strain of that withheld maotion.



Ingrey had spent four years watching Hetwar spin out truth or
lies as the occasion demanded. Which was it now? His head was
pounding, and his blood seemed to Smmer. Was Hetwar conspirator,
tool, blameless? It cameto him that he did not have to guess.

“ Speak truth.”
“I didnt!”

Silencefdl, with theforce of an ax blade. Biast was suddenly
plastered back in his chair.

Or perhaps | should have bitten my tongue in half.

“That isvery good to know, Sr,” Ingrey said, in aspuriousy
tranquil tone, deliberately easing his stance. Scramble out of this, now.
“How doesthe halow king fare?’

The silence stretched too long, as Hetwar stared at him. Without
taking his eyesfrom Ingrey's mouth, he made alittle commanding
gesture a the dismayed Biast.

Biadt, after aquestioning look at the seelmaster, licked hislips.
“I visted my father's bedside before | came here. Heisworse than |
had imagined. He recognized me, but his speech was very durred, and
heisvery yellow and weak. He fell back to degp dmost at once.” The
prince paused, and hisvoice fdl further. “His skinislike paper. Hewas
aways...hewasnever...” The voice stopped before it broke, Ingrey

thought.
“Youmug,” said Ingrey carefully, “both be giving thought to the
risk of an eection very soon.”

Hetwar nodded; Biast nodded more reluctantly. The
prince-marshd’slidded eyes only haf concealed alingering darm, and
his glance at Hetwar plainly questioned whether Ingrey's eerie revolt
was usual behavior for the sealmaster'sinfamous wolf-swordsman, or
not. Hetwar's expression was grimly uninformetive.

Ingrey said, “1 am more than half-convinced that Boleso's
forbidden experiments were aimed at agrasp for the hallow kingship.”



“But heistheyounger!” objected Biast, then added, “Was.”

“That was potentidly correctable. Given magica means, your
assassnation might have been effected undetectably. As| discovered.”

Hetwar suddenly looked furioudy thoughtful. “Itistrue,” he
murmured, “that more votes have been bought and sold than actualy
exi<. I'd wondered where the sink could be...”

“How much doubt isthere of the prince-marshd's successon?’
Ingrey asked Hetwar, with adiplomatic nod at Biagt. “ Should the king
chance to die when so many are gathered in Easthome for Boleso's
funerd, it s;emsto me the eection could cometo ahead very quickly.”

Hetwar shrugged. “ The Hawkmoors, and their whole eastern
faction, have long been preparing for such amoment, aswedl know. It
has been four generations since their kin lost the kingship, but they il
hunger for areturn to their old ascendancy. They had not, | judged,
secured enough certain votes, but given the uncertain ones...I1f Boleso
had been secretly gathering those, they are now scattered again.”

“Do you see such scatterings returning to his brother's faction?”
Ingrey glanced at Biast, who looked as though he was still digesting the
intimation of fratricide, without pleasure.

“Perhaps not,” muttered Hetwar, brows drawn deeply down.
“The Foxbriar kin, though they know their lord cannot win, surely
know they hold adeciding edgeif things run too close. If the ordainers
wereto fail repeatedly to effect aclear outcome, the argument could go
to swords.”

Biadt's frown was no happier, but his hand drifted resolutely to
hishilt at these last words, agesture Hetwar did not miss, hehed up a
resraining pam.

“Were Prince Biast removed,” said Ingrey carefully, “indeed,
whether he were removed or not, it ssemsto me that a spell that could
compel amurder could as secretly compel avote.”

Ingrey had thought hed held al of Hetwar's attention before.
He'd been mistaken.



“Redlly,” bresthed Hetwar. He could hardly grow more ill, but
the stillness turned much colder. “ And-Ingrey-can you perceive such

sdls?

“1 can now.”
“Hm.” Hisstare on Ingrey grew freshly appraising.
And so | am saved, in Hetwar's eyes. Maybe.

Hetwar vented a noise between agroan and asigh, running his
hands through his hair once more. “ And here | thought bribery,
coercion, threats, and double-dealing were enough to contend with.”
Hiseyesroseto Ingrey again, narrowing in new thought. “ And whom
do you suspect of thisillicit magic?If not me,” he added dryly.

Ingrey gave him apolite, apologetic shrug. Apologetic, but
unabashed. If you value your life, keep your secrets and mine... “I
possess no proof yet sturdy enough to stand on. It's a serious
accusation.”

Hetwar grimaced. “ Y our gift for understatement has not
deserted you, | see. Thisisgoing to be Temple business, you know.”

Ingrey nodded, briefly and unhappily. He wanted the mage-even
in hismind, he yet withheld the too-specific terms sorcerer or shaman
-who had laid that evil geas upon him to be brought low. He was not a
al sure he wished to be brought down with him. But to know that
Hetwar, at least, was onewall that stood squarely at his back was an
enormous relief. Ingrey prayed he had not damaged that wall in the
testing of it.

And if Hetwar was not in league with ljadas would-be
murderer, then perhaps a pleafor justice would have a chance, here?
When dse, indeed, was Ingrey likely to come face-to-facewith Biast in
the next few days? He took a breath.

“There remains the matter of Lady |jada. If you desireto draw a
vell over Boleso'slate madness and blasphemy, atrid isthe last thing
you want. Let theinquest return averdict of salf-defense, or better ill,
accident, and let her go.”



“Shekilled my brother,” said Biadt, alittleindignantly.

“Then let her pay asuitable blood-price, perhaps, in the manner
of the Old Wed d-nothing too impossibly high,” Ingrey added
cautioudy. “Honor served, discretion preserved.”

“The precedent is scarcely agood one for the roya house,” said
Hetwar. “ Aswdl declare hunting season on Stagthornes, or dl high
lords. There are sound reasons the Father's Order spent so much effort
eliminating that old custom. The rich might without fear purchasethe
lives of the poor.”

“And they don't now?” said Ingrey.

Hetwar gave him alittle warning growl. “It iscertainly to be
preferred that her execution be swift and as painless as possible.
Perhaps she might be granted a sword, instead of arope or the pyre,
or some likemercy.”

And | a swordsman. “Thereismore going on herethanis
yet...clear.” He had not wanted to play this card, but their closed
expressionsterrified him. He had planted hisideasin their heads;
perhaps he should give them time to germinate. Should her life be
forfeit, then, because | am afraid to speak? “I think sheis
god-touched. Y ou pursue her at your peril.”

Biast snorted. “A murderess? | doubt it. If so, let the gods send
her achampion.”

Ingrey held hisbreath lest it huff from hismouth like thet of a
man punched in the gut.

It seems They have. He's just not a very good one. You
would think the gods could do better ...

His pent breath found other words. “How long, my lords, hasit
been since the hallow kingship grew so hollow? This was once a sacred
thing. How did we dare to cometo treat it as merchandise to be bought
and sold at the best market price? When did god-sworn warriors
become peddiers?’

The words stung Hetwar, at least, for he sat up in open



exagperation. 1 use the giftsthe gods have given me, including
judgment and reason. My task, my tools. | have served the Weald
since before you were born, Ingrey. There never was agolden age. It
was dwaysonly iron.”

“The gods have no handsin thisworld but ours. If wefail Them,
where then can They turn?’

“Ingrey, peece!”
Biast was rubbing his brow, asthough it ached. “ Enough of this!

If | am to attend the procession, | must go wash and dress.” He stood
and dtretched, wincing.

Hetwar rose a once. “Indeed, Prince-marshdl. I, too, must ride
out.” Hefrowned in frudtration a Ingrey. “We will continue thiswhen
you have regained amore considered temper, Lord Ingrey. In the
meantime, do not speak of these matters.”

“Learned Lewko desresto interview me.”

Hetwar blew out his bregth. “Lewko, | know. A most unhe pful
man, in my experience.”

“I defy the Temple at my gravest risk.”

“Oh? That'sanew twig. | thought you defied anyone you
damned well pleased.”

How long they would have locked each other's gazes, Ingrey
was not sure, but Biast reached the door first. Hetwar perforce
followed, waving Ingrey out. “Y ou had better not lieto Lewko. I'll
gpesk with him later. And with you later.” His gaze flicked down.
“Don't drip on my carpets.”

Ingrey flinched, and clasped hisright hand with hisleft. The
bandage was wet through, and lesking.

“What happened to your-no, tell melater. Attend on me at the
funerd rite. Dress properly,” Hetwar ordered.

“Sir.” Ingrey bowed to hisretreating back. Symark, who had
wandered away down the hall to examine Hetwar's tapestries, hurried



tojoin the prince.

So. Hetwar was going to think before reacting. Ingrey did not
find thiswholly reassuring.

It wasfull morning in Easthome, lively with bustling crowds,
when Ingrey regained the street and turned toward theriver. ljadawas
awake now, hefelt in his heart. Awake, and not, at the moment, unduly
distressed. The reassurance eased him. Without what he now reglized
was an endemic state of covert panic driving his strides, hisfeet found
their own pace, and it wasasow one. Did this strange new perception
run two ways? He would have to ask her. He trudged wearily back
toward the narrow house.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

T HE PORTER ADMITTED INGREY AGAINTO THEHALL.INGREY'S

gazeflicked up. ljadawas above, locked in with her warden as
ingtructed, presumably. It crossed Ingrey's mind that while Horseriver's
servants and one somewhat-damaged swordsman might be enough to
keep adocile naive girl from escaping thisimprisonment, it was a
woefully inadequate force to ward off attack. Ingrey might foil one
assallant-well, afew-severd-but a sufficiently determined enemy had
merdly to send enough men, and the conclusion would be grimly certain.

For some subtler, uncanny attack. ..the outcome was not so
obvious. Could the weirding voice prove a defense? The hum of
guestionable power in his blood unnerved him gtill. Earl Horseriver
gpparently knew, even if Ingrey did not, of the full range of Ingrey's
new capacities. Wencd's oblique promise of some sort of training
troubled Ingrey's thoughts.

The porter produced adightly crumpled piece of paper.
“Temple messenger brought thisfor you, my lord.”

Ingrey broke the sedl to find ashort note from Learned Lewko,
the penmanship blocky and neet. It appears my time will be taken
today with that matter of internal Temple discipline you helped to
uncover yesterday, for which | thank you, it read. | will wait upon



you and Lady ljada as soon as | may following the prince's funeral
rites tomorrow.

Ingrey could imagine that the Temple would urgently wish to
correct the derdliction of its acolytes before the State occasion. It was
perhaps not entirely hisimagination that he sensed atart aggravation
between the brief lines. Relief warred with disappointment in his heart.
Lewko unsettled him, but he could think of no one better to ask about
the laughing Voice that he had heard in his head during yesterday's
scuffle in the temple court. Although his greatest secret hope, that
Lewko would assure him it must have been a halucination, seemed
increasingly forlorn.

He climbed to hisroomsto have Tesko help change his soaked
bandage and take away histown garb to clean the bloodstains. The
new stitches proved intact, and the spaces between them had scabbed
over again. The unheding wound was beginning to disturb him. His
episodes of bleeding had perfectly reasonable explanations, most
having to do with his own carelessness; it was only in his nervous fancy
that they were beginning to seem like unholy libations. And if small
magics draw a small blood sacrifice, what would a great one do?

His bed beckoned, and he sank down on it. The notion of food
was gtill repulsive, but perhaps deep would help him hed. Heno
sooner lay down than his thoughts began spinning again. He had been
assuming from the beginning that the motivation of Ijadals mysterious
assassin must be political, or revenge for her killing of Boleso. Perhaps
such theorizing was an effect of hisbeing solong in Hetwar'strain. Y et
trying to widen histhinking only madeit fed more diffuse and foolish. |
know less and less each day. What was the end of this progression, a
glum future asavillageidiot? The aosurd imagestrailed off at last in
muzzy exhaugtion.

HE WOKE LATER THAN HE HAD INTENDED, THIRSTY, BUT FEELING &sif
he had paid off some accumulated debts to his body. Inspired, he sent
down orders viaTesko that dinner should be served to him and his
prisoner in the ground-floor parlor. He donned town garb again,



combed his hair, wondered why he owned no lavender water,
considered sending Tesko out to buy some tomorrow, scrubbed his
teeth, and shaved for the second time that day as the shadows
deepened outside. He took a breath and descended the stairs.

Heturned into the parlor to find ljada dready standing therein
theillumination of the sconces, in the whest-colored dresslooking like
candlelight hersdlf. Sheturned at the sound of hisstep, and asmile
flared on her face that made hislips part.

He could not very well fall upon her like aravening wolf, not
least because the accursed warden stood at her side, hands and lips
tightly folded. The table, he saw to his dismay, seemed to have been
reflexively set for three. Horseriver's servant was surdly Horseriver's
spy. Simply to dismiss the duenna bore unknown dangers.

Regardiess of hisown strangdy shifting internd alegiances, he
supposed he must guard his own reputation aswell asljadas, or risk
being relieved of hispost. But he might hazard asmile, and did. He
might chance atouch of her hand, brought formdly to hislips. The
scent of her skin, so close, seemed to bring al of his sensesto
heightened sharpness. The sheer intengity of her, at thisrange, dmost
overwhelmed him.

One desperate return squeeze, her nailsbiting fiercely into his
skin, was dl her opportunity to say, | fed it, too. She muted her smile
to something socid, the trained courtesy of ahigh household, ashe
helped her to her seat and a manservant brought their medl.

“I believethisisthefirgt time | have seen you out of your riding
leathers, Lord Ingrey.” Her tone seemed to be quite gpproving.

He touched the fine black cloth of hisjerkin. “Lady Hetwar
makes sure that her hushand's men do not disgrace her house.”

“She hasagood eye, then.”

“Oh?Good.” Ingrey swallowed wine without choking. “ Good.”
His thoughts tangled on too many levels at once: the arousa of his
body, the political and morta fear of their Stuation, the remembered
shock of that mystical kiss. He dropped abite of food off hisfork, and



tried surreptitioudy to retrieveit from hislap.
“Learned Lewko did not come.”

“Oh. Y es. He sent anote; he means to come tomorrow, after
thefunerd.”

“Did anything further come of your ice bear? Or your pirate?’

“Not yet. Though the rumors had aready reached my lord
Hetwar.”

“How did your conference with the sellmaster go?’

Hetilted his head. “How would you guess?’ Do you sense
where | am, how | fedl, as| do you?

She gave asmdl nod in return, and essayed dowly, “ Tense.
Uncertain. Therewas...an incident.” Her gaze now seemed to dig
under his skin. She glanced at the warden, who was chewing and
ligening.

“Truly.” He drew breath. “I believe Sealmaster Hetwar isto be
trusted. His concerns, however, are wholly politica ones. | amlessand
less of the opinion that your concerns are wholly political ones.
Prince-marsha Biast wasthere, which | did not expect. He did not
warm at once to the idea of ablood-price, but at least | had a chance
to set theideain hismind.”

She pushed some noodles across her plate with her fork. “|
think the gods havelittle interest in palitics. Only in souls. Look to
souls, Lord Ingrey, if you seek to guess Their minds.” She looked up,
frowning.

Conscious of the glowering warden, Ingrey asked more lightly
after ljadas day; she returned in kind adescription of an amusing old
book of household hints, apparently the only reading matter the house
hed offered up. After that the conversation fell flatly silent for aspace.
Not what he had hoped, but at least they were both in the same room,
diveand breething. | must raise my standards for dalliance.

A sharp rap on the front door, the shuffle of the porter, voices;



Ingrey tensed, aware held left his sword upstairs and bore only his belt
knife, then relaxed atrifle as he recognized the new voice as Wencd's.
Heroseto hisfeet asthe earl-ordainer entered the parlor, and the
warden scrambled up and curtseyed apprehensively.

“Ingrey. Lady ljada.” Wencel nodded to them. He was dressed
in full court mourning, alittle grimed, and looked weary to the point of
exhaustion. The darkness within him was quiescent, asif benumbed or
suppressed. His eye summed the chairs. “Y ou may be excused,” he
said to the warden. “Take your plate.”

The woman curtseyed again and removed herself promptly. She
did not need to be told, by Wencel at least, to close the door behind
her.

“Haveyou esten?’ Lady ljadainquired civilly.
“Thisand that.” He waved. “ Just somewine, please.”

She poured from the carafe, and he took the beaker and sat
back in his chair, hislegs stretched out, his head tilted back. “ Y ou are
well, lady? My people are seeing to your needs?’

“Yes, thank you. My material needs, anyway. Itisnewsthat |
lack.”

Wencd's chin came down. “Thereisno news, at least of your
plight. Boleso has arrived in Templetown, where hisbody will rest
tonight. By thistime tomorrow, thet carniva, at least, will be over.” He
grimaced.

And ljada's legal one will begin? “I have been thinking,
Wencd...” Succinctly, Ingrey explained his blood-price ploy once
more. “If you redlly seek to redeem the honor of your house, cousin,
this could be oneway. If the Stagthornes and the Badger-banks could
both be persuaded. Which you are dso in a position to do, | would
point out.”

Wencel gave him ashrewd look. “I see you are not an impartial
jaler.”

“If such ajailer waswhat you really wanted, I'm sure you could



havefound one,” Ingrey returned dryly.

Wencd lifted hisbeaker in an only haf-mocking salute, and
drank. After amoment he added, “ Speaking of indirect evidence, |
presume by the fact that | am not yet arrested for defilement that you
have kept our secrets.”

“1 have managed to keep you out of my conversations so far,
yes. | don't know how much longer | can succeed. I've drawn some
unfortunate attention from the Temple. Did you hear about the ice bear
yer?

Wencd'slipstwisted. “ Thisfunera procession today being short
on piety and long on gossip, yes. Thetades| heard were lurid,
conflicting, and ambiguous. | was possbly the only confidant to whom
the eventswere crystal clear. Congratulations upon your discovery. |
didn't imagine you would learn of that power for quite sometimeyet.”

“My wolf never spokelikethis before.”

“The great beasts have no speech. That shaping must come from
the man. Thewholeisadifferent essence from either part; they dter
each other asthey merge.”

Ingrey contemplated thisremark for amoment, finding it
plangent but maddeningly vague. He decided to leave out mention of
that other VVoice.

“And,” Wencd added, “your wolf wastruly bound before.
Separated from you even while trapped within. Neither the Temple nor
| was mistaken on that, | promiseyou. It isits unbinding that remainsa
mystery to me.” Wencel raised hisbrowsinvitingly.

Ingrey ignored the hint. “What € se might it-might I-we-do?’

“Theweirding voiceis actudly agreat and subtle power, nearer
the heart of the matter than you know.”

“Sincel know practicaly nothing, that is no greet observation,
Wencd”

Wence shrugged. “Indeed, the shamans of the forest tribes bore



other powers. Visonsthat did not deceive. Hedlings, of wounds of the
body or mind, of fevers, of sicknesses of the blood. Sometimes, they
could follow men who had fallen into great darkness of mind and bring
them back out again. Sometimestheir powers were reversed; they
could plunge victimsinto those darknesses, or thwart hedling, even unto
degth. Darker necromancies still, consuming morta sacrifices.”

Casting geases? Ingrey wondered silently.

“Great powers,” Wence continued more lowly, “and yet-eveniin
the days of the Old Weald's greatest glory and heartbreak, not great
enough. Outnumbered, the shamans and spirit warriors were borne
down under the weight of their most implacable enemies. Let that bea
lesson to you, Ingrey. We arefar too aonein this. Secrecy isour only
source of safety.”

ljadatook a breath and ventured, “| have heard that great
Audar overcame Wed ding sorcerieswith swords done, in hislast
push. Swords and courage.”

Wence snorted. “ Darthacan lies. He had gathered dl the
Temple saints and sorcerersthat Darthaca could muster in histrain. It
took the gods own betrayalsto bring us down at Holytree.”

Ingrey guessed at ljadas direction, and followed her lead. “Yes,
what doesyour library at Castle Horseriver have to say about
Bloodfield that the Darthacan chronicles do not?’

Wencd'slipscurled up inawelrd little smile. “ Enough to know
that whatever they've taught you of it in these degenerate daysis
fabrication.”

Ingrey sad, “Whatever evil rites the Wed dings were attempting,
Audar won. No liethere”

Wencd's shouldersjerked in aggravation. “Not evil, but agrest,
if desperate, deed. The Weald was sorely pressed. We had lost half
our landsto the Darthacans in the past generation. The bravest of our
young men were dying in droves beneath the Darthacan lances.”

“Themilitary accounts| have read dl assert that Audar'sarmy



was better organized, trained, and led, and its baggage train awonder,
by the standards of the day,” Ingrey observed. “They built their own
roads through the forests almost asfast as they could march.”

“Hardly that fast, but indeed, their descent on any tribd digtrict
fel asadestructive plague. With dl of their own resources and haf of
oursin Darthacan hands, courage aone was no longer enough to stem
their advance. The halow king in that day-the last true consecrated
servant of our people, and by the way one of my Horseriver
ancestors-met with dl the shamans of dl the kin he could gather, and
together they devised agredt rite to make their spirit warriorsinvincible.
Men of might, who could not be wounded or dain, to meet the
Darthacansin battle and throw them back acrosstheriver Lure
forever. Men whose bodies and spirits would be bound to the sacred
Wedld itsdlf, renewed by itslife until the victory was gained. The
wisdom songs they composed to effect the bindings wereto last for
three days, dl the voices blended together in a chant of overwheming
maesty, greater and more unified than anything attempted before. They
sang up strength out of the very forest.”

ljada, listening with breathless attention, murmured, “ So what
went wrong?’

Wencd shook his head, hislipstightening to paleness. “It would
have worked, had not Audar, with the aid of his sorcerers and the
gods, come upon ustoo soon. A forced march at unprecedented speed
through the forests and hills, then, instead of waiting till dawn for the
light and to rest his men, an immediate attack in the darkness. It was
the night of the second day of the grest rite, and we were unprepared
and vulnerable, the kin shamans exhausted and drained with their
labors, the king already bound but the men till partly not.”

“Y ou-we did fight, though?’ she pressed.

“Oh, fiercdly. But Audar had concentrated three times our
numbers. 1-no one thought he could gather that many, that fast, and
movethem sofar.”

“Still, magicaly heding warriors must have been hard to



overcome. How?’

“When bodies are buried in one pit, and dl their heads buried in
apit haf amile away, even such uncanny men die. Eventudly. They
dew the halow king, the hub of the spdll, firgt, though | grant not by
beheading. They broke hislimbs and cast him into the first pit, and piled
the decapitated bodies of his comradesin upon him. He took hoursto
die. Suffocated-drowned in their beloved blood-at the last.” Wencel's
eyesglittered in the candldight.

“Audar's men worked dl night and al day,” he continued, “red
to their waists and half-mad with the task. Some broke from the horror
of their own deeds, sat and rocked and wept. They dew dl they found
within the bounds of Holytree, whether surrendered or resisting:
shamans, spirit warriors, innocent camp followers, males, females,
children. They were taking no more chances. They leveled every
structure, killed every animd, cut down and burned the Tree of
Sacrifice. The halow king's eldest son and holy heir they beheaded last,
at the end of the next day, after he had witnessed it al. When no living
thing was | eft within the sacred bounds except the trees, they withdrew,
and forbade entry. Asif to bury their own snsaong with us. And the
rains came, and the snows of many winters, and men died, and forgot
Holytree, and dl the glory that had passed there.”

Ingrey found his breath had nearly stopped, so caught up was he
in Wencedl'simpassioned delivery of thisold tale. What else might
Wence be prodded into reveaing?*“ They say Audar was made furious
with tribd treaty betrayals, and was sorry afterward for the massacre.
He made grest giftsto the Temple for the forgiveness of hissoul.”

“His Temple!” Wence scoffed. “He received with hisleft hand
what he gave with hisright. And aforced treaty isno treaty at dl, but a
robbery. The Darthacan encroachment was never-ending, and their
treaties, sdlf-serving lies”

“I don't know,” said Ingrey judicioudly. “It's clear enough from
the chroniclesthat the Darthacans did not start out intending to conquer
the Wedd. They didinto it over two generations. Every time they set
up aboundary, they found themsalves with anew frontier to defend,



and the unruly kin tribes picking piecemed at their defenses, until they
moved the outposts farther to defend those lines, and it started all over

agan.”

“You are hdf aDarthacan yourself, Ingrey.” Wence'stone fell
from impassioned back to dry once more.

“Mogt of usare, these days.”
“Yes. | know.”

“But some kin warriors escaped to the borders,” said |jada,
watching Wencd closdy. Her handsweretight in her 1p. “ They fought
on, our ancestors. We fought back. In time, we won. The Weald was
renewed.”

Wencd snorted. “ Audar's empire fell to the squabbles and
dupidities of his great-grandsons, not for any virtue remaining in the
Weald. What came back, a century and a half later, was a shadow and
amockery of the Old Wedld, emptied of its essences and its beauities,
stamped in the mold of Darthacan Quintarian orthodoxy. The menwho
re-created that parody of the halow kingship thought they were
restoring something, but they were too ignorant even to know what had
been lost. The great free days, the forest days, were gone, netted under
the roads and mills, cut down with the trees turned to towns, weighted
beneath the groaning stones of Audar'stemples. A hundred and fifty
years of tears and strain and blood had been spent for nothing. They
congratulated themsalves most smugly, the new kin lords, the grand rich
earl-ordainers-and archdivine-ordainers, what atravesty!-but their
vaunted throne was empty of anything but men's buttocks. They should
have been weeping in the ashes, on that day of find betrayd.”

Wence at last seemed to grow conscious of the wide-eyed
gares of both hislisteners. “Faugh! So endsthe lesson, children.” He
exhaed. “I grow morbid. It has been an ugly day, and too long. |
should go home.” Hislips compressed. “To my wife”

ljadasaid in acongricted voice, “How isshetaking it dl?’

“Not well,” Wencd conceded.



Ingrey worried suddenly how much of apush againgt ljadamight
come from that quarter. Princess Fara was one Stagthorne who might
well want blood, not money, in order to wash her own hands of a
grievous guilt. And Farasurely had not only Wencdl's ear, but her
brother Biadt's.

Wence pushed back his chair, pinched the bridge of hisnose,
and roseto hisfeet. His eyeswere dark-circled, Ingrey noticed. And
too old for hisface.

Ingrey saw him out the front, then nipped back into the parlor
and closed the door once more before the warden could reappear.
|jadawas frowning, as he seated himself beside her.

“I wonder,” she said dowly, “what dreams Wencel has been
“Hm?’
She tapped two fingers on the table edge. “He did not speak of

Bloodfield as one who has read or heard. He spoke as one who'd

“Asyou have-do you think? Y et at adifferent time.”

“My dream wasin the present, | thought. Why should he dream
of the past? Why should he dream of my menat al?’

Ingrey noted her unthinking possessive. “He seemsto fed they
are-were-his men.” He hesitated. “ His father had areputation for a
historical mania. So did hisgrandfather, | think, from some things my
father and aunt said. He was not drawn into hissires passonsasa
child, that I know, but perhaps some crept upon him as he studied their
writings later. He must have been frantic for explanations of what had
happened to him.” He added after amoment, “Have you dreamed
again of the Wounded Woods since you were there?’

She shook her head. “ Therewas no...no need. Thetask,
whatever it was, was done. It didn't need to be done twice. Nothing of
it has faded or changed since then.” Her eyes sought hisface. “ Until
you came dong, that is”



Alone asthey briefly were, Ingrey wastorn between desire and
fear of another kiss. What €l se might such acaressreved? His
bandaged hand crept toward hers and closed over it, and asmall
grateful smileflashed a him from those dizzying lips.

Her eyes narrowed. “Kin shaman. Spirit warrior.
Banner-carrier. Holytree. Why should al these symbols of the Old
Weald be resurrected here, now? We three are linked and linked
again-you and Wencel by blood and old tragedy, heand | by...recent
events, you and | by...” Shetook abreath. “We should be trying to
figureit out.”

“We should betrying to stay dive, ljadal”

“lamnot a al sure,” she said rather quietly, “that staying diveis
what thisisal about.”

His hand clutched hers on the tabletop despite the twinge of
pain. “Don't you becomefey!”

“Why not? Do you imagine feynessisonly your task?’ Her
brows twitched up in sudden amusement. “It is most becoming upon
you, | admit. Unfairly so0.” Sheleaned toward him, and he froze
between terror and joy as her lips brushed his. Only flesh on flesh this
time, only atouch of warmth.

Before he could lunge a her in aquest for holy fire, the door
clicked open. The warden entered and eyed them both, unsmiling.
Unwillingly, he rdeased |jadas hand and eased back. He was
conscious that his breath was coming too fast.

The warden sketched a curtsey. “Begging your pardon, my lord.
The earl ingtructed meto keep closeto my lady.”

“I am obliged for his congderation,” said ljada, in avoice SO
expressionless even Ingrey could not decideif it was sincere or dry.
Shetipped up and drained her beaker and set it down. “ Should we
retire again to that dull chamber?’

“If it please you, my lady, it waswhét the earl said.”
Beneath the woman's stodgy stubbornness Ingrey perceived a



real unease. The earl-ordainer's secular powers aone were enough to
overawe his servants, Ingrey supposed, but did they sense-or had they
experienced-more?

“Perhapsitisaswel toturnin early,” Ingrey conceded
reluctantly. “I must attend Lord Hetwar at the funera rites tomorrow
morming.”

ljada nodded and rose. “I should be grateful if you would wait
upon me after, and tell me of them.”

“Certanly, Lady ljada”
He watched her pass out of the parlor. It wasonly in his

overwrought fancy that the room seemed to grow darker for her going
fromit.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

T HE TEMPLE SQUARE WASALREADY CROWDED WITH COURTLY
and woul d-be-courtly mournerswhen Ingrey arrived therein the
midmorning. His eye picked out afew of Gesca's men at the outer
edges of the mob, indicating that Lord Hetwar was dready within.
Ingrey lengthened his stride and shouldered through the press. Those
who recognized him gave way a once.

The sky was abright autumn blue, and he shrugged in relief as
he stepped out of the sun into the shade of the portico. His best court
dress was heavy and atrifle hot, the somber deeveless coat swirling
about his ankles and tending to tangle with his sword. The sunbeams
shone down aso into the open centra court, where the haly fire burned
high onits plinth, and he blinked at the adjustment from light to dark to
light. He spotted Lady Hetwar, attended by Gesca and Hetwar's oldest
son, made hisway to her side, and bowed. She gave him an
acknowledging nod, her glance approving hisgarb, and shifted alittleto
make him space to loom in proper retainer's style beside Gesca at her
back. Gesca gave him anervy sdeways stare, but by no other sgn
reveded any aftereffects of their last tense encounter, and Ingrey began
to hope Gesca had kept the eerie incident to himself.



Beyond the plinth, Ingrey aso noted Rider Ulkraand some of
Prince Boleso's higher servants; good, the exiled household had arrived
in Easthome asinstructed. Ulkracast him apolite nod of greeting,
though most of the retainers who had ridden escort to Boleso's wagon
with him avoided his eyes-whether conscious of his contempt or smply
unnerved by him, Ingrey could not tell.

From a stone passage, the sound of atemple choir started up,
the echoing effect making the fine, blended voices sound appropriately
distant and doleful. At adow pace, the singing acolytes entered the
court: fivetimesfive, aquintet for each god, robed in blue, green, red,
gray, and white. The archdivine of Easthome followed solemnly. Behind
him, six greet lords carried the prince's bier. Hetwar was among them,
both kin Boarford brothers, and three more earl-ordainers.

Boleso's body wastightly wrapped in layers of herbs benesth his
perfumed princely robes, Ingrey guessed, though his swollen face was
exposed. Thedday in hisburia pushed the limits of adecomposition
that would necessitate a closed coffin. But the desth of one so highborn
demanded witnesses, the more the better, to prevent later imposters
and pretenders from troubling the resim.

The principal mournersfollowed next. Prince-marsha Biadt,
resplendent of dress and weary of face, was attended by Symark,
holding the prince-marsha’s sandard with its pennant wrapped and
bound to its saff asasign of grief. Behind them, Earl Horseriver
supported hiswife, Princess Fara. Her dark garb was plain to severity,
her brown hair drawn back and without jewels or ribbons, and her face
desthly white by contrast. She had not her brothers height, and the
long Stagthorne jaw was softened in her; she was not a beauty, but she
was a princess, and her proud carriage and presence normally made up
for any shortfall. Today shejust looked haggard andiill.

Horseriver's spirit horse seemed stopped down so tight asto be
mistakable for amere blackness of mood. | must find out from
Wencel how he does that. Ingrey began to see how Wence might
long evade the lesser among the Sighted, but he wondered at the cost.

Ingrey was relieved to see that the hallow king had not been



dragged from his sickbed and propped in some sedan chair or litter to
attend his son's funerd. It would have been too much like one bier
following another.

Ingrey trailed Lady Hetwar as shetook her placein the
procession entering the high-vaulted Son of Autumn's court. The wide,
paved spacefilled; lesser hangers-on crowded up and peeked through
the archway from the central court. The high lords set down the bier
before the Son's dtar, the choir chanted another hymn, and Archdivine
Fritine stepped forth to conduct the ceremonies of Boleso's send-off.
Ingrey widened his stance, clasped his hands behind his back, and
prepared to endure the obsequies. On the whole, and fortunately in his
view, the speakers kept their words brief and formal, with no
references to the embarrassing manner of the prince's death. Even
Hetwar restricted himself to afew platitudes about young lives cut
tragicdly short.

A rustling sounded from the central court asthe crowd parted to
alow the processon of the sacred animalsto pass. Three of the
stiff-looking groom-acolytes who led them were not the ones Ingrey
had seen the other day. Fafathe impressiveice bear had been replaced
by anotably small long-haired white cat curled tamely inthearmsof a
new woman groom in the Bastard's whites. The boy who led the
copper colt was the same as before, though; while he kept his attention
on hisanima and the archdivine, his glance did cross Ingrey's once,
above Lady Hetwar's head, and his eyes widened in darmed
recognition.

With extreme circumspection, each animal wasled to the bier to
sign the acceptance, if any, of Boleso's soul by its god. No one much
expected ablessing from the Daughter of Spring's blue hen nor the
Mother of Summer's green bird, but nerves stretched as the copper
colt wasled forth. The horse's response was ambiguous to nonexistent,
aswere those of the gray dog and the white cat. The grooms |ooked
worried. Biast appeared grim indeed, and Fara seemed ready to faint.

Was Boleso's soul sundered and damned, then, regjected by the
Son of Autumn Who was his best hope, unclaimed even by the



Bastard, doomed to drift as afading ghost? Or defiled by the spirits of
the animal's he had sacrificed and consumed, caught between theworld
of matter and the world of spirit in chill and perpetud torment, as
Ingrey had once envisioned to ljada?

The archdivine motioned Biast, Hetwar, and Learned
Lewko-who had been lurking in the background so unobtrusively even
Ingrey had not seen him before-to his side for alow-voiced
conference, and the grooms began to lead up the animals one by one
and present them again to the bier.

The heat and the tension were suddenly too much for Ingrey.
The chamber wavered and lurched before his eyes. Hisright hand
throbbed. Asquietly as he could, he stepped back to the wall to brace
his shoulders against the cool stone. It wasn't enough. As the copper
colt clopped forth once more, his eyes rolled back and he crumpled to
the pavement in aboneless hegp, the only sound afaint clank from his
scabbard.

AND THEN, ABRUPTLY, HE WAS STANDING IN THAT OTHER PLACE, that
unbounded space he had entered once before to do battle. Only it
seemed not to be a battle to which he was called now. He still wore his
court garb, hisjaw was till human...

Out of an avenue of autumn-scented trees a red-haired young
man gppeared. Hewastdl, clothed asfor ahunt in leggings and
leathers, hisbow and quiver strapped across his back. His eyeswere
bright, sparkling like awoodland stream; freckles dusted across his
nose, and his generous mouth laughed. His head was crowned with
autumn leaves, brown oak, red maple, yellow birch, and his stride was
wide. He pursed hislips and whistled, and the sharp sweet sound
pierced Ingrey's spirit like an arrow.

Bounding out of the mists, agreat dark wolf with silver-tipped
fur ran to the youth's S de, jaws agape, tongue lolling foolishly; the huge
beast crouched at hisfeet, licked hisleg, rolled to one side and let the
red-haired youth crouch and thump and rub its belly. A collar of
autumn leaves much like the youth's crown circled the thick fur of its



neck. The wolf seemed to laugh, too, asthe youth stood once more,
legs braced.

Pacing in amore dignified manner, but till eagerly, the spotted
leopard appeared. |jada, looking bewildered, walked besideit. The
leopard's neck was bound with agarland of autumn flowers, al purple
and deep ydlow, and aplaited chain of them ran up to circle ljadas
wrigt like aleash, but which was leader and which was led was not
clear. ljadawore the spotted yellow dressin which Ingrey had first
seen her, the one sheld been wearing during the nightmare of Boleso's
death, but the bloodstains were fresh and red, shimmering like rubies
embroidered across her breast. Her expression, as she saw the youth's
bright face, changed from bewildered to wide-eyed, exalted, and
terrified. The leopard rubbed againgt the youth'slegs on the other side
from thewolf, nearly knocking him over, and its rumbling purr sawed
through the air like some serrated song.

The youth gestured; Ingrey's and |jada's heads turned.

Prince Boleso stood before them in an agonized pardysis. He,
too, wore what held been found in the night he'd died: a short coat and
daubs of paint and powder across hiswaxy skin. The muted colors
made Ingrey's head ache; they clashed, not rightly composed. They
reminded Ingrey of an ignorant man, hearing another language,
responding with mouthed gibberish, or of achild, not yet ableto write,
scribbling eager sensaless scrawls across apage in imitation of an older
brother's hand.

Boleso's skin seemed trand ucent to Ingrey's eyes. Beneath his
ribs, aswirling darkness barked and yammered, grunted and whined.
Boar there was, and dog, wolf, stag, badger, fox, hawk, even a
terrified housecat. An early experiment? Power there was, yes; but
chaos even greater, an unholy din. He remembered |jada's description:
His very mind seemed a menagerie, howling.

The god said softly, “He cannot enter My gates bearing these.”

|jada stepped forward, her hands held out in tentative
supplication. “What would Y ou have of us, my lord?’



The god's eye took in them both. “Free him, if it be your will,
that he may enter in.”

“Y ou would have us choose the fate of another?’ she asked
breethlesdy. “Not just hislife, but his eternity?’

The Son of Autumn tilted hiswreathed head atrifle. “Y ou chose
for him once, did you not?’

Her lips parted, closed, set alittle, in fear or awe.

He ought to fed that awe, too, Ingrey supposed. Ought to be
fdling to hisknees. Instead he was dizzy and angry. With apiercing
regret, he envied ljada her exatation even as he resented it. Asthough
Ingrey saw the sun through a pinhole in a piece of canvas, while ljada
saw the orb entire. But if my eyes were wider, would this Light blind
me?

“Y ou would-you would take him into Y our heaven, my lord?’
asked Ingrey in astonishment and outrage. “He dew, not in defense of
hisown life, but in malice and madness. He tried to steal powers not
rightly givento him. If | guessright, he plotted the deeth of hisown
brother. He would have raped ljada, if he could, and killed again for his
sport!”

The Son held up his hands. Luminescent, they seemed, asif
dappled by autumn sun reflecting off a stream into shade. “My grace
flowsfrom these asariver, wolf-lord. Would you have me doleit out in
the exact measure that men earn, as from an gpothecary's dropper?
Would you stand in pure water to your waist, and administer it by the
scant spoon to men dying of thirst on a parched shore?’

Ingrey stood silent, abashed, but ljada lifted her face, and said
geadily, “No, my lord, for my part. Give him to theriver. Tumble him
down in the thunder of Y our cataract. Hislossisno gain of mine, nor
his dark deserving any joy tome.”

The god smiled brilliantly at her. Tearsdid down her facelike
slver threads: like benedictions.

“Itisunjust,” whispered Ingrey. “Unfair to dl who-who would



try todorightly....”

“Ah, but I am not the god for justice,” murmured the Son.
“Would you both stand before My Father instead?’

Ingrey swallowed nervoudy, not at dl sure the question was
rhetorical, or what might happen if he said yes. “Let |jadas be the
choosing, then. | will abide.”

“Alas, more shdl be required of you than to stand aside and act
not, wolf-lord.” The god gestured to Boleso. “He cannot enter in my
gates so burdened with these mutilated spirits. Thisis not their proper
door. Hunt them from him, Ingrey.”

Ingrey stared through the bars of Boleso'sribs. “ Clean this
cage?’

“If you prefer that metaphor, yes.” The god's copper eyebrows
twitched, but his eyes, beneath them, glinted with a certain dark humor.
Wolf and leopard now sat on their haunches on either side of those dim
booted legs, staring slently at Ingrey with deep, unblinking eyes.

Ingrey swdlowed. “How?’
“Cdl themforth.”
“I...do not understand.”

“Do asyour ancestors did for each other, in the purifying last
rites of the Old Wedld. Did you not know? Even as they washed and
wrapped each body for buria, the kin shamans|ooked after the souls
of their own. Each helped his comrade, whether smple spirit warrior or
great mage, through Our gates, at the end of thelr lives, and looked to
be helped soin turn. A chain of hand to hand, of voiceto voice,
cleansad souls flowing in an unending stream.” The god'svoice
softened. “ Call my unhappy crestures out, Ingrey kin Wolfcliff. Sing
them to their rest.”

Ingrey stood facing Boleso. The prince's eyes were wide and
pleading. | imagine ljada's eyes were wide and pleading that night,
too. What mercy did she get from you, my graceless prince?



Besides, | cannot sing worth a damn.

|jada's eyes were on him, now, Ingrey redized. Confident with
hope.

| have no mercy in me, lady. So | shall borrow some from
youl.

Hetook abreath, and reached down into himsdf farther than
he'd yet done before. Keep it simple. Picked out one swirl by eye,
held out his hand, and commanded, “ Come.”

Thefirg beast's spirit soun out through hisfingers, wild and
distraught, and fled away. He glanced at the god. “Where-?’

A wave of those radiant fingersreassured him. “It iswell. Go

on.
“Come..”

One by one, the dark streams flowed out of Boleso and melted
into the night. Morning. Whatever thiswas. They dl floated in a now
somewhere outside of time, Ingrey thought. At last Boleso stood before
him, till silent, but freed of the dark smears.

The red-haired god appeared riding the copper colt, and
extended ahand to the prince. Boleso flinched, staring up in doubt and
fear, and ljada's breath caught. But then he climbed quietly up behind.
Hisface held much wonder, if littlejoy.

“I think heis gtill soul-wounded, my lord,” said Ingrey, watching
in bare comprehension.

“Ah, but | know an excedllent Physician for him, wherewe are
going.” Thegod laughed, dazzlingly.

“My lord-" Ingrey began, asthe god made to turn the unbridled
horse.
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“If each kin shaman ddlivered the next, and him thenext...” He
swallowed harder. “What happensto the last shaman | ft?’



TheLord of Autumn stared enigmatically down a him. He
extended one lucent finger, stopping just short of brushing Ingrey's
forehead. For amoment, Ingrey thought he was not going to answer at
al, but then he murmured, “We shdl haveto find out.”

He clapped his heelsto the copper colt's sides, and was gone.

INGREY BLINKED.

Hewaslying on hard pavement, his body haf-straightened,
staring up at the curve of the dome of the Son's court. Staring up a a
ring of startled faces staring down at him: Gesca, a concerned Lady
Hetwar, a couple of men he did not know.

“What happened?’ whispered Ingrey.
“Youfainted,” said Gesca, frowning.
“No-what happened at the bier? Just now?’

“The Lord of Autumn took Prince Boleso,” said Lady Hetwar,
glancing over her shoulder. “Thet pretty red colt nuzzled him al over-it
wasvery clear. To everyonesrelief.”

“Yes. Hdf themen | know were betting he'd go to the Bastard.”
A twisted grin flitted over Gescasface.

Lady Hetwar cast him aquelling frown. “That is not afit subject
for wagering, Gesca.”

“No, my lady,” Gescaagreed, dutifully erasing hissmirk.

Ingrey hitched up to St leaning againgt thewall. Themation
made the chamber spin in dow jerks, and he squeezed his eyes shut,
then opened them again. He had felt numb and bodiless during his
vision, but now he was shuddering in waves radiating out from the pit of
his belly, though he did not fed cold. Asthough his body had
experienced some shock that his mind was denied.

Lady Hetwar leaned forward and pressed a stern materna hand
to hisdamp brow. “Areyouill, Lord Ingrey?Y ou do fed rather warm.”

“I...” Hewas about to firmly deny any such weakness, then



thought better of it. He wanted nothing more passionately than to
remove himsdf from thisfraught scene at once. “...fear so, my lady.
Pray excuse me, and excuse meto your lord husband.” 1 must find
ljada. He clambered to hisfeet and began to fed hisway aong the
wall. “1 would rather not pitch up my breakfast on the templefloor in
themiddleof dl this”

“Indeed not,” she agreed fervently. “Go on, quickly. Gesca, help
him.” Shewaited just long enough to see Gescagrasp hisarm, then
turned back to her son.

Over by the dtar, the choir was again singing, forming up to lead
the procession out, and people were beginning to shuffle themselves
back into their positions. Ingrey was grateful for the covering noise.
Across the crowd, he thought he saw Learned Lewko crane his neck
toward hisdisruption, but he did not meet the divine's eyes. Keeping to
thewalls, haf for support and haf to skim around the throng, he made
his escape. By the time they exited the portico, he was towing Gesca.

“Leaveme,” he gasped, shaking off Gescas hand.
“But Ingrey, Lady Hetwar said-"

He didn't even need the weirding voice; Gescarecoiled at his
glower done. He stood staring in bewilderment as Ingrey weaved away
through the crowded square.

By the time Ingrey reached the stairway down to Kingstown, he
was nearly running. He bolted down the endless steps two and three at
atime, at risk of tumbling head over tail. By the time he passed over the
covered creek, he was running, hislong coat flapping around his boot
hedls. By the time he pounded on the door of the narrow house, and
stood amoment with his hands on his knees, wheezing for bresth, he
had nearly made hislieto Lady Hetwar true; his somach was heaving
amost as much as hislungs. Hefdl through the door as the astonished
porter opened it.

“Lady ljadarwhereis she?’

Before the porter could speak, athumping on the stairs
answered his question. ljadaflew down them, the warden in her train



crying, “Lady, you should not, come back and lie down again-"

Ingrey straightened, grasping her hands as she grasped his. “ Did
you"

“ I m_n

“Come!” Heyanked her into the parlor. “ Leave us!” he
shouted back over his shoulder. Porter, porter's boy, warden, and
housemaid al blew back like leavesin astorm gust. Ingrey dammed
the door upon them.

The handgrip turned into a shaken embrace, havinginit very
little romance but agreat dedl of terror. Ingrey was not sure which of
them was trembling more. “What did you see?’

“I saw Him, Ingrey, | heard Him. Not adream thistime, not a
fragrance in the dark-a daylight vision, clear.” She pushed him back to
gareinto hisface. “And | saw you.” Her look turned to disbelief,
though not, apparently, of her vison. “Y ou stood face-to-face with a
god, and you could find nothing better to do than to argue with Him!”
She gripped and shook his shoulders. “Ingrey!”

“Hetook Boleso-"

“I saw! Oh, grace of the Son, my transgression was lifted from
me.” Tearswere running down her rea face, asthey had her dream
face. “By your grace, too, oh, Ingrey, such adeed...” Shewaskissing
hisface, cool lips dipping across hot swest on hisbrow, hiseydids, his
cheeks.

Hefdl back alittle, and said through gritted teeth, “I don't do
this sort of thing. These things do not happen to me.”

She stared. “ They happen to you rather alot, I'd say.”

“No! Yes...Godd | fed asthough I've become some unholy
lightning rod in the middle of athunderstorm. Miracles, | haveto stay
away from funeral miracles, they dodge aside from their targetsand
comeat me. | don't, | cant...”

Her left hand squeezed hisright. Shelooked down. “Oh!”



The wretched bandage was soaked again. Wordlesdy, she
turned to the sideboard, rooted briefly in adrawer, and found alength
of linen. “Here, St.” She drew him to the table, stripped off thered rag,
and wrapped hishand moretightly. Their mutua wheezing was dying
down at last. She had not run across haf of Easthome, but he did not
question her bresthlessness.

“A physician should look at thet,” she said, knotting the cloth.
“It'snot right.”

“I won't say you're mistaken.”

She leaned forward and pushed alock of sweat-dampened hair
off hisforehead. Her gaze searched hisface, for what he did not know.
Her expression softened. “1 may have murdered Boleso-”

“No, only killed.”

“But thanksto you | did not encompass his sundering from the
gods. It's something. No smdl thing.”

“Aye. If you say s0.” For her, then. If hisactions had pleased
|jada, perhaps they were worthwhile. Ijadaand the Son. “That wasit,
then. That was what we were chivvied herefor. Boleso's undeserved
redemption. We have accomplished the god's will, and now it's over,
and we are discarded to our fates.”

Her lipscurved up. “That's very Ingrey of you, Ingrey. Always
look on the dark side.”

“Someone hasto beredidtic, in the midst of this madness!”

Now her brows rose, too. She was laughing a him. “ Utterly
bleak and black is not the sum of redlism. All the other colorsarered,
too. It was my undeserved redemption aswell.”

He ought to fed offended. Not buoyed up by her laughter asif
floating in some bubbling hot spring.

Shetook abreath. “Ingrey! If one soul trapped in the world by
an anchor of animalsis such an agony to the gods that they make
miracles out of, of such unlikely hel pers as us, what must four thousand



such soulsbe?”
“Y ou think of your Wounded Woods? Y our dream?’
“1 don't think we're done. | don't think we're even started yet!”

Ingrey moistened hislips. He followed her jump of inspiration,
yes. Hewished it wasn't so easy to do. If freeing one such soul had
been an experience of muted terror to him...“Nor shal webe, if | am
burned and you are hanged. | do not say you are wrong, but first things
firg.”

She shook her head in passionate denid. “1 <till do not
understand what iswanted of me. But | saw what iswanted of you. If
your great-wolf has made you atrue shaman of the Weald, the very
last-and the god's own Voice said it was so-then you are their last hope
indeed. A purification-the men who fell a Bloodfield were never
purified, never released. We need to go there.” Shejerked in her seat
asif ready to leap up and run out the door at once and down the
morning road on foot.

His hands tightened on hers, asmuch to hold her in place as
anything. “I would point out, we have afew hindrances here. You are
arrested and bound for tria, and | am your arresting officer.”

“Y ou offered to smuggle me away once before. Now | know
wherel Don't you see?’ Her eyeswere &fire.

“And then what? We would be pursued and dragged back,
perhaps even before we could do anything, and your case would be
worse than before, and | would be wrenched from you. Let us solve
this problem in Easthomefirg, then go. That isthelogical order of
things. If your men have waited four hundred yearsfor you, they can
surely wait alittle longer.”

“Can they?’ Her brows drew down in adeep frown. “Do you
know this? How?’

“We must concentrate on one problem at atime, the most urgent
firs”

Her right hand touched her heart. “ This fedds most urgent to me.”



Ingrey'sjaw set. Just because she was passionate and loving and
beautiful and god-touched didn't mean shewasright in al things.

More than god-touched. Personally redeemed by miraculous
intervention. No wonder she seemed a conflagration just now. He
might mdlt in her radiance.

But only redeemed in her soul and sin. Her body and crime were
gill hostage to the world of matter and Easthome politics. Whatever he
was cdled to, it was not to follow her into plain folly.

He drew breath. “I did not dream your dream of the Woods. |
have only your-admittedly vivid-description to go on. Ghostsfade,
starved of nourishment from their former bodies. Why have not these?
Do you imagine they've been stuck in the blasted trees for four
centuries?’

Hed meant it for half ajoke, but shetook it wholly serioudy. “I
think so. Or something of a sort. Something dive must be sugtaining
them in the world of matter. Remember what Wence said, about the
gredt rite that Audar interrupted?’

“I don't trust anything Wencel says.”
Sheregarded him doubtfully. “Hesyour cousin.”

Ingrey couldn't decide if she meant that as an argument for or
agang theearl.

“I do not understand Wencel,” ljada continued, “ but that rang
trueto me, it rang in my bones. A grest rite that bound the spirit
warriorsto the Wedd itself for their sustenance, until their victory was
achieved.” A most unsettled, and unsettling, look stole over her face.
“But they never achieved victory, did they? And the Wedld that came
back, in the end, was not what they'd lost, but something new. Wencel
saysit wasabetraya, though | do not seeit. It was not their world to
choose, anymore.”

A knock sounded on the street door of the narrow house,
making Ingrey flinch in surprise. The porter's shuffle and low voice
sounded through the walls, the words blurred but the tone protesting.



Ingrey'steeth clamped iniirritation at the untimely interruption. Now
what?

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

A PERFUNCTORY RAP SHIVERED THE PARLOR DOOR,AND IT SANUNQ

inward. The porter's voice carried from the hall, “ ...no, Learned, you
daren't go in there! The wolf-lord ordered us not-"

Learned Lewko stepped around the frame and closed the door
firmly on the porter's panicked babble. He was dressed as Ingrey had
glimpsed him earlier that morning, in the white robes of hisorder,
cleaner and newer than what hed worn in his dusty office but ill
unmarked with any rank. Unobtrusive: againgt the busy background of
Templetown, surdy nearly invisble. He was not exactly wheezing, but
hisface wasflushed, asif held been waking quickly in the noon sun.
He paused to reorder hisrobes and his breathing, his gaze on Ingrey
and |jada penetrating and disturbed.

“l anonly a petty saint,” hesad a last, Sgning himsdf, his
touch lingering on hisheart, “but that was unmistakable.”

Ingrey moistened hislips. “How many others there saw, do you
know?’

“Asfar asl| know, | wasthe only Sighted one present.” Hetilted
hishead. “Do you know any differently?’

Wencdl . If there had been signs apparent to Lewko, Ingrey
rather thought Wencel could not have been unaware. “1'm not sure.”

Lewko wrinkled hisnosein suspicion.
ljadasaid tentetively, “Ingrey...?’

“Ah.” Ingrey jumped to hisfeet to perform introductions, grateful
to take refuge for amoment in formality. “Lady |jada, thisis Learned
Lewko. | have, um...told you each something of the other. Learned,
will you st...7" He offered the third chair. “We expected you.”

“| fear | cannot say the same of you.” Lewko sighed and sank



down, flapping one hand briefly to cool hisface. “Infact, you become
more unexpected by the hour.”

Ingrey'slips quirked up in brief gppreciation as he sat again by
ljada. “To mysdlf aswdll. | did not know...l did not intend...What did
you see? From your side?’ He did not mean, from Lewko's side of the
chamber, but from thelook on the divine's face Ingrey had no need to
explain that.

Lewko drew breeth. “When the animaswere first presented at
the prince's bier, | feared an ambiguous outcome. We do try to avoid
those; they are most distressing to the relatives. Disastrous, in this case.
The groom-acolytes are normally under ingtruction to, ah, amplify their
cresturés sgns, for clarity. Amplify, mind you, not substitute or dter. |
fear that this habit became mideading to some, and led to that attempt
at fraud the day before yesterday. Or so our later inquiries revea ed.
None of the orders was pleased to learn that thiswas not the first time
recently that some of our people let themsalves be tempted by worldly
bribes or threats. Such corruption feeds on its own successwhen it
meets no correction.”

“Did they not fear their gods wrath?” asked ljada.

“Even the wrath of the gods requires some human opportunity
by which to manifest itsdf.” Lewko's eye gauged Ingrey. “ Asthe wrath
of the gods goes, your performance the other day was remarkably
effective, Lord Ingrey. Never have | seen aconspiracy unravel itsalf
and scramble to confession with such aacrity.”

“ S0 happy to be of service,” Ingrey growled. He hesitated. “ This
morning was the second time. The second god I've...crossed, in three
days. Theice bear now seems a prelude-your god wasthere, within
the accursed cresture.”

“So He should be, for afuneral miracle, if it be atrue one”

“I heard avoicein my mind when | faced the bear.”

Lewko dtiffened. “What did it say? Can you remember exactly?’
“I can scarcely forget. | see my Brother's pup isin better pelt,



now. Good. Pray continue. And then the voice laughed.” Ingrey
added irritably, “1t did not seem very helpful.” And more quigtly, “It
frightened me. | now think | was not frightened enough.”

Lewko sat back, breathing out through pursed lips.
“Was it your god, in the bear? Do you think?’ Ingrey prodded.

“Oh”-Lewko waved his hands-“to be sure. Signs of the
Bastard's holy presence tend to be unmistakable, to those who know
Him. The screaming, the dtercations, the people running in circles-all
that was lacking was something bursting into flame, and | was not
entirdly sure for amoment you weren't going to provide that, aswell.”
He added consolingly, “The acolyte's scorches should hed in afew
days, though. He does not dare complain of his punishment.”

ljadaraised her brows.

Ingrey cleared histhroat. “1t was not your god this morning,
though.”

“No. Perhapsfortunately. Wasit the Son of Autumn? | saw only
alittle tir by thewall when you collapsed, afdt Presence, and aflare
like orangefire as the colt sgned the body at last. Not,” he added,
“seen with my eyes, you know.”

“I know now,” sighed Ingrey. “ljadawasthere. In my vison.”
Lewko's head whipped around.

“Let her tell of it,” Ingrey continued. “It was her...it was her
miracle, | think.” Not mine.

“Y ou two shared thisvison?’ said Lewko in astonishment. “ Tdll
m”

She nodded, stared amoment at Lewko asif determining to
trust him, glanced again at Ingrey, and began: “It came upon me by
surprise. | wasin my room upstairs, here. | felt odd and hot, and | felt
mysdlf sink to the floor. My warden thought | had fainted, and lifted me
to my bed. The other time, at Red Dike, | was more aware of my
body's true surroundings, but thistime...I waswholly inthevison. The



first thing | saw was Ingrey, in his court dress-what he wears now, buit |
had never seen it before.” She paused, eyeing hisgarb asif about to
add some other comment, but then shook her head and went on. “His
wolf ran at his hedls. Great and dark, but so handsome! | was leashed
by achain of flowersto my leopard, and it pulled me forward. And
then the god came from the trees...”

Her level voice recounted the events much as Ingrey had
experienced them, if from another angle of view. Her voice shook a
little as she quoted the god's words. Verbatim, as nearly asIngrey
could recall-it seemed she shared the effect held fdlt, of speech that
wroteitsdf acrossthe mind in letters of everlagting fire. He looked
away when many of his own graceless comments were quoted back at
him aswdll, and set histeeth.

Tears glistened at the corners of her eyesas shefinished, “...and
Ingrey asked him what happensto the last shaman |eft, if there are none
to ddiver him, but the god did not say. It dmost seemed asif He did
not know.” She swallowed.

Lewko leaned his elbows on the table and rubbed his eyeswith
the heds of hishands. “Complications,” he muttered, not gpprovingly.
“Now | remember why | fear to open lettersfrom Halana.”

Ingrey asked, “Could this affect |jadas case, do you think? If it
should be brought to testimony? How goes the preparation for her
case?| think-1 am guessing-you hear dl such newsearly.” If Lewko's
subtle resemblances to Hetwar extended beyond age and style, that is.

“Oh, aye. Temple gossip isworse than court gossip, | swear.”
Lewko sucked on hislower lip. “1 believe the Father's Order has
empanded five judgesfor the pretria inquiry.”

That initself was news of significance; minor cases, or casesthat
were to be treated as minor, would only get three such judges, or one,
or if the accused was especidly unlucky, ajunior acolyte just learning
histrade. “ Do you know anything of their characters?” Or against
them?

Lewko raised abrow at that question. “Highborn men,



experienced in capital cases. Serious-minded. They will probably begin
to question witnesses as early astomorrow.”

“Huh,” said Ingrey. 1 saw that Rider Ulkrahad arrived. All of
Prince Boleso's household will have come from Boar's Head with him.
Nothing to delay theinquiry, then. Will they cal meto testify?’

“Asyou were not there at the time of the prince's death, perhaps
not. Do you wish to spesk?’

“Perhaps...not. I'm not sure. How experienced are these serious
men in matters of the uncanny?’

Lewko grunted and sat back. “Now, that's ways a problem.”
ljadawas following thiswith afrown. “Why?’

He cast her ameasuring glance. “ So much of the uncanny-or the
holy, for that matter-isinward experience. As such, testimony about it
tends to be tainted. People lie. People delude themselves, or others.
People are swayed or frightened or convinced they have seen things
they have not. People are, frankly, sometimes smply mad. Every young
judge of the Father's Order soon learnsthat if he wereto dismissall
such testimony at the first, he would not only save endlesstime and
aggravation, hewould be right nine times out of ten, or better. So the
conditions for acceptance of such clamsin law have become strict. As
arule, three Temple senstives of good reputation must vouch for each
other and the testimony.”

“You are a Temple sengtive, are you not?’ she said.
“I amonly onesuch.”
“There arethreein thisroom!”

“Mm, senditive perhaps, but somewhat lacking the further
qudificationsof Temple and good reputation, | fear.” Hisdry glance
fell asmuch on Ingrey asljada

Hallana, it occurred to Ingrey, might be another valid witness.
But difficult at present to call upon. Although if he wanted adelaying
tactic, sending al the way to Suttleaf for her would be one, to be sure.



Hefiled the thought away.

ljada rubbed her forehead, and asked plaintively, “Do you not
believe us, Learned?’

Lewko'slips compressed. “Yes. Yes, | do, Bastard help me.
But belief enough for private action, and evidence sufficient for a court
of law, aretwo separate things.”

“Private action?’ said Ingrey. “ Do you not speek for the
Temple, Learned?’

He made an equivoca gesture. 1 both stand within and
administer Temple disciplines. | am aso barely god-touched, though
enough to know better than to wish for more. | am never sureif my
ardic abilitiesare my fallureto receive, or Hisfalureto give” He
sghed. “Y our master Hetwar has dways resisted understanding this.
He plagues me for aid with unsuitable tasks and didikes my telling him
no. My order's sorcerers are at his disposd; the gods are not.”

“Do you tell him no?” asked Ingrey, impressed.

“Frequently.” Lewko grimaced. “ Asfor great saints-no one
commands them. The wise Temple-man just follows them around and
waitsto see what will happen.”

Lewko looked briefly introgpective: Ingrey wondered what
experiences he might have had in thisregard. Something both rare and
searing, at aguess. Ingrey said, “1 am no saint of any kind.”

“Nor |,” said ljadafervently. “And yet...”

Lewko glanced up at them both. “Y ou say true. And yet. You
have both been more god-touched than anyone in the strength of such
willsought to be. It isthe abnegation of sdf-will that gives room for the
godsto enter the world through saints. The rumors of their spirit
animals making the Old Wea d warriors more open to their gods,
mediating grace as the sacred funeral beasts do for us, have suddenly
grown more convincing tome.”

So is my dispensation as much in danger as Wencel asserts?
Ingrey decided to probe the question more obliquely. “ljadais no more



respong ble for recelving the spirit of her leopard than | was my wolf's.
Othersimposed it upon her. Cannot she be granted a dispensation like
mine? It makes no sense to save her from one capita charge only to
lose her to another.”

“Aninteresting question,” said Lewko. “What does Sealmaster
Hetwar say of it?”’

“I have not mentioned the leopard to Lord Hetwar yet.”
Lewko's brows went up.

“He does not like complications,” Ingrey said weekly.
“Whét are you playing &, Lord Ingrey?’

“I would not have mentioned it to you, except Hallanas letter
forced my hand.”

“Y ou might have undertaken to lose that missive on the way,”
Lewko pointed out mildly. Wistfully?

“| thought of that,” Ingrey confessed. “It seemed but a
temporary expedient.” He added, “I could ask the same question of
you. Pardon, Learned, but it seemsto me your dlegianceto therules
flexesoddly.”

Lewko held up his outspread hand and wriggledit. “Itis
murmured that the thumb is sacred to the Bastard because it isthe part
He puts upon the scales of justice to tip them Hisway. Thereismore
truth than humor inthisjoke. Y et dmost every ruleisinvented out of
some prior disaster. My order has an arsend of rules accumulated so,
Lord Ingrey. We arm oursalves as needed.”

Making Lewko equdly unpredictable asdly or enemy, Ingrey
reglized unhappily.

|jadalooked up as another knock sounded at the street door.
Ingrey's breath stopped at the sudden fear it might be Wencd,
following up thismorning's events as swiftly as Lewko, but judging from
the muffled arguing in the porter's voice, it could not be the earl. At
length, the door swung inward, and the porter warily announced,



“Messenger for Learned Lewko, m'lord.”
“Very well,” said Ingrey, and the porter retreated in relief.

A man dressed in the tabard of Prince Boleso's household
shouldered past him; a servant, judging by the rest of his clothes, his
lack of asword, and hisirresolute air. Middle-aged, alittle stooped,
with ascraggly beard framing hisface. “Y our pardon, Learned, it is
urgent that | speek-" Hiseyefdl on Ingrey, and widened with apparent
recognition; his voice ran down abruptly. “ Oh.”

Ingrey's return stare was blank, at first. His blood seemed to bail
up in his head, and he redlized that he smelled ademon, that distinctive
rain-and-lightning odor, spinning tightly within this man. One of
Lewko's sorcerersin disguise, reporting Temple businessto his master?
No, for Lewko's expression was as devoid of recognition as Ingrey's,
though hisbody had stiffened. He smells the demon, too, or sensesiit
somehow.

It was the voice more than the appearance that did it. Ingrey's
mind's eye scraped away the beard and eeven years from the servant's
face. “You!”

The servant choked.

Ingrey stood up so fast his chair fell over and banged on the
floor. The servant, aready backing up, shrieked, whirled, and fled back
out the door, damming it behind him.

“Ingrey, what-?" |jada began.

“It's Cunril!” Ingrey flung over hisshoulder at her, and gave
chese.

By the time Ingrey wrenched open both doors and stood in the
street, the man had disappeared around the curve, but the echo of
running footsteps and a passerby's astonished stare told Ingrey the
direction. He flung back his coat, put his hand on his sword, and
dashed after, rounding the houses just in time to see Cunil cast a
frightened look back and duck into aside street. Ingrey swung after
him, his stride lengthening. Could youth and fury outrun middie age and



terror?

The manisa sorcerer. What in five gods namesam | going
to doif I catch him? Ingrey gritted histeeth and set the question aside
as he bore down on Cumril, his hand stretching for the man's collar. He
made his grab, yanked back, whipped the man around, and flung him
againg the nearest wal with aloud thump, following up to pin him there
with theweight of hisbody and glare.

Cumril was gasping and whimpering: “No, no, help...!”

“So enspell me, why don't you?’ Ingrey snarled. Sorcerers and
shamans, Wencd had said, were old rivasfor power. With the dizzied
remains of his reason, Ingrey wondered which was the stronger, and if
he was about to test the question.

“| darenot! 1t will ascend, and endave me again!”

This response was peculiar enough to give Ingrey pause; helet
his hand, now clenched on Cumril'sthroat, ease somewhat. “What?’

“The demon will t-takemeagain, if | try to cdl onit,” Cumril
stammered. “Y ou need, need, need have no fear of me, Lord Ingrey.”

“By my father'sagony, thereverseisnot true.”
Cumril swallowed, looking away. “I know.”
Ingrey's grip eased yet more. “Why are you here?’

“| followed the divine. From the temple. | saw him in the crowd.
| want to, | was going to try to, | meant to surrender myself to him. |
wasn't expecting you.”

Ingrey stood back, his brows climbing toward his hairline. “Well,
| have no objection to that. Come dong, then.”

Keeping agrip on Cunmil'sarm just in case, Ingrey led him back
to the narrow house. Cumril was pale and trembling, but ashe
recovered his breath, hisinitia shock seemed to pass off. By thetime
Ingrey pushed him through the door of the parlor and closed it again
behind them, Cumril had revived enough to shoot him alook of
resentment before he straightened his tabard and stood before L ewko.



“Learned. Blessed One. I, 1, 1...”

Lewko's eyes wereintent. He motioned to Ingrey's abandoned
chair, which ljada set upright. “ St. Cunril, isit?’

“Yes, Learned.” Cumril sank down. ljadareturned to her own
seqt; Ingrey folded hisarms and leaned againgt the nearby wall.

Lewko pressed his pam to Cumril'sforehead. Ingrey was not at
all surewhat passed between the two, but Cumril eased back yet
more, and the demon-scent grew weaker. His panting dackened, and
his gaze, wandering to some middle distance, bespoke the lifting of an
invisble burden.

“Areyou truly of Prince Boleso's household?’ Ingrey asked,
nodding to the tabard.

Cumril'seyesrefocused on Ingrey. “Yes. Or | was. He, he, he

passed me off as hisbody servant.”

“S0, you weretheillicit sorcerer who aided himin hisforbidden
rites. I...it was guessed one must exist. But | never saw you & Boar's
Heed.”

“No, I made very sureyou, you, you did not.” Cumril gulped.
“Rider Ulkraand the household arrived herelate last night. | had no
other way to get back to Easthome except with them. I, | could not
come sooner.” Thislast seemed to be addressed to Lewko.

“Did anyone ese of Boleso's household know what you redly
were?’ Ingrey pressed.

“No, only the prince. I-my demon-insisted upon secrecy. One of
the few timesitswill overrode Boleso's”

“Perhaps,” Lewko interrupted gently, “you should begin at the
beginning, Cunril.”

Cumril hunched. “Which beginning?’
“The burning of acertain confesson might do.”
Cumril's gaze shot up. “How did you know about that?’



“I reessembled it for the inquiry. With greet difficulty.”

“| should think so!” Cumril's obvious fear of Lewko gave way to
something like professona awe.

Lewko held up arestraining finger. “It was my guessthat the
destruction of that document marked the loss of your control over your

power.”

Cumril ducked hishead in anod. “It was s0, Blessed One. And
the beginning of my, my, my davery.”

“Ah.” A brief amile of satisfaction tugged Lewko'slipsat this
confirmation of histheory.

“I will not say the beginning of my nightmare,” Cumril continued,
“for it was blackest nightmare before. But in my despair after the
disagters at Birchgrove, my demon ascended and took control of my
body and mind. I, we, it fled with my body, which it was overjoyed to
possess, and we began a strange existence. Exile. Always, itsfirst
concern wasto keep out of sight of the Temple, and then, onto
whatever erratic pleasuresin matter the thing desired. Which were not
awayswhat | would call pleasures. The monthsit decided to
experiment with pain were the worst” -Cumril shuddered in
memory-“but that pass, pass, passed off like every other passion.
Fortunately. | swear it had the mindfulness of amayfly. When Boleso
found...us...and pressed usinto his service, it became quite rebellious
initsboredom, but it dared not thwart him. He had ways of asserting
hiswill.”

Lewko moistened hislips and leaned forward. “How did you
regain control? For that isavery rare thing to happen, after asorcerer's
demon has turned upon him.”

Cumril nodded, and glanced somewhet fearfully at ljada. “ It was
her.”

ljada looked astonished. “What?’

“The night Boleso died, | wasin the next chamber. To assst him
in engpelling the leopard. There was aknothole in thewal, from which



we could remove the knot and look and listen through.”

ljada's expression congealed. Cumril flinched under it. Was he,
however demonized, to have been awet-lipped spectator to her rape?
Ingrey's hand, which had been idly caressing his sword hilt, tightened
upon it.

Cumril bore up under their speculative glowers, and continued,
“Boleso believed that the anima spirits hetook inwould alow himto
bind each kin to himsdlf. He had a, g, theory that the leopard was your
kin animal, Lady ljada, by reason of your father's Chalionese
bloodlines. He meant to useit to bind your mind and will to his, to
make you his perfect paramour. Partly, partly for lust, partly to test his
powers before he took them into the arena of politics, partly because
he was haf-mad with suspicion of everyone by thistime and only by
such iron control dared to have any woman so close to his person.”

“No wonder,” said ljada, her voice shaking alittle, “hetook no
trouble to court me.”

Lewko sad quietly, “ That was grave sn and blasphemy indeed,
to attempt to seize another's will. Free will is sacred even to the gods.”

“Wasthe leopard spirit meant to go into ljada, then?’ asked
Ingrey, puzzled. “Did you put it there?” As you once gave me my
wolf?

“No!” Cumril fel slent amoment, then gathered himsdlf again.
“Boleso took it, had just taken it, when the lady fought free from under
him. And then...something happened that no one controlled. | know
not by what courage she seized the war hammer and struck him, but
death, death opensthe world to the gods. It al happened a once, ina
moment. | was still working upon the leopard as Boleso's soul wastorn
from hisbody, and the god. . .the shock. ..my demon...Boleso's soul
struggled wildly, but could not get free of its defilements elther to
advance or retreat from the Presence.

“Theleopard, so barely anchored, wastorn from him, and fell
into...no, was called into thelady. | heard amusic like hunting hornsin
adistant dawn, and my heart seemed to burst with the sound. And my



demon fell screaming in terror from it, and released its hold upon my
mind, and fled in the only direction it could, inward and inward into a
tight knot. It cowersthere still”-he touched his chest-“but | do not
know for how long.” He added after amoment, “Then | ran away and
hid in my room. | wept so hard | could not bregthe, for atime.” Hewas
weeping again now, aquiet sniveling, rocking in hischair.

Lewko blew out his breath and rubbed the back of his neck.

From his place by thewall, Ingrey growled, “1 would know of
an erlier beginning, Cumril.”

Cumril looked, if possible, more fearful, but he ducked his head
in acquiescence.

Ingrey breathed exhilaration and dread. Finally, some truths. He
contemplated the miserable sorcerer. Maybe some truths. “How came
you to my father? Or did he cometo you?’

“Lord Ingaef cameto me, my lord.”
Ingrey frowned; Lewko nodded.

“Hissgter Lady Horseriver had fled to himin greet fear, begging
hisaid. She had afrantic tae of her son Wence having become
possessed by an evil spirit of the Old Wedd.”

Lewko's head came up. “Wencdl!”

Ingrey choked back a curse. In one sentence, awhole handful of
new cards was laid upon the table, and in front of Lewko, too.
“Wait...this possession occurred before Wencel's mother's death? Not
after?’

“Indeed, before. She thought it had happened at the time of his
father's death, some four or so months earlier. The boy had changed so
drangdy then.”

So dready Wencd was caught in alie. Or Cumril was. Or both
could belying, Ingrey reminded himsdlf; but both could not betelling
thetruth. “Goon.”

“Thetwo concocted aplan for the rescue of her son, they



thought. Lady Horseriver feared to go to the Temple openly, in part for
terror that they might burn her boy if they could not release him from
the possesson.” Cumril swallowed. “ She meant to fight Old Weald
magic with Old Weald magic.”

Indeed, the Temple sorcerers had not been ableto evict Ingrey's
wolf from him; Wencel's mother had not been wrong to attempt some
other way to spare her son. Ingrey scowled. “I know how badly awry
that plan went! Therabid wolf that dew my father-wasthat chance or
desgn?

“I, 1, tothisday | do not know. The huntsman spoke to me on
his deathbed, haf-raving by then; he, he, he was not bribed to the
deed, of that | am sure. He did not guess his animals were diseased, or
| think he would have handled them more carefully himsdf!”

ljadaasked curioudy, “Where was young Wencel when dl this
was going on & Birchgrove?’

“His mother had left him at Castle Horseriver, | understood. She
meant to keep her actions secret from him until she could bring help.”

And theimplications of thiswere..." Shefeared him? Aswell as
for him?’ asked Ingrey.

Cumril hesitated, then ducked hishead again. “ Aye.”

So...if ageas could be set in aman to make him kill a another's
will, asthe parasite pell had been set in Ingrey, how much easier
would it beto set onein awaolf-or in ahorse? Was the death of Lady
Horseriver, trampled by her mount, no accident either? What, now you
suspect that Wencel killed his own mother? Ingrey's blood was
thudding in his head now, but mostly in asick headache.

But the why of hiswolf was answered at last. A lethal mix of
family loyaty, good intentions, bad judgment. . .and secret uncanny
malice? Or wasthat last some lesser intent, gone wrong? Had the
unseen foe meant to kill Lord Ingalef, or just hisanimas?“My
wolf-what of my woalf, which arrived so mysterioudy?’

Cumril shrugged helplesdy. “When its effect on you proved so



disastrous, | thought it must have been sent like the rabid ones.”

Had Wence sent it, then? Does he have some unseen leash
upon me? Going all the way back to Birchgrove? Ingrey unset his
teeth and hitched his shoulders againgt thewall to fight their painful
tightness. ljada caught the gesture and frowned a him in worry.

Lewko was pinching the bridge of hisnose, his eyes squeezed
shut. “Lord Ingrey. Lady ljada. Y ou have both seen Earl Horseriver
lately, and not just with mortd eyes. What do you say of this
accusation?’

“Y ou have seen him, too,” said Ingrey cautioudy. “What did you
sense?’

Lewko glanced up in irritation; Ingrey thought him about to snap,
| asked first!, but instead he took a controlling breath, and said, “His
spirit seems dark to me, though no more so than many a man who
courts degth as though to embrace it. It crossed my mind to fear for
him, and for those near him, but not likethis!”

“Ingrey...?7" said ljada. Her question was clear in her rising tone:
Should we not speak?

Wence had been right: once the Temple started looking, they
must find. And silence was the only sure safety. And it would, indeed,
have been prudent to find and question Cumril before the Temple
authorities did. Ingrey wondered grimly what else he would discover
Wencd to have been right about. “Wenced bearsa pirit animd, yes. Its
evil or good | cannot judge. | had guessed Cumril must haveladitin
him, too, as part of the same dire plot that gave me mine, but now it
seemsnot.”

“No, no,” muttered Cumril, rocking again. “Not me.”

“You did not mention thiseerlier,” said Lewko to Ingrey, his
tone suddenly very flat.

“No. | did not.” He returned the tone precisdly.

“Wild accusations,” murmured Lewko, “a questionable source,
not a shred of materia proof, and the third highest lord in the land.



What more joys can this day bring me? No, don't answer that. Please.”
“Gods,” sad ljada “ Remember?’
Lewko glowered at her.

Cumril's confessions didn't make sense, in Ingrey's head. Why
sacrifice one child to save another? What gain could there be in both
heirs being defiled? Histhrill at the seeming chance of uncovering old
truths faded. “ How was making my father and meinto spirit warriors
supposed to rescue Wencd ?’

“Lady Horseriver did not tel me.”

“What, and you did not ask? It seems a blithe disregard for your
famous Temple disciplines, oh sorcerer, to kick them dl asdeat a
woman'sword.”

Cumril stared at the floor, and muttered with extreme reluctance,
“ She was god-touched. Most...most grievoudy.”

A new thought chilled Ingrey. If bearing an animal spirit
sundered one from the gods, like Boleso, what had happened to Lord
Ingalef's soul? That funera had long been over before Ingrey had
recovered enough to ask about it. None had told him that his father
was sundered. None told me otherwise, either . Lord Ingaef had been
aswell buried in tacit Slences asin earth.

He must have been sundered. There was no shaman at
Birchgrove to cleanse him.

Oh. Wait. There had been one, hadn't there. Potentialy. Ingrey's
heart seemed to halt. Might | have saved...?

He gulped back the unbearable redizations and stared at Cunril
inafrudtrated, hogtile slence. Lewko's slence wasfar lessreveding.
Their gazes crossed and clashed. Ingrey began to suspect he was not
the only man herewho preferred to collect theinformation first and
doleit out a hisdiscretion later. The divine rose abruptly to hisfeet.

“Y ou had best come up with me to the temple now, Cumril, till |
can make better arrangements for your safety. We will spesk further on



these matters” In private hung unspoken.

Cumril nodded asif in understanding and clambered up aswell.
Ingrey gritted histeeth. Safety from what? Cumril's demon
reascending? Wencel? Nosy Templeinquirers? Ingrey? Aye, Lewko
had damned well better protect Cunril fromme.

He saw shepherd and lost sheep out the front door; Lewko
bade him and |jadafarewell with apromise, or threet, to meet again
soon. Now that they seemed to have emerged officialy from the private
conclave, the warden fell upon her charge and hustled her upstairs once
more. ljada, her face set with dark thought, did not resi<.

Ingrey took the sairstwo at atime to hisroom, thereto shed his
court finery for clothing he could better move in, which would not catch
his blades. He had avisit to make, and without delay.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

N THE WANING AFTERNOON LIGHT, INGREY MADE HISWAY through

the crooked streets of Kingstown. He wended past the old Rivermen's
Templethat served thefolk of the dock quarter, then around the town
hall and the street market in the square behind it. The market was
closing down for the day, with only afew peddlersleft under avnings
or with their goods spread out on mats, sad |eftover vegetables or
fruits, wilting flowers, regjected leatherwork, picked-over piles of
clothing new or used. He threaded hisway updopeinto the district of
great houses nearest the King's Hall, ddliberately dodging over one
street to avoid Hetwar's mansion and the heightened chance of
encountering men he knew.

Earl-ordainer Horseriver's Easthome manse was a bride gift
from Princess Fara, the cut-stone facade decorated with a frieze of
bounding stags for the Stagthornes. Only the banner over the door
displayed the running stalion above the rippling waters of the Lure, the
badge of the old high kin that marked the earl asin resdence.

In residence, but not yet at home, Ingrey shortly discovered
from the liveried door guards. The earl and princesss party had not yet



returned from the interment and whatever funerd feast had followed in
the hallow king's hdl. Ingrey encouraged the porter's assumption that
he bore some important message from Sealmaster Hetwar, |etting
himsalf be escorted to Wence's study, provided with a polite glass of
wine, and left to wait.

He set the wine aside untasted and circled the room restlesdly.
Afternoon sun crept acrossthick carpets. The bookcases were but
haf-filled, mostly with dusty tomes that would seem to have been
inherited with the house. The heavy, carved writing table wastidied and
free of work in progress or correspondence; a promising drawer
proved locked. Ingrey decided it was just as well, when only the barest
sound of footstepsin the hal heralded the door opening on Wencel.
Thisinterview waslikely to be difficult enough without hisbeing caught
reading the earl's mail. Though he doubted Wence would have been
surprised.

The earl till wore the somber court garb Ingrey had seenhimin
at thefunera. He was shrugging out of hislong coat as he shouldered
through the door and shut it behind him. He folded the cloth over his
arm and circled around Ingrey, who circled around him, each keeping a
wary distance as though they were on two ends of arope. The earl
tossed the coat over achair and haf sat, half leaned againg the writing
table, motionless but not relaxed, not yielding any advantage of height
or tenson. Hisgare a Ingrey was speculative; hisonly greeting a
murmured, “Wdl, wdl, wdl.”

Ingrey took up a careful position against the nearest bookcase,
arms crossed. “ So what did you see?”’

“My sensesweretightly furled, asthey aways must be when |
risk contact with the Temple's Sighted. But | hardly needed more; |
could infer it dl well enough. The Lord of Autumn could not have taken
Boleso uncleansed, yet take him He did. There were but two men
present who might have turned the task, and | knew it wasn't me.
Therefore. Y our masteries proceed apace, shaman.” His dight bow
might or might not have been mockery. “Had Faraknown and been
capable of understanding, I'm sure she would have thanked you,



wolf-lord.”

Ingrey returned anod equaly baanced on the edge of irony. “It
seemsyou are not my sole source of ingruction after al. Horse-lord.”

“Oh, fine new friends you have-until They betray you. If the
godstoy with you, cousin, it isfor Their ends, not yours.”

“Still, it ssems| might be gifted with the sdvation of more than
Boleso. | could rescue you from your secret burden, save you from
your fear of Temple pyres. How if | attempt to relieve you of your spirit
horse?’ A safe offer; Ingrey suspected Wencel would rather be
stripped of hisskin.

Wencd'slips curled up. “Alas, thereis an impediment. | am not
dead. Soulsyet anchored to matter do not yield their loyal companions,
any more than you could sing my lifeitsdf out of my body.” Ingrey
wasn't exactly sure what his expression reveaed, but Wencel added,
“Don't believe me? Try it, then.”

Ingrey moistened hislips, half closed his eyes, and reached
down. Helacked the floating glory of the god'singpiration, but asit was
the second trid, he might make up for it in confidence, he thought. He
felt for that furled shadow within Wencel, extended his hand, and
rumbled, “ Come.”

It was like tugging on amountain.

The shadow unfurled alittle, but did not follow. Wencel's brows
rosein brief surprise, and he caught abreath. “ Strong,” he dlowed.

“But not strong enough,” Ingrey conceded in return.

“No.”

“Then you cannot cleanse me, either,” Ingrey followed this out.
“Not whileyou live, no.”

Ingrey felt his careful course between opposed sides, Wencel
and the Temple, to be narrowing dangeroudy. And if he did not choose
before helogt dl turning room, he risked betraying both powers. It was
surely better to have one powerful enemy and one powerful dly than



two offended enemies. But which should be which? He drew along
breath. “1 met an unexpected old acquaintance this afternoon. We had
alongtak.”

Wencd lifted hischinininquiry.
“Cumril. Remember him?’
A flare of nogtrils and a sharp intake of breath. “Ah.”

“Coincidentdly, he proved to bejust the man you were looking
for aswell. Remember your indstence that Boleso must have suborned
anillicit sorcerer? Cumril was the one. 1'd missed encountering him at
Boar's Head, for he recognized and avoided me.”

Wencd's eyes glittered with interest. “Not so coincidental asal
that. Illicit sorcerers are few, and the Temple expends much effort
toward making them even fewer. He, at least, was one Boleso might
have heard about, and secretly sought.” He hesitated. “1t must have
been an interesting chat. Did Cummril surviveit?’

“Temporarily.”

“Whereishenow?’

“I can't say.” Precisdly.

“At some point very soon, | am going to grow tired enough to
stop humoring you. It has been along and maost unpleasant day.”

“Very well, | shdl cometo the point. A question for you,
Wencd. Why did you try to make mekill ljada?’ A shot not quitein
the dark, but Ingrey held his breath to see what target it found.

Wence grew periloudy ill, but for adight flare of hiseyes.
“Where do you come by this conviction? Cumril? Not the most reliable
of accusers”

“No.” Ingrey quoted back to him: “ There were but two men
present who might have turned to the task, and | knew it wasn't me.
Therefore.” He added after amoment, “I must find out how you make
agess. | suspect necromancy.”

Wence paused for along time, as though sorting through awide



variety of responses. “Inasense.” He sghed, by the squaring of his
shoulders seeming to come to some unwel come decision. “1 would not
cdl itamistake, for if it had succeeded, it would have smplified my
present lifeimmeasurably. | would cdl it afase move, because of its
peculiar consequences. | note merely, | am not playing against you.”

“Whom do you play againgt, then?” Ingrey pushed off thewall
and began to pacein ahdf circlearound the earl. “ At first | thought this
was al about Easthome palitics.”

“Only indirectly.”

Ingrey resolutely ignored the shivering in hisbely, the thudding in
hisears. Thewhirling confusionin hismind. “What isredly going on
here, Wencd 7’

“Wheat do you think isgoing on?’

“I think you will do anything to protect your secrets.”

Wence tilted hishead. “Once, that wastrue.” He added more
softly, “Though not for much longer, I...wdll, do not pray.”

Ingrey's body fdt like a coiled spring. Hishand caressed his
knife haft. Wencd's glance did not missthe gesture.

“How if | release your soul the old hard way?’ Ingrey returned
as softly. “Whatever your powers, | doubt they would surviveif |
sawed off your head and tossed it in the Stork.”

At least Wencd did Ingrey's menace the compliment of holding
very, very dill. “Y ou cannot imagine how very much you would regret
such an act. If you seek to rid yourself of me, that is exactly the wrong
method. My heir.”

Ingrey blinked in bafflement. “I am no heir to kin Horseriver.”

“Atlaw and in property, no. By the laws of the Old Weald,
however, anephew is next to ason in kinship. And asit seemsthis
ill-made body of minewill not engender a son on Fara, you are the heir
of my blood, should you beliving when | next die. Thisisno particular
joy or choice of mine, understand. The spell adoptsyou.”



The conversation had tilted too suddenly and violently for it to
bedl Ingrey's doing; Wencd had met his daring push with amighty
yank, which was doubtlesswhy Ingrey felt as though he were hanging
upside down just now. Over adire drop. Into amost uncertain
darkness. The pressure of hishand on his hilt sagged. “ Next die?’

“Remember how | told you the shamans spirit animaswere
made, by the accumulation of life upon life, death upon death?
Something akin was made to work for men's souls, too. Once.”

“Oh, gods, Wencd, isthis another of your bedtime tales?’

“Thisone shall keep you awake, | promiseyou.” He drew
breath. “ For sixteen generations of Horserivers, my soul has passed
from father to son in an unbroken chain, save when it passed between
brothers. It has proved an evil heritage. The death of this clay will not
release me from the world of matter, but only into the next male body in
my line. Whichisyours, a the moment. My blood coilsin you through
your mother's and your father's sides both, for al that the unruly
Walfdiff camp lends so much to your sngular surliness.” Wencel
grimaced.

Ingrey envisioned it: not agreat beast, but agreat man? And if
the piled-up spirits of animas blended and transmuted into something
more powerfully uncanny, what strange thing might the piled-up souls of
men become?“Y ou have told me many lies, Wencel. Why should |
believethisone?’

Ingrey had spirded toward the table as he paced, asthough
drawn on a cord. Wencel bent his head toward the threat looming at
his shoulder, and his eyes glimmered steel-colored with a crush of
emotionstoo strange for Ingrey to unravel: anger and scorn, pain and
crudty, curiogty and animosity. “ Shdl | show you? It would be ajust
punishment for your presumption, | think.”

“Aye, Wencd,” Ingrey breathed. “ Tell metrue. For once.”

“Sinceyou ask so pressingly...” Wencd rotated until they were
face-to-face, inches apart, and placed his stubby hands on either side
of Ingrey'shead. “1 am the last high holy king of the Wedd. Or Old



Wedld, so-cdlled to digtinguish it from modern mockeries.”

The writing table stopped Ingrey's backward jerk. “ Y ou said the
last redl holy king died at Bloodfield.”

“Not at dl. Or twice, depending on how you look at it.” The
earl'sfingersfound Ingrey'stemples, caressing them in small sweaty
circles, and he continued, “I was ayoung man, heir to my high house,
hunting in the meadows aong the Lure before ever Audar was born to
soil his swaddling clothes. The Darthacans pressed my kin tribe,
squatted on our lands, cut down our forests, sent missonariesto defile
our shrines, then soldiersto drag the missionaries bodies home. My
people fought and fdll. | saw my father die, and my halow king.”

Pictures bloomed in Ingrey's head as Wencel spoke, too vivid to
be hisown imagination. Thisis a weirding voice indeed, to make me
remember what | never saw. Dark forests, green valeys, palisades of
timber embracing village houses built of wattle and daub, smokerising
sharp-scented from ventsin their thatched roofs. Horsemen armored in
boiled leather passing out the gates to battle, or back in, bloodied and
drooping, their scant metd chinking in the chill air. Exhausted voices
carried by the winter fog in atongue that just el uded Ingrey's mind, but
recalled Jokol'srolling poetry.

“The next eection cast the kingship upon me, for | was grown
leader of agrim people by then, with sonsto follow a my back. They
made metheir torch, and | burned for them in the gathering shadows.
Our hearts were hot. But the gods denied our sacrifices and turned
Their facesfromus”

A tawny young man, anxious and resolute, nude but for sgns
painted upon his body, stood high on an oak branch in flickering
torchlight. A halter of slky nettleflax circled his neck, and blood ran
down hislimbsfrom acareful seriesof cuts. Heraised his outstretched
hands high, and spoke, vibrant voice marred by aquaver; then fell
forward as aman might dive off ahigh rock into apool. Nearly to the
ground the fall was jerked to a neck-cracking stop...Wencel's dilated
eyes shivered. Was that one of the princely sons, sent to the gods as
courier from his hallow king...? Thiswastruth by theriverful; Ingrey



fdt asif hewere being held head down init till hisbrain might burst.
The visons flowed on, engendered by the whispered words, in an
overwheming stream.

“Wewove Holytreeitsdf into the spell for invincibility and, as
halow king, | wasits hub.”

V oices sang, beating upward againgt the night like wings. The
trees shivered asif caressed by the breath of them. The deep blended
tones made Ingrey's every hair rise.

“But we could not risk the continuity of the kingship in battle, for
if I weretofall, the spell would shatter, and al who were bound into it
would be logt intheingtant. So my eldest son...”

Bearded blond youth, faithful face etched by strain to untoward
age. Some kinship in both those features and that strain, yes, to the
tawny youth in the oak-brother or cousin?

“...and | together undertook the great binding, so that kingship,
soul, horse, hub, and dl together might be handed down without a
break, regardless of where or when or how our bodies met their ends.
Until the victory wasours.”

Wencel paused. “Y ou do begin to seewherethisisgoing...?’

Ingrey made afaint noise through parted lips, not quite a squesk,
not quite asigh. Wence shifted to place himsalf more square to Ingrey.
He did not draw back; his bresth ghosted against Ingrey'sface as he
spoke.

“Audar'stroopstook mein the first hours of the fight. Broke my
body, wrapped mein my roya banner, threw mein thefirst ditch they
dug. They began the butchery even before the fighting was done. | died
with my mouth full of black blood and dirt...”

The stench of it made Ingrey gag, a soup of filth and blood and
urine.

“...and awokein the body of my child, man-child by then.
Prisoner, by then. Our eyes were spared no horror. The ax fell upon
our neck like alover'swelcomekiss, at the end. | thought it ended.



Defeat was ashesin my mouth...”

Cold splinters of atree stump, aready soaked with gore,
pressed into Ingrey's stretched throat. Out of the corner of hiseye, a
wesary voice grunted with effort, astedy arc fell, and a crunch shattered
his keening woe as his vertebrae lit.

“...then | awoke in the body of my second son, miles away
upon the border. | had escaped the massacre at Bloodfield in the
hardest way, upon the wings of our weirding. His mind was unprepared
for me. | had to wrestle him for speech, motion, the light of hiseyes.
Wewere dl mad for alittle while, we three, trapped in his skull. But
first 1 won his body, then began my war to win back the Wedd.”

Ingrey gulped for control of hisown voice, if only to be
reassured by the sound of it that he was till insde hisown head. “I
have heard of that Horseriver prince, | think. He was afamous battle
lord. Campaigned for twenty years along the fens, till his defeat and
desth.”

“Defest, yes. Death-ah. My son's son was but twenty when |
took his body from him. Holytree was an abandoned waste by then...”

A sodden woods, legflessin anicy mist, struggled up from black
mire. The trees were twisted, knotted with cysts from which cold sap
smeared down in frozen grains like phlegm from rheumy eyes.

“...every kin warrior who had been spell-bound there was
dead, by battle or accident or age, even the few who had escaped the
massacre. Save one.”

Wencd's own eyes, boring into Ingrey's, now seemed something
from adream. Thevisonscircled in those pupils, sucked avay asby a
drain. Visions that did not deceive, Wencel had once said. Perhaps;
but Ingrey, too, knew how to lie with truth, truth and selected silences. |
believe what | see. What do | not see?

“The resstlance went ill. There were many deathsin quick
succession, among the exiled Horseriver kin of theold royal line. |
found mysdlf trapped in the body of ausdess child, and in my
impatience ate him; they trested us as mad. It wasthirty years and



another death before | won my way to leadership again. But no kin
would fight for usanymore. | turned to poalitics, to the attempt to win
back the Weald from within. | amassed wedlth, and what power |
could, and learned to bend men when | could not bresk them. |
watched for fissuresin the Darthacan roya house and applied mysdlf to
widening them.”

Thevisonswerefading, asif fading passon aged them to pae
ghosts, impotent. “ That was the Earl Horseriver they cdled the
kingmaker, wasit not?’ said Ingrey faintly. “ That wasyou, too?’

“Aye, and his son, and his son's son. | cascaded from body to
body, amassng agreat dendty of life. But my sonswere not voluntary
sacrificesto me, anymore. The gods, they say, accumulate souls
without destroying them, which is proof, if any were needed, that | was
no god on earth. If the invaded minds were not to explode in madness,
only one could dominate. There was by then no choice of whose.

“For ahundred and fifty years| fought, and schemed, and bled,
and died, and defiled my soul by fatd error and the cannibal
consumption of my children's children's children. And for one glorious
moment | thought mysdlf done, the Wedld renewed. But the new
kingship had no weirding in it, no song of the land, none of theold
forest powers. It was adulterated by the gods. | was not released from
my cycle of torment. My war was over but not won.

“Thus began that line of strange and famoudly reclusive Earls
Horseiver...”

“Can you hot be released from your spell?” Ingrey whispered.

Wencel's voice and face both cracked. “Do you think | have not
tried?
Ingrey flinched at the shout. “Y ou need amiracle, | think.”

“Oh, the gods have long hunted me.” Wencd's grin grew unholy.
“They harry me hard, now. They want me; but | do not want them,

Ingrey.”



Ingrey had to force his voice to an audible volume. “What do
you want, then?’

Wencd's expression grew distant, as of grief withheld solong as
to turn stone. “What do | want?1 have wanted many things, over the
course of centuries. But now my wants are grown smpleindeed, as
befits such an addled senility. Such smplethings. | want my first wife
back, and my sonsin the mornings of their lives....”

Thevision returned in bresthtaking light, drenched in color. A
man, alaughing woman, and agaggle of youthsreined in their horseson
the reedy margins of the Lure, and watched in awe asafamily of gray
herons flew up into the bursting gold of dawn.

And for an instant, Horseriver's eyes cried, Damn you for
making me remember that! The hour of drowning in blood and
despair had bornewith it aless piercing pain. Histrembling grip
tightened on Ingrey'sface, fingers pressng hard enough to bruise. “ 1
want my world back.”

Ah. That was not an image doled out by design. It escaped.
Ingrey moistened hislips. “But you can't haveit. No one could.”

The brief flare faded back into dry dark, darkness absolute, and
Ingrey knew the visonswere over.

“I know. Not al the gods together, by any miracle they might
devise, can givememy desire”

“Do you fear the gods will destroy you?’

That disturbing smile again. “That isnot afear. That isaprayer.”

“QOr...do you fear their punishment? That they would plunge
your soul into some eterna torment?’

Wencd leaned forward, up on histoes. “That,” he breathed in
Ingrey's ear, “would be redundant.” To Ingrey'sintenserelief hefinaly
released his grip, stepping back once more. He cocked his head asiif
sudying Ingrey'sface. “But youll learn al about that, if your luck holds
il



Ingrey should have thought held faced araving lunatic, but for
the stream of searing sights Wenced had sent spinning through his head.
Whatever truth he had sought to shake from Wencdl, it had not been
this. Staggered he was, and Wencel could doubtlesstell it from the
winded way he sagged againgt the table, for dl that he clutched the
edge to conced any betraying shudder in hisbody. Disbelieving...he
merely wished he could be.

Ingrey fdt for the ggpsin the tale. There were many, both old
and recent, but ljada's army of ghosts at the Wounded Woods seemed
the vastest. How could Horseriver bewail Bloodfield, yet make no
mention of his abandoned and accursed comrades? That Wencel had
laid the murderous geas againgt |jada, he had admitted when he could
no longer evade doing so, but the why of it hed evaded naming till.
Were the two silences connected?

A knock sounded on the chamber door, and both men jerked.
“What?' the earl cdled, his sharp tone not inviting entry.

“My lord.” Thedutiful voice of some senior servant. “My lady is
ready to depart and begs your company.”

Wencd'slips thinned in annoyance, but he called back, “ Tell her
| come anon.” Footsteps faded outside, and Wence sighed and turned
back briefly to Ingrey. “We are to attend upon her father. It isgoing to
be an unpleasant evening. Y ou and | shdl haveto continuethis later.”

“1, too, would wish to go on,” Ingrey conceded, considered his
words, and decided to let the dual meaning-speaking or just
breathing-stand unaided.

Wencel measured him, still wary. “Y ou understand, our family
curseisasymmetrica. While my desth would be your disagter, the
reverse does not hold.”

“Why do you not day meas| stand, then?’ For dl of Ingrey's
fighting edge, he did not doubt Wencel could do so. Somehow.

“It would gtir up troubles | am till contemplating. At present, the
spell would merely replace you with another, perhaps more
inconvenient. Y our Birchgrove cousin, likely. Unlessyou have some



Darthacan by-blow | know nothing of.”

“I...nonethat | know of. Do you not know who isyour next
heir after me?’

“The matter shifts, over time, in ways| do not control. You
might have died in Darthaca. Faramight have concelved ason.”
Wencd's mouth twisted. “Others might be born or die. | learned long
ago not to exhaust mysdlf grappling problemsthat time will carry away
onitstide.” Hewaked back and forth once across the chamber, asif
to shake the tension out of his body. Ingrey wished he might dare do
the same.

At the end of hiscircuit, Wence turned again. “It ssemswe are
to be saddled with each other for alittle, will or nil. How if you enter
my service?’

Ingrey rocked back. He had a thousand questions, to which
Wencdl, and possibly Wencel done, held the answers. Close
attendance upon the earl must reveal something more. And if | say no,
how long do | get to live? Hetemporized. “1 owe Lord Hetwar much.
| would nat lightly leave hishouse, nor would he lightly rlease me, |
think.”

Wencel shrugged. “How if | begged you of him? He would not
lightly refuse Princess Faras husband such afavor.”

No, but I might beseech Hetwar to evade or delay. “If
Hetwar giveshisleave, then.”

“A niceloydty. | cannot fault it, who would have alike one from
you.”

“I admit, your offer interests me strangely.”

Wencd's dry amile acknowledged dl the possible meanings of
those ambiguous words. “I have no doubt of it.” He sighed and walked

to the chamber door, indicating thisinterview was drawing to itsend.
Obediently, Ingrey followed him.

“Tell me onething moretonight, though,” Ingrey said ashe
reached the portal.



Earl Horseriver raised hisbrowsin curious permission.
“What happened to Wence? The boy | knew?’

Horszriver touched hisforehead. “His memories sill exis, lost in
aseaof such.”

“But Wencel does not? He is destroyed?”’

The earl shrugged. “Whereisthe fourteen-year-old Ingrey, then,
if not there” -he gestured to Ingrey's head in turn-“in like disarray? They
are both victims of acommon enemy. If thereisonething thet | have
come to hate more than the gods, it istime.” He gestured Ingrey out.
“Farewd . Find me tomorrow, if you will.”

There seemed something terribly wrong with Wencedl's argument,
but in his present dizzied state Ingrey could not finger what. In afew
moments he found himsdlf in the street again, blinking in the sunset light.
It somehow surprised him that Easthome was gill standing. It felt as
though the city ought to have been churned to rubble during the smdll
eternity he'd spent within, not one stone |eft upon another.

As| have been?

Gaps. Slences. Things not mentioned. For aman so sick witha
surfeit of time, why was Wencel so anxious now? What drove him out
of hisreclusive routine, and into, apparently, such unaccustomed
action? For Ingrey read him as aman pressed, and silently furiousto be
0.

He shook his aching head and turned for the sealmaster's palace.
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

H EWASHALFWAY TOHETWAR'SWHEN THE REACTION SET IN,

turning hiskneesto tallow. A low abutment dong ahouse wall flanking
the street made a good enough bench, and he sank down upon it,
bracing his hands on histhighs and his back against the day-warmed
stone. He blinked and breathed deeply againgt hisdizziness. It felt
peculiarly like the aftermath of one of hiswaolf-fits, tumbling back into a
stream of time he had temporarily exited; like falling back to earth after



adream of flight. Except that it was hismind, and not his body this
time, that had ascended into that state where response flowed without
thinking in some desperate dance for survival.

A passing matron paused and stared at him as he wrapped his
arms around himsalf and rocked but, perhapstaking in his sex, age, and
cutlery, passed on without daring to inquire into hiswell-being. Intime,
the trembling in hisbody ran its course, and his mind began to move
agan.

That was real, Wencel's tale. Five gods.

Horseriver'stale, heamended thisthought. How much of
Wencd lived onin that dight and crooked body was hard to say.

His second thought was aflash of envy. Toliveforever! How
could aman not achieve happiness, with so many chancesto flee old
errors, to makeit right? To build up wealth and power and knowledge?
The envy faded upon reflection. Horseriver had paid for hismany lives
with many degths, it ssemed, and the spell gave him no respite from any
horror entailed. Burning is a painful death. I do not recommend it,
Wencel had once remarked, and Ingrey had thought him joking. In
retrospect, the tone seemed more the judgment of a connoisseur.

Would surety of hisown survival make aman more bravein
battle? It was true that many of Wencel's ancestors. .. rephrase, thet
Earl Horseriver had many times died not-peacefully. Or would the
knowing of how much pain adesth could inflict make one more afraid?
Two of the most grotesque endings, Ingrey had just relived body and
mind aong with Horseriver, and the mere memories shook him near to
vomiting. More ghostly suggestions of other such fates spun outward in
repetition like aman'simage caught between two mirrors, and the
thought of them going on past counting made his somach clench again.

Redlization of the other cost cameto him then, not one
Horseriver had held up before hismind's eye, but till leaking in around
al of the searing visions. Ingrey had no child, had scarcely considered
the possibility, but the dream of ason inspired in him afierce vague
sense of protectiveness nonethel ess. Rooted, perhaps, in hisown



child-mind's hunger for afather'sregard, bolstered by his happier
memories of Lord Ingaef, Ingrey at least had some notion of what a
father ought to be.

What must it have been like for Horseriver, watching son after
son grow, knowing their fates? Making them, knowing? Did hewarn
them of what wasto befall them, as he had just warned Ingrey? Or did
he take them by ambush? Some of each? At what ages? What
differencesto Horseriver, to his heirs, between taking a bewildered
child, afrightened youth, or an outraged mind cometo full maturity,
with alife, choices, perhaps abride and children of his own? Whatever
the differences, Horseriver had had timeto cycle through them al.

And not just bodies and wives. Where did the souls go of al
those spell-seized sons? Bound into the whole, digested but not wholly
destroyed. . .it seemed the spell stole not only lives, but eternities.
Carrying them along in broken piecesto the next generation, the next
century, ajumbled, melting accumulation. Had Horseriver-the thought
gave Ingrey more pause than al that had gone before-had Horseriver
himsdf ever dain an epecialy beloved child before his own foreseen
death, to spare that soul beforeit could be bound into this horror?

| think that may have happened a time or two, aswell. In
four centuries of lives frequently shortened by violence, there had surely
been opportunity for every variation on the theme.

Dangerous, powerful, magicd, immortd...and mad. Or nearly
s0. Wencd's brittle glibness took on anew tone, in retrospect. His
baffling actions, wrenching back and forth between spurts of energy
and withdrawal, till bewildered Ingrey, but Ingrey no longer reached
for the reasons of ordinary men to explain them. He il did not
understand Wencel, but the depth of his own misapprehension was at
least revedled to him. Look to souls, Ingrey, ljada had said. Indeed.

How many more iterations before Wencel |ost even his present
fragile function, and became so deranged as no longer to pass aslucid
at dl? Asthe spdll spun on, it might look to the outside eye perhapslike
some family disease, one blood relative after another struck down by
dementiain youth, or middie age.



One moreiteration, | think. The next transfer was going to be
different, if Ingrey lived to receiveit. Hiswolf would makeit so.
Different, but not, necessarily, good.

No. Not good.

Save for when he had received hiswaolf, this day was shaping up
to be the most devastating Ingrey had ever experienced, beginning with
looking agod in the eye and ending with Wence'sterrifying visons. He
wanted nothing more now than to stagger hometo clutch ljadaand
howl the newsinto her ear. Home? The narrow house was surely no
hometo him. But wheresoever sheis, thereis my place. Inthe chaos
and confusion of abattlefied, the standard held up above the swirl was
the meeting point for the battered and logt, the place to regroup, find a
trusted comrade against whom to place one's own bleeding back, and
face outward again.

And she must be warned of this threatened transformation.
It was disturbing beyond measure to redlize that Wencel's fearsome
heritage had been hanging over hishead for years, and he had never
known it. Thetiming of hisbody's capture was wholly in Wencd's
power. The earl could have taken aknifeto hisown throat at any time
and effected his preternaturd transfer a will. Although...upon
reflection, |jada was perhaps the only person in the Weald who might
be able to percaive his soul's adulteration upon sight. Percelve, but not
necessarily understand; and Wencel'slies, coming out of Ingrey's mouth
inIngrey'svoice, would surely be artful and practiced.

Heforced himsalf back to hisfeet and started down the street
again, trying not to weave like a drunken man. The motion hel ped settle
his somach and mind alittle. He found himsdf passng the yellow stone
front of Hetwar's paace, home of sortsfor the past four years, and
hesitated, reminded of hisfirst panicked impulseto run to his patron.
He was suddenly entirely unsure of what he wanted to tell Hetwar
about Horseriver now, but the sealmaster had instructed Ingrey to see
him earlier; at least he should discover if new orders awaited. He
turnedin.

The porter warned him, “My lord isin council.”



Ingrey nearly decamped, but said instead prudently, “Tell him |
wait, and ask his pleasure of me.”

The porter dispatched a page, who returned shortly. “My lord
bids you attend upon him in hisstudy, Lord Ingrey.”

Ingrey nodded, made hisway up the wide stairs, and turned
down the familiar corridor. He weaved around a servant lighting wall
sconces againg the gathering twilight. A rap on the study door dlicited
Hetwar'svoice: “Enter.”

Heturned the latch and dipped within, then controlled arecoil
againg the closing door. Grouped around Hetwar's writing table were
Prince-marshal Biadt, Learned Lewko, and the archdivineordainer of
Easthome himsdlf, Fritine kin Boarford. Gescastood againgt awall ina
grained posture that hinted of aman making difficult reportsto his
superiors. The whole array of eyesturned upon Ingrey.

“Good,” said Hetwar. “We were just discussing you, Ingrey.
Areyou recovered from your morning'sindisposition?’

His expression was decidedly ironic. Concluding, after ashort
mentd review of the options, that the question was unanswerable,
Ingrey returned amere nod and studied his unwel come audience.

Archdivine Fritine was an uncle of the present twin earls, ascion
of the prior generation of Boarfords, dedicated to Temple service when
too many older brothers made his chance of achieving high placein his
kinlands unlikdly. A long and typica career of anoble Temple-man lay
behind him, by no means unhonorable; if hefavored hiskin, he equaly
ensured that they disgorged a steady return of favorsto the Temple.
His gppointment to Easthome, with itsimportant ordainer's vote, had
occurred some seven years ago, the culmination of that career. And
those favors.

In Ingrey's observation, Fritine and Hetwar tolerated each other
fairly wel, both men being equaly practical. Through them, Kingstown
and Templetown worked more often in tandem than opposed-often,
but not invariably. A certain tension lay between them at present over
the impending e ection, as Hetwar counted Friting's vote among the



uncertain; the archdivine had connections on his mother's sde to both
the Hawkmoors and the Foxbriars. And Fritine had used the excuse of
his mediating Temple position to avoid promising his vote to anyone,
yet. No doubt he found that uncertainty useful.

Of the archdivinestolerance of hiswalf, Ingrey had never been
sure. It was his predecessor who had signed Ingrey's dispensation, a
document Ingrey had preserved for the past decade when every other
possession had been lost, now locked away in hisroom upgtairsin this
very paace. Ingrey didn't know if Fritine's distaste for the uncanny was
theological or persona, for he seemed as obliviousto the dlure of the
mystica asHetwar. So what does he make of Lewko, | wonder?

Who was presently chewing on hisknuckles and staring at
Ingrey inamost unsettling fashion, Ingrey redized. Ingrey favored him
with apolite nod and waited for someone else to begin. Anyone but
me. Five gods, my wits are unfit for this perilous company just
NOW.

The archdivine plunged in at once. “Learned Lewko tellsusyou
clam to have experienced amiraclein the Temple court thismorning.”

Ingrey wondered how Fritinewould react if hesaid, No, |
granted one. | was disinclined, but the god begged me so prettily.
Instead, hereplied, “Nothing | could provein acourt of law, sir. Or so
| am informed.”

Lewko shifted uncomfortably under hisleve 1ook.
“I wasthere,” said the archdivine coolly.
“Soyou were”

“| saw nothing.” To Fritings credit, in his expression of mixed
worry and suspicion, worry seemed uppermost.

Ingrey inclined his head in asuitably infuriating gesture of utter
neutrdity. Yes, let them reved ther thoughtsfirst.

Prince-marshal Biast said, rather hopefully, “ One could assert

that the Son of Autumn taking Boleso's soul was good evidence against
the accusation of histampering with anima spirits.”



“One could assert anything one pleased,” Ingrey agreed
cordidly. “And aslong as one's eyewitness Cumril was found floating
facedown in the Stork by tomorrow morning, there would be noneto
gainsay it. Certainly not me.”

The archdivine jerked, looking angry at what might be construed
asveiled dander. Or possibly suggestion. Or perhaps threat. Or
counterthreat. Ingrey trusted it was hard to be sure. Lewko's shrewd
eyesglinted in renewed curiogity, regarding Ingrey.

“That will not happen,” said the archdivine. “ Cunril isin gtrict
custody. Justice will be served.”

“Good. Then howsoever Boleso's soul be rescued, at least his
character will get what it deserves.”

Biast winced.

Hetwar said firmly, “So tel me, Lord Ingrey. At what point did
you discover that Lady ljada had aso been infected with an anima
soirit?’

Ah, they had indeed been comparing Ingrey stories. No help for
it now. “Thefirst day out from Boar's Head.”

With hisusud deceptive cam, Hetwar inquired, “And you did
not think thisworthy of mention to me?’

Gesca, slanding by the opposite wall and doing his best to
appear invisble, shrank at that tone. And who were you penning your
lettersto, Gesca, if not Hetwar? Horseriver, judging by the neat way
held turned up on theroad. And if o, was Gesca a conduit to him till?

Ingrey replied, “ At first opportunity, | placed the problem before
Temple authority in the person of Learned Hallana. Who sent meto
Learned Lewko.” In a sense. “| awaited hisguidance, it being clearly a
Temple concern, but dasit was delayed by the crisis of theice bear.
By the time we had another chance to speak, this afternoon, it was
rather overridden by other matters.” Other matters? Or the same
matter, from another angle of view?Who but the gods saw around al
corners smultaneoudy? It was adisturbing new thought. Wdll, shift the



blame to the saint-who was watching Ingrey’s shuffle with a certain dry
appreciation-and see who in thisroom dared to chide him.

Not Hetwar, for he frowned and veered off. “So it seems. The
girl will be dedt with in due course. A more urgent accusation has
cometo our ears. What do you say of Cumril's charge that Wencd kin
Horseriver dso now bearsaspirit animal ?’

Ingrey drew along bresth. “That such agrave chargeissurely a
metter for aproper Templeinquiry.”

“And what would that inquiry find?’

How great were Wencel's powers of conceal ment? Better than
Ingrey's own, that was certain. “| imagine that would depend upon their
competence, Sir.”

“Ingrey.” Hetwar's warning tone, the specia one pushed
through histeeth, made both Gesca and Biadt flinch, thistime. Ingrey
stood fast. “The man is an earl-ordainer, and we are on the verge of an
election. | thought he was a staunch advoceate of therightful heir.”

He nodded to Biast, who nodded back gratefully. Fritine
blinked, and said nothing.

Hetwar continued, “If thisisnot the case, | need to know! |
cannot afford to lose his support in some untimely arrest.”

“Wel,” sad Ingrey blandly, “then your solution issmple. Wait
until after you have extracted hisvote to turn and attack him.”

Biast looked as though he'd bitten into aworm. Hetwar seemed,
for amoment, asif hewas actudly consdering this. Fritinelooked
blank indeed, and Ingrey wondered anew where his ordaining vote was
promised.

Had Cumril's chances of kissing the Stork just gone up? Dol
care? Ingrey Sghed. Probably. Ingrey cameto the glum redization that
there was not aman in thisroom that he would fully trust with his
newest revelations about Horseriver. | want |jada.

Ingrey clenched his hands behind hisback. My turn.



“Archdivine. Y ou are both theologian and ordainer. Y ou must know if
anyone does. Can you tell me-what is the precise theological
difference between the halow kingship of the Old Wedd and its
renewed form under Quintarian orthodoxy?’

Hetwar stared at him, alook of Where in five gods names did
that question come from, Ingrey? writ plain on hisface. But he eased
back in his seat and gestured Fritine to answer, clearly just as curious
to see where the answer would take them.

Fritine drummed hisfingerson thearm of hischair. “Theold
hallow king was el ected by the heads of the thirteen strongest kin
tribes. The new, by eight great kin houses and five Temple ordainers.
Therights of blood and primogeniture are given grester
precedence’-he glanced at Biast-“ after the Darthacan manner. Since
the election of the hallow king more often than not used to be a pretext
for triba warfare, this more peaceful transfer of powers between
generationsitsalf seemsthe mark of godly blessngs.” Hisfurther nod to
Biast gaveimpulsontothe hint, And let us keep it that way .

“A politica answer was not what | asked for,” said Ingrey.
“Wasthe old hallow king dways a spirit warrior, or...or ashaman?’
And how unsafewasit going to prove, to release that particular term
into the conversation?

Lewko sat up with alook of growing interest. “| have heard
something of the sort. The old halow king was supposed to be the hub
of many intertribal rites; perhgps more mage than holy, in truth.”

Ingrey tried to imagine any halow king in the recent past as
magicd, and falled. Nor holy either, in truth. *So that-uncanny
power-isdl gone from the kingship?’

“Yes?' said Lewko.

Ingrey wasn't sureif that rising inflection was meant as assent or
encouragement. “ So-what's left? What makes the hallow kingship
halowed now?’

The archdivine's eyebrows went up. “ The blessings of thefive

gods”



“Your pardon, Learned, but | get blessed by the five gods every
Quarterday Service. It does not make me holy.”

“Truly,” muttered Hetwar, dmost inaudibly.

Ingrey ignored him and forged on. “Isthere any moreto this
kingly blessing than pious good wishes?’

The archdivine said sonoroudy, “ Thereis prayer. Thefive
archdivine-ordainers pray for guidancein their vote; dl invite their gods
forasgn.”

Ingrey rather thought he had ddlivered a couple of those signs
himsdlf, in clinking bags. It had not made him fedl like amessenger of
the gods. “What else? What other changes? There must be something
more.” Thedight strain in hisvoice betrayed too much urgency, and he
swallowed to bring it back under close control. Five old kin groups
were now missing from the mix, true, three of them extinct, two
diminished. Five Temple-men replaced them smoothly enough, and
who could say they were any less true representatives of their people?
Y et the dection had created Horseriver amage-king once, created him
something extraordinary. Aye, and he never stopped being it, did he?
Was the present kingship empty in part because Horseriver held onto
something in his deathlessness that he should have yielded back?

Biast, who had been jittering in his chair during this, interrupted.
“If the accusation againgt Wencdl istrue, | am deeply concerned for the
safety of my sgter.”

Ingrey bore no love for Fara, after what she had doneto |jada,
but considering his suspicions of the fate of Horseriver's last
wife-mother, he had to dlow the point. “Y our concern seemsvalid to
me, my lord.”

Hetwar sat up at that admission.

Ingrey added, “1 am reminded, Sedlmaster. Earl Horseriver has
lately hinted to methat he desres my service. | beg you, if heasks, to

say you will not release me. | fear to refuse him to hisface. | don't wish
toinvoke hisenmity.”



Hetwar's brows drew down in furious thought. The archdivine
gared, and said, “ Two spirit-defiled men to be in the same house?
Why does he desirethis?’

“Y ou assume your conclusion, Archdivine,” Ingrey pointed out.
“The earl isaccused, not yet convicted.”

Fritineturned in hissedt. “Lewko...?”

Lewko spread his hands. “I would need acloser ook at him.
And the aid of the god, which | cannot force.”

Fritine turned back to Ingrey, frowning. “1 would have you
gpesk more plainly, Lord Ingrey.”

Ingrey shrugged. “Consider what you demand, Archdivine. If
you wish my testimony of the unseen and the uncanny, you cannot pick
and choose. You must take al, or none. And | doubt you are ready to
accept me as some sort of courier from the gods, bearing ordersfor
you.”

While Fritinewas digesting theimplications of that remark,
Ingrey continued, “Asfor Wencd, he clamsto be reminded of our
cousinship. Beatedly enough.” Well, that too wastruein asense.

Biast said indignantly, “'Y ou would leave my sister unprotected in
ahouse where you fear to go yoursef?’ His brow wrinkled, and he
added more dowly, “You areloya to my lord Hetwar, are you not?’

He has never betrayed me. Yet. Ingrey gavealittle ambiguous
bow.

Biast continued, “But if the accusation istrue...who better to
protect the princess from, from any uncanny act her husband might
take, or to rescue her from that placeif the need arises? And you might
observe, inform, report...”

“Spy?’ said Fritine, in an interested tone. “ Could he do that, do
you think, Hetwar?’

Ingrey raised abrow. “Now you would have metake alying
oath of service, my lords?’ heinquired swestly.



“Ingrey, stop that,” snapped Hetwar. *Y our graveyard notions
of humor have no placein this council.”

“That was humor?’ muttered Biast.
“Ascloseasheever comestoit.”
“| wonder that you endureit.”

“Histrying style has proved to have its uses. From timeto time.
He wanders his own twisted path, and brings back prizes no logical
man would have even suspected were there. I've never been sureif it
was atadent or acurse.” Hetwar sat back and regarded Ingrey acutely.
“Could you do this?’

Ingrey hesitated. It would make officid what he had been doing
hadf-awardy dl dong; playing both ends againgt the middle while
desperatdy collecting fragments that he hoped would fal into some
pattern. And keeping his own counsel betimes.

He could say no. He could.

“I admit,” he said instead, dowly, “1, too, desire to understand
more of Wencel.” He added to Biast, “ And why do you suddenly think
your sster in danger now, and not anytime these past four years?’

Biast looked atrifle embarrassed. “ These past four years, | was
scarcely paying attention. We met but once after her wedding, and
wrote seldom. | assumed, assumed she was well disposed of by my
father, and content withd. | had my own duties. It was not till she
spoke with me-well, | taxed her-this past day that she revealed how
unhappy she had grown.”

“What did she say to you?’ asked Hetwar.

“Sheld intended no such harm to fall out of the, um, events at
Boar's Head. She thought Boleso had grown too wild, yes, but hoped
that perhaps he and, um, Lady ljadamight grow content with one
another, intime. That the girl might calm him. Farafeds her lack of
children keenly, though | must say, it isnot clear to methat thefault in
that is hers. She thought her husband's eye had falen on her new
handmaiden, for it was he who brought her into Fara's household.”



That last is new, thought Ingrey. ljada had thought the offer the
work of her Badgerbank aunt, but who had stirred up the aunt to
remember her? Could Wence have been thinking of anew herr, to
place between himsdf and Ingrey? Or were hismotivesin securing
|jada something atogether ese? Altogether else, | now think. He
would not so bestir himself without reason, but his reasons are not
those of other men.

“Lady ljadaclamsthe earl offered her noinsult,” Ingrey putin.
“I grant you she may be naive enough not to have recognized one
unlessit were gross, and Wencel isnot given to grossness. | hold Fara
much at fault in thiswhole chain of events. Though | admit, Boleso was
well along on hisown dark path, and it was better he was stopped
sooner than later.” Reminded by Hetwar's quick glare of aneed for
civility, he added to Boleso's bereaved brother, “I'm sorry it had to be
socrudly.”

The prince-marsha vented an unhappy Mm. It was not anoise
of disagreemen.

The archdivine cleared histhroat. “1 would observe, Lord
Ingrey, that by your testimony to Learned Lewko-and certain other
evidences-it seemsyour spirit wolf isnow unbound. You stand in
violation of your dispensation.”

His bland tone conced ed not so much menace, or acute fear, as
pressure, Ingrey decided. So. He knew how to dedl with smple
pressure.

“It wasnot by my will, sir.” A safely uncheckable assertion. “It
was an accident that occurred when Learned Hallana took the geas of f
me. And 0, in asense, the Templesown doing.” Yes, blame the
absent. “Whilel can't say it was the gods will, two gods have been
quick enough to make use of it.” Wasthat the barest nervousflinch on
Fritine's part? Ingrey took abreath. “Now you desire to make use of it,
too, setting meto guard Princess Fara. This seemsto meagrave
mandate, for aman you do not trust. Or do you mean to extract the use
of mefirt, then turn on me?1 warnyou, | can swim.”



Fritine congdered this bait for along moment and shrewdly
declined to hite. “Then it behooves you to continue to make yoursdl f
useful, don't you think?”

“I see” Ingrey favored him with adightly too-sweeping bow. “It
seems| am at your service, Archdivine.”

Hetwar shifted alittle uncomfortably at this blatant exchange. It
was not that he was above thrests, but he had dways managed to find
smoother waysto move Ingrey to hiswill, acourtesy Ingrey
appreciated aesthetically if nothing else.

“Sinceyou put it so compellingly,” said Ingrey-Hetwar
grimaced, he saw out of the corner of hiseye-“I will undertake to be
your spy. And the princesss bodyguard.” He gave Biast a polite nod,
which Biagt, at leadt, had the mother wit to return.

“This brings up the disposition of the prisoner,” said Hetwar. “If
Wencdl is suspect, sois his courtesy of housing Lady ljada. It may be
time to move her to more secure quarters.”

Ingrey froze. Was |jadato be torn from his wardenship? He said
carefully, “Would that not prematurely reved your suspicionsto
Wencd?’

“By no means,” said the archdivine. “ Such achange was
inevitable, after thefunera.”

“It seemsto me her present lodging is adequate,” protested
Ingrey. “ She makes no attempt to run, trusting to Templejustice. | did
mention shewas naive,” he added, by way of ajab at Fritine.

“Yes, but you cannot guard two places at once,” Biast pointed
out logicaly.

Hetwar, finaly growing diveto the sudden tensgonin Ingrey's
stance, held up arestraining hand. “We can discussthis|ater. | thank
you for volunteering in this difficult matter, Lord Ingrey. How soon do
you think you might dip into Horseriver's household?’

“Tonight?’ siid Biadt.



No! | must seeljada! “It would look odd, | fear, if | wereto
arrive before he begged me of you, Lord Hetwar. Nor should you let
yoursalf be persuaded too readily. And | am in need of food and
deep.” That last was unblunted truth, &t lesst.

“| would have my sister guarded now,” said Biast.
“Perhaps you might arrange to visit her yoursdf, then.”
“I have no uncanny powersto set against Wencel!”

You begin to believe you need me unburned, then, do you?
Good. “Isthere no Temple sorcerer to set in guard, meanwhile?’

“The ones| deem suitable are out on tasks,” said Lewko. “I
shall digpatch an urgent recall assoonas| may.” Fritine nodded to this.

“Peace, prince,” said Hetwar to Biast, who was opening his
mouth again. “| think we can take no further sengble action tonight.”
He pushed up from hiswriting table with atired grunt. “Ingrey, step out
withme”

Ingrey excused himsdlf to the seated powers, making sureto
direct aspecid little farewell bow to Gescajust to worry him. If Gesca
was Horseriver's spy, how would Wencel react when this report
reached him? Although the earl must have anticipated Cumril's
accusation. At least Gescamight testify that the suspicion hadn't come
from Ingrey. Yes. Let Gesca run, for now. Follow his scent, seeif it
goeswhere | think.

Ingrey followed Hetwar down the dim, carpeted corridor, well
out of earshot of the closed study door. “My lord?’

Hetwar turned to him and stood close under asconce. The
candlelight edged histroubled features. “I1t had been my belief before
now that Wencel's keen interest in the upcoming dection wason his
brother-in-law's behalf. He has been deep in my councilstherefore.
Now I've cause to wonder if, like Boleso, it is some much closer
desre”

“Has he made new actions asde from his odd interest in |jada?’



“Say rather, old actions seenin anew light.” Hetwar rubbed his
forehead, and squeezed his eyes shut, briefly. “While you are guarding
Fara, keep your eyes open for evidences of any, shdl | say, unhedthily
persond interest on Wencd's part in the next halow kingship.”

“I am very sure Wencel isnot interested in mere politica
power,” Ingrey said.

“This statement does not reassure me, Ingrey. Not when a

certain wolf-lord has uttered the words kingship and magery inthe
same breath. | know very well you left things unsaid in there.”

“Wild speculation bearsits own hazards.”

“Indeed. | want facts. | do not wishto loseavauabledly
through offensve fa se accusations, nor conversdly to fal to guard
againgt adangerous enemy.”

“My curiosity in this matter is as great asyours, my lord.”

“Good.” Hetwar clgpped him on the shoulder. “ Go, then, and
see about that food and degp you mentioned. Y ou look like death on a
platter, you know. Areyou sure you weren't redly ill, thismorning?’

“I should have much preferred it. Did Lewko report my
confesson?’

“Of your so-cdled vison? Oh, aye, and alurid taleit was.” He
hestated. “ Though Biast seemed to take some comfort init.”

“Didyou bdieveit?’
Hetwar cocked his heed. “Did you?’
“Oh,” breathed Ingrey, “yes.”

Hetwar stood very ill, first seeking Ingrey's eyes, then, after a
moment, dropping his gaze uncomfortably. “I regret missng that
entertainment. So what did you and the god redlly say to each other?’

“We...argued.”

Hetwar'slips curled up in agenuine, if dry, smile. “Why does
this not surprise me? | wish the godswell of you. May They have better



luck getting straight answers from you than | ever did.” He began to
turn away.

“My lord,” said Ingrey suddenly.
Hetwar turned back. “Aye?’

“If, ah...” Ingrey swalowed to moisten histhroat. “A favor. If,
for any reason, my cousn Wenced should suddenly diein the next few
days, | beg you will seethat | am brought at once before a Temple
inquiry. With the best sorcerers Lewko can muster doing the
examingtion.”

Hetwar frowned, staring at him. The frown deepened. He
started to speak, but closed hislipsagain. “| suppose,” hesaid at last,
“you imagine you can just hand me athing like that and walk off, eh?”’

“So you swesr, yes.”

“You are confusng swear and curse, | think.”
“Swear.”

“Yes, then.”

“Good.”

Ingrey bowed and retreated. Hetwar did not call him back.
Though alow and breathy cursaing did, indeed, drift to Ingrey'searsas
he turned for the sairs.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

JADA WASSITTING AT THE BOTTOM OF THE STAIRCASE ASTHE
porter admitted Ingrey to the prison-house's entry hall, hunched over
with her aams wrapped even more tightly about hersdlf than the last
time. Her warden sat afew steps above her, looking on in disquiet.
ljada sprang to her feet, her eyes searching Ingrey's face for he knew
not what, but she seemed to find it, for she pounced upon him.
Gragping hisarm, she dragged him into the Side room, damming the
door on the disapproving but cowed face of the warden.

“What was that, awhile ago?’ ljada demanded. “What



happened to you?’
“What did you-did you see something, too?’

“Vigons, Ingrey, terriblevisons. Not from the god, | sweer.
Some little while after you went out, | was overcome again. My knees
gave way. Theworld around me did not fade dtogether thistime, but
the pictures were stronger than memory, lessthan hdlucination. Ingrey,
| saw Bloodfield, | saw my men! Not tattered and worn asthey werein
my dream in the Wounded Woods, but from before, when they yet
lived.” She hesitated. “Died.”

“Did you sense Wencd ? Did you see him or hear hisvoice?’

“No, not...not asheis. Thesevisonswerein your mind, | think.
Werethey not?’

“Yes. Picturesfrom before-times, yes? The Old Wedld. The
massacre a Bloodfield.”

She shuddered and touched her own neck, and the horrible
crunch of the ax parting bone sounded again in Ingrey's memory. She
felt that, too.

“Why do we share such things? What has happened between
us?’ she asked.

“The pictures, those visons-Wence put them in me. Heisnot
just spirit warrior like you, not just shaman like me. Hesmore. Lost out
of time, terriblein his power and pain. Hethinks heis-he claimsto
be-hdlow king.”

“But old Lord Stagthorne is king, has been since before | was
born-how can there be two?’

“I think that is some problem, some mystery, that | have not yet
cometo the core of. | went to Wencel planning to beat the truth out of
himif | had to. Instead, he beat it intome...”

He guided her into achair and sat next to her, their hands il
gripping each other across the tabletop. Haltingly, Ingrey described his
terrifying interview with the earl. Ijada seemed to have shared only the



mystic visons, not their context; Ingrey thought she must have spent the
last hours wild with bewilderment, for even now her eyes were dilated
and her body shivering.

“Wencd clams| am hissoul's heir, my body to be seized by his
spell whether he or | will it or not. How long this has been so, | do not
know. There might once have been some other cousin between us,
who died more latdly, but. . .but it may even go back to the death of my
father. Which raises yet more questions without answers about what
my father intended with hiswolf rite”

“My other dream,” she breathed. “ Of the burning horseman, the
leashed wolf racing through the ash. It wasyou! It was both of you.”

“Do you think? Perhaps...”

“Ingrey, | recognized Holytree, | recognized my men. | am
bound to them as certainly as | am bound to you, though | do not know
how. And if Wencel spoke true, heis bound to them aswell, and they
tohim.”

“Wencd'stale wasfull of gaps, but he did not lie about that,”
sad Ingrey certainly. “That binding isat the very heart of dl this”

“Thenthecircleis complete. Y ou are bound to me, meto my
ghogts, they to Wencel, and Wencd, it seems, to you. IsWencd trying
to work some great magic with al of us here?’

“I'm not sure. Thisisnot dl Wence'sdoing, exactly. For one
thing, the choice of hismydticd heir isnot hisown, or he would surely
have picked someone other than me. Which makes a sort of sense; the
spell must have been made to work in the chaos and hest of battle,
when both king and next heir might fall in the same hour-as happened at
Bloodfield, more or less. The transfer must take place without attention
or will on the part of the hallowed ones. So that part of the spell must
be bound up with the dead spirit warriorsin the Wounded Woods. It's
asif thewhole of the Old Wedld, or what remains of itskin powers,
choosesitsher through Wencel.” There seemed to Ingrey to bean
enigmatic, daunting vaidation in the notion.

|jada's eyes narrowed. “ Are we all three supposed to go to



Bloodfield, then? And if so, what are we supposed to do when we get
there?”

“And who-or Who-presses us to that end?’” Ingrey muttered.
He sat back, frowning. “The spell waslocked tighter, heretofore. Just
the Horserivers and the dead warriors, around and around for sixteen
generations. Y ou-you brokeinto it from the outside. The spell broke
out to clam me. Its boundaries are not what they were. Boundaries
between death and life, spirit and matter. Bloodline and bloodline. The
Weald and an outer land. Changes-for thefirst timein centuries,
changes are bregking in.”

|jadarubbed her wrinkled brow. “What am [, in this? Half-in,
half-out-do | even belong? | am dlive, they are dead; | am awoman,
they are men-mostly-I think...My leopard is not even aproper
Wedding beast! | did nothing for Boleso's soul thismorning; | just
stood there stupidly gaping. It's you that's wanted, Ingrey, you who
might free the ghosts from their old crestures!” Her gaze upon him was
devouring initsconviction.

“A door inawal isat once both insgde and outside,” said Ingrey
dowly. “Haf and hdf, asyou arein your very blood, by your father's
grace. And you were wanted, too, though not, | think, by Wencel. Did
your ghosts not choose you? Of al who dept and dreamed in the
Woodsthat night?’

She hesitated, straightened alittle. “Yes”

“So, then.” Then what? Ingrey's exhausted brain did not supply
an answer. “More matters arose, after the visions. Wencel wants very
much to keep me closer, | think. He coaxed me with an offer of apost
in his household. More than coaxed. Coerced.”

She frowned in new worry.

“Hetwar,” Ingrey continued, “instead of protecting me, wants me
to take up the station so asto spy for him. Cumril raised the suspicion
that Wence bears aspirit animal, though the Temple and Hetwar do
not yet know how much ese he clamsto be. I did not tell them. I'm not
sure what consequences will spin from that, nor how quickly Wencedl's



darker secretswill unravel. Nor how | will be caught up in the tangle.
Worse, Biast hastaken afear of his brother-in-law and wantsto set me
to guard Fara” Ingrey grimaced.

“Biast may not be not so far abroad as dl that,” said ljada
dowly. “I surely do not want my disastersto be the death of any more
Stagthornes.”

“Youdon't see. If | am drawn off to Horseriver, they will take
you from my charge, give you over to some other jaler. Maybe shut
you up in some other prison, less easy of access. Or of escape.”

Tengon tightened her face. “I must not be...must not be
congrained, whenit isfinished. Whenitistimeto go.”

“Whenwhat isfinished?’

Her hand grasped air in agesture of frustration. “This. Whatever
thisis. When the god's hunt closes in upon what He seeks. Do you not

fed it, Ingrey?’

“Fed, yes, | am feverish with the strain, but | do not seeit. Not
clear.”

“What is Wencd about?’

Ingrey shook hishead. “1 am lesscertain dl thetimethat heis
about anything, besides defending his old secrets. Hismind isso full, he
actudly seemsto have trouble paying attention at moments. Not that
this makes him less dangerous. What does heredlly fear? He cannot,
after dl, bedain, it would seem.” Execution would not stop the earl.
Imprisonment, were Wencel desperate enough, he might escape the
same hard way, no matter how deep the dungeon or heavy the guard.

It cameto Ingrey that he redly didn't want to risk Wencel being
imprisoned.

ljadas lipstwisted in new puzzlement. “ And how hasthe earl
been getting through hisfunerds, dl these centuries, if his soul never
goesto the gods?’

Ingrey paused, considering the lack of rumor, then made alittle
gesture of negation. “Occupying the body of his own heir, hewould



usualy bein close charge of hisown rites. I'm sure he became expert in
arranging them to display what hewilled. And if he missed afew, well,
some men are sundered.”

The strangeness of it disturbed Ingrey’simagination anew. What
must it have been like for Horseriver to watch his own body being
buried, over and over? In a bereavement twisted back on itsdlf,
knowing that it was not the father but the son being lost in that hour?

ljada nodded, some similar reflection sobering her face. She
tapped the tabletop. “If the Temple were brought to attend upon his
spell, what might they do?’

“I'm not sure. Nothing, | think, except by sorcery or miracle.”

“The gods are dready hip deep in this. With very little reference
tothe Temple”

“Soit would seem.” Ingrey sighed.

“So what are weto do?

Ingrey rubbed the back of his neck, which ached. “Wait, | think.
Stll. 1 will go to Horseriver's household. And spy, but not only for

Hetwar. Maybe | will find something there to make sense of this, some
piece yet lacking.”

“At what danger to yourself?’ shefretted.

Ingrey shrugged.

Shelooked dissatisfied. “ Something fedls horribly unbaanced in
this pause.”

“What pause?’ Ingrey snorted. “ Thisunmerciful day has
battered me half to bits.”

Her hands waved in renewed exasperation. “While | have been
mewed up in this house!”

He leaned forward, hesitated for afraction of fear, and kissed
her. She did not retreat. There was no sudden shock thistime, no
changein his sense of her, but that was only because her steady
presence had never faded from their first kiss. He could fed it, a



current like amillrace flowing between them. The arousal of hisbody
was muted now in exhaustion, the pleasure of her lipsdrowned ina
desperate uneasiness. She clutched him back not in lust or love, it
seemed, but starveing trust: not in his dubious abilities, but inhim
whole. Wolf and dl. His heart heated in wonder. He trembled.

She drew back and smoothed his hair from his brow,
haf-amiling, haf-worried. “ Have you esten?’ she asked practically.

“Not lately.”
“Y ou look so tired. Perhaps you should.”
“Hetwar said the same.”

“Thenitisso.” Sherose. “1 will order the kitchen to bestir itsdf
for you.”

He pressed the back of her hand to his throbbing forehead,
before reluctantly releasing her.

Hafway to the door, she looked over her shoulder, and said,
“Ingrey..."

“Hm?’ Helifted hishead from whereit had sunk down upon his
arms crossed on the table.

“If Wencd istruly some mystica halow king, and you aretruly
hisheir...what doesthat make you?’

Terrified, mostly. “Nothing good.”
“Huh.” She shook her head and went out.

INGREY SLEPT LATER THAN HED INTENDED THE NEXT MORNING, and
his new orders arrived earlier than he'd expected, by the hand of Gesca.

Still adjusting the jerkin and knife belt held just donned, Ingrey
descended the Saircase to meet his erstwhile lieutenant in the entry hall.

Gescalowered hisvoiceto Ingrey's ear asthe porter shuffled out the
door to the kitchen, caling for his boy.

“You areto report to Earl Horseriver.”



“Already? That wasfast. What of my prisoner?’

“| am to take your place as house warden.”

Ingrey stiffened. “In whose name? Hetwar's or Horseriver's?’
“Hetwar's, and the archdivine's”

“Do they plan to move her esawhere?’

“No one hastold me yet.”

Ingrey's eyes narrowed, studying the nervous lieutenant. “And
whom did you report to after Hetwar's meeting, last night?”

“Why should | have reported to anyone?’

With acasual step that fooled no one, Ingrey backed the man to
thewall, leaning on his braced arm and turning to trap Gesca's gaze.
“Y ou may aswell admit you went to Horseriver. If Wence meansme
to serve him as| served Hetwar, | will be deep in his councils before
long.”

Gescaslips parted, but he only shook his head.

“No good, Gesca. | knew of your lettersto him.” It was another
shot in the dmost-dark, but by the lieutenant's jerk, it hit the target.

“How did you-I thought there wasno harminit! Hewas Lord
Hetwar'sown dly! | just thought | was doing afavor for m'lord's
friend”

“Suitably recompensed, onefedscertain.”

“Wadll...l amnot arich man. And the earl isnot anip-purse.”
Gescas brows drew down in new wariness. “How did you know?1'd
swear you never saw.”

“By Wencd's so-timely arrivd at Middletown. Among other
things”
“Oh.” Gescas shoulders dumped, and he grimaced.

So was Gesca unhappy to have been lured into didoyalty to
Hetwar, or merely unhappy to have been caught at it?*“ Sipping down
the dope, are you? It makes aman as vulnerableto give favorsasto



take them. | seldom do ether, therefore.” Ingrey smiled hismost
wolfish, the better to uphold theillusion of hisinvulnerability in Gesca's
mind.

Gescas voice went smdl. “ Areyou going to turn mein?’

“Have | accused you yet?’

“That's not an answer. Not from you.”

“True” Ingrey sghed. “If you wereto confess yoursdlf to
Hetwar, ingtead of waiting for an accusation, you'd be more likely to
earn areprimand than adismissa. Hetwar careslessfor perfect
honesty from his men, than that he understands precisely the limits of
their guile. It'sacomforting certainty of akind, | suppose.”

“And what of your limits, then? What comfort doeshefindin
them?’

“We keep each other alert.” Ingrey looked Gescaover. “Well,
there could be worse wardens.”

“Aye, and worse-looking wards.”

Ingrey dropped histone of edgy banter in favor of amuch purer
menace. “You will treat Lady |jadawith the strictest courtesy while she
isinyour charge, Gesca. Or thewrath of Hetwar, the Temple,
Horseriver, and the gods combined will bethe least of your worries.”

Gescaflinched under hisglower. “Give over, Ingrey. | amno
monger!”

“But | am,” Ingrey bresthed. “Clear?’
Gescascarcdy dared inhde. “Very.”

“Good.” Ingrey stepped away, and though he had in fact not
touched him, Gescadumped like aman released from athrottling grip,
patting histhroat asif to probe for bruises. Or tooth marks.

Ingrey scuffed back upstairsto roust Tesko to pack his meager
belongings again for transfer to Horseriver's manson. Hereviewed his
last night's meeting with Hetwar and its probable effect, asfiltered
through Gesca's memory and wits, on Horseriver. Aslong as Ingrey



was not so stupid as to pretend to concedl it from the earl, he doubted
Horseriver would be much disturbed by the assignment to spy on him.
And the earl would surely have gleaned from Gescathe fact that Ingrey
had kept the darkest of his secrets. On the whole, Gescasslittle
betrayd of trust might prove more useful than not, Ingrey decided.

As Tesko tottered off down the stairs under aload of his
measter's gear, Ingrey mounted the next flight and rapped on ljada's
door. He was pleased to hear the bolt scrape back before the door
opened to revedl the woman warden's suspicious eye.

“Lady ljada, if you please.”

ljada shouldered past the woman into the little upstairs hall, her
expresson grave and questioning.

Ingrey ducked hishead at her. “1 am called away to Earl
Horseriver's dready. Gescawill be taking my place as your keeper, for
atime”

She brightened at the familiar name. “ That's not so bad, then.”

“Perhaps. I'll try to come back and speak with you if | find, um,
better understandings of things.”

She nodded. Her expression was more thoughtful than
panicked, though what she wasthinking, Ingrey could scarcely guess.
She possessed no more answers than he did, but he admired her talent
for finding very uncomfortable questions. He suspected hewould bein
want of it shortly.

He clasped her hands, in lieu of the good-bye kiss they could
not make under watchful eyes. The strange current that seemed to flow
between them il lingered, inthat grip. “I will know if they moveyou.”

She nodded again, releasing him. “I'll be listening for you, too.”
He managed aghost of abow and tore himsdlf away.

INGREY REPEATED HISUPHILL WALK OF YESTERDAY THROUGH
Kingstown, trailed thistime by a puffing Tesko burdened with his



belongings. Horseriver's porter was plainly expecting them, for they
were shown at once to Ingrey's new room. It was no narrow servant's
gl under the eaves, but agracious chamber on the third floor
gppointed for highborn guests, with an acovefor Tesko. Leaving his
servant to arrange his scant wardrobe, Ingrey |eft to explore the
mansion. Hewondered if Horseriver would expect him to clear the rest
of his possessions from Hetwar's palace, and what the earl would
congrueif hedid not.

Passing asitting room on the second floor, its moldings
gracefully carved in birch wood, Ingrey glanced in to see Faraand one
of her ladies. The matronly lady sat bent over some sewing; Fara stood
with her hand upon the drape, staring pensively out the window,
grained features silvered by the morning light. Her rather rectangular
face was pale, her body short and solid in her drab dress; she would be
stout in old age, Ingrey thought. Her head turned at some creak or clink
from Ingrey, and her dark eyes widened in recognition.

“Lord Ingrey-isit?’

“Princess.” Ingrey essayed a sketchy salute, his hand to his heart
recaling, but not quite completing, asign of the Five.

Shelooked him over, frowning. “Biast told me last night you
wereto enter my husband's service.”

“And, ah...yours?’

“Yes. Hetold methat.” She glanced at her attendant. “Leave us.
Leave open the door.” The woman rose, curtseyed, and dlipped out
past Ingrey; Farabeckoned him within.

Shelooked up at him inwary speculation as he cameto the
window. Her voice was low. “My brother said you would protect me.”

Keeping histone neutral and equaly quiet, Ingrey said, “Do you
fed in need of protection?’

She made an uncertain gesture. “ Biast said adire sugpicion has
falen upon Wencd. What do you think of it?’

“Canyou not tdl if it isso, lady?’



She shook her head, not exactly in negation, and raised her long
chin. “Can not you?’

“The presence of ablood-companion such asmineis not what
defilesaman; it iswhat he doeswithit. Or so | must believe. My
dispensation tacitly concedes the same. Have you suspected nothing
uncanny of your husband, in dl thistime?’

Her thick black brows drew down in degper unhappiness over
this not-quite-answer. “No...yes. | don't know. He was strange from
the start, but | thought him merely moody. | tried to lighten his spirit,
and sometimes, sometimesit seemed to work, but aways he fell back
into his blackness again. | prayed to the Mother for guidance, and, and
more-| tried to be agood wife, asthe Templeteachesus.” Her voice
quavered, but did not break. Her frown darkened. “Then he brought
that girl in.”

“Lady |ljada? Did not you like her-at first?’

“Oh, at firg-!" She gave an angry little shrug of her shoulders.
“Atfirg, | suppose. But Wencdl... attended to her.”

“And what was her responseto this regard of his? Did you tax
her about it?’

“ She pretended to laugh. | didn't laugh. | watched him, watching
her-I had never seen him so much aslook twice at another woman
since wewed, or before for that matter, but he looked at her

Ingrey composed a question that would lead to Faras version of
the events at Boar's Head, though it scarcely seemed needful. No
searing intellect here, no subtle guile, no eerie powers, just ahurt
bewilderment. There seemed to be no uncanny trackslingering upon
her, either; Wencel did not choose to bespell hiswife, it ssemed. Why
not?

But Faras mind was circling in another direction. “Biast's
accusation...” she murmured. Her gaze upon Ingrey sharpened. “It
could be so, | suppose. | can tell nothing by looking at you, after al. If
you redly hide awolf within, it isasinvisible asany other man'sans. It
would explain...much.” She drew breath, and demanded abruptly,



“How did you get your dispensation?’

Hisbrowswent up. “| suppose | had a particularly charitable
Templeinquirer. He was sorry for asick orphan. At length, | gave
some proof of control of my affliction that seemed to satisfy my
examiners. Not enough to give a castlemastership into my young hands,
of course. Later-later, Hetwar supported me.”

“If Wencel controls hisbeast so wdll that even | cannot tell he
carriesit, isthat not proof enough to gain alike pardon?’ she asked, a
plaintive note lesking into her voice.

Ingrey moistened hislips. “Y ou would haveto ask the
archdivine. Itisno decison of mine” Was Farathinking in terms of
protecting and preserving her husband? Could Wencd dip through a
Temple examination such asthe onethat had vacillated so long over
Ingrey's case? Horseriver had so much moreto concedl, but also, it
seemed, more power to bring to bear on the task. If he desired.
Perhaps he would be driven, through the destruction of hisold
concealments now in progress, to attempt some such ploy.

Infact, onewould think the task would claim dl hisattention. He
pursues something else. Intently. What?

For whatever private reasons, Faraclearly found the accusation
that Wencel possessed a spirit beast to be alarmingly believable, once
presented to her imagination. She had thelook of awoman fitting
together some long-worked puzzle, the last piecesfdling into place
faster and fagter. Frightened, yes, both of and for her husband, and for
hersdf.

“Why not ask Wence these questionsyoursdf?” said Ingrey.

“Hedid not cometo melast night.” She rubbed her face, and
her eyes. The hard friction might be supposed to account for their
reddening. “He doesn't, much, lately. Biast said to say nothing to him,
but | do not know...”

“Wencel dready knows heis privately accused. Y ou would
betray no one's secret by trying him.”



She dared timidly a him. “Are you so much in his confidence
dready, then?’

“I anhiscosest living cousin.” Temporarily. “Wencel's need
for kinship has no nearer source of satisfaction, inthiscriss.” Soto
speak.

Her hands wrung each other. “1 shdl be glad of you, then.”

That remains to be seen. Unfortunately, he could not very well
express hislow opinion of her betraya of her handmaiden and
smultaneoudy expect to cultivate her confidences. He stiffened, his
senses attuned to an approaching presence even before the sound of a
light step wafted from the corridor and athroat was cleared in the
doorway.

“Lord Ingrey,” said Wencd, in acordid voice. “ They told me
you had arrived.”

Ingrey made hislittle Sketch bow. “My lord Horseriver.”
“I trust you have found your new chambersto your liking?’
“Y es, thank you. Tesko thinkswerisein theworld.”

“So you might.” Wencd's gesture of greeting to hiswifewas
unexceptionably polite. “ Attend on me, if you please, Ingrey. Lady,
pray excuse us.”

Farasreturn nod was equaly cool, only adight rigidity of her
body betraying her confusion of emotions.

Ingrey followed Wence out and down two turnings of the halls
to his study. Wencel pulled the door firmly shut behind them; Ingrey
turned so as not to present his back to hishost. Horseriver had
certainly had timeto prepare amagica attack, if he were so disposed.
But the hairs on the back of Ingrey's neck stirred in vain, for Wencel
merely waved him to achair and hitched his hip over the edge of his
writing table. He swung oneleg and studied Ingrey through narrowed
eyes.

“Hetwar released you most promptly,” Wencel observed.



“Did Gescatdl you why?’
“Oh, aye”

“Biast ismost concerned for hissster. Faradreams of saving
you, | believe. How you came to deserve your wife'slove, | cannot
gu%ll

“Nor canl.” Horseriver grimaced and spun one graying-blond
ringlet, strayed to overhang hisface, in hisfingersin agesture dmost
nervous. “1 suspect her governesses alowed too much court poetry to
rot her brain, before marriage. | have buried over a score of wives, |
do not dlow mysdlf to becomefond, these days. | can hardly explain
what these women look like to me now. It is one of the subtler horrors
of my present existence.”

“Likekissing acorpse?
“Like being the corpse so kissed.”
“She seems not to know this”

The earl shrugged. “For some notion now discarded-habit-I
began this union intending to engender one more son, and for that, the
body must be aroused somehow. Fortunately, thisoneis still young,
and smple Wencd would have been quite pleased with his princess, |
think.”

Did Horseriver dlow that half-digested soul to surface, when
feigning to make loveto his bride? And how appalingly confusing for
Fara, when the eager lost boy of the night gave way to the glacia
stranger at breakfast...Could Horseriver call other facesto thefore,
when dedling with other tasks? The princess might well pin hersdf
dizzy, trying to follow such aprogression of moodsin her spouse.

Wence had fdlen into one of hisforthcoming humorsagain, for
whatever purpose. Ingrey decided to pursue the opportunity. “Why did
you bring Lady ljadainto your household? Considering the
consequences, that would seem to have been amistake.”

Wence grimaced. “Perhaps. In hindsight.”



“Farathought her intended for your new Horseriver broodmare.”

The scowl degpened. “ So it seems. | did say Farawasa
romantic.”

“If not that, then...for the Wounded Woods? And not merely
ljadasinheritance of thetract.” It went against Ingrey's habitsto give
away information, but in this case, it might prime the pump. “ Shetold
me of her dream of it.”

“Ah, yes” said Wencd grimly. “So you do know about that,
now. | wondered.”

“Did shetdl you of it, too?’

“No. But | dreamed it with her, if from another angle of view.
Sinceit was more than dream: it was event. Even acting asthe gods
cat's-paw, she could not very well trouble my own waters without the
ripples reaching me.” Wencel sghed. “ She created me avery great
puzzle thereby. | brought her into my household to observe her, but |
could discover nothing unusud. If the godsintended her for bait, |
declined to bite. She had undoubtedly become bound into the spell
during her night camping at Holytree, but she remained as Sghtlessand
powerless as any other ignorant girl.”

“Until Boar'sHead.”
“Indeed.”
“Didthegods intend al of this? Boleso's desth aswell?”

Wencd drew along, thoughtful inhaation. “ Resisting the gods
somewhat resembles playing agame of castlesand riderswith an
opponent who can always see severa moves ahead of you. But even
the gods cannot seeinfinitely far ahead. Our free wills cloud Their
vison, even though Their eyes are more piercing than ours. The gods
do not plan, so much as take advantage.”

“Why then did you send meto kill her? Mere prudence?’ Ingrey
kept histone casud, asif the answer were of only scholarly interest to
him.



“Hardly mere. Once she had dain Boleso, she was most
assuredly bound for the gallows. If thereisamore perfect symbolic
representation of an Old Wesald courier sacrifice than to hang an
innocent virgin by asacred cord from atree, with divinessinging
blessings about her, | cannot think of it. Death opens agate to the
gods. Her degath in that mode would have opened Holytree wide,
barricaded againgt Them as it has been these four centuries.”

“ And her murder would not? What's the difference?’

Wencd merely shrugged, and madeto dip off his perch and turn
aay.

“Unless’-Ingrey's mind legpt ahead-“there was more to that
geasthan murder.”

Wencel turned back. His face bore that deeply ironic ook that
masked irritation, which Ingrey took asasign that hisdigging was
griking something worthwhile. “1t would have bound her murdered soul
to yoursin ahaunting, until it faded into nothingness. Keeping her, and
her link to Holytree, beyond the reach of the gods. It was avariant of
an old, old spell, and | spent far too much blood on it; but | was
hurried.”

“Charming.” Ingrey failed to keep the snarl out of hisvoice now.
“Murder and sundering both.”

Wencd turned his pamsout in a What would you? gesture.
“Worse: aredundancy. For her leopard spirit would have done the
same. If | had known of it. That move, | must concede to my
Opponents. | ill do not know if we were counterblocking each other
to salemate, or were dl victims of Boleso'sidiocy, or if morelies
hidden beyond.” He hesitated. * For the haunting to be effected without
the murder first was not in my plans. But it happened. Didn't it.”
Wencel's eyes were cool upon Ingrey now, and it cameto him that he
was not the only man digging, here. Wait, was Horseriver saying that
the current of awareness between Ingrey and ljadawas his doing?

At Ingrey's sudden slence, he added kindly, “Did you imagine
you had fdlen in love with her, cousn? Or shewith you? Alasthat |



must shatter that idyllicilluson. Truly, | would have thought you-though
perhaps not her-harder-headed.”

Ingrey dmost roseto thisbait. Aye, all the way out of the
water, trailing foam. But he remembered how Wencel's soft
persuasions had amost had him cutting his own throat, not long back.
The man scarcely needs magic to wind me into knots. The peculiar
link between Ingrey and ljada might indeed be a side effect of Wencd's
defeated geas, but Wencd did not contral it any longer. And he does
not like what he does not control, not when it lies so close to the
heart of his matter. Whatever that matter was. And thereis more
between Ijada and me now than whatever you put there, Wencel .
Ingrey managed a gesture of dry dismissd. “Howsoever. Now | amin
your service, what dutieswould you have of me, my lord?’

Wence did not look entirely convinced of Ingrey's placidity, in
theface of this, but he did not pursuetheissue. “In truth, | have
scarcdly had timeto consider the possibilities.”

“Inventing asyou go, are you?’

“Yes, | am quite godlikein that way, if no other. Perhaps| shall
giveyou ahorse”

“Hetwar spared me that expense. | rode his nags at need, and
he fed them whether they were needed or not.”

“Oh, the beast would be stabled a my expense. It would uphold
the digtinction of my house to mount you properly.”

Ingrey was put instantly in mind of Horseriver'slast
wife-mother's degth in her so-called riding accident, but he said merely,
“Thank you, then, my lord.”

“Beat your leisure thismorning. Plan to attend on mewhen | go
out, later.”

“| am a your disposd, cousin.”
Wencd's mouth quirked in mockery. “I trust s0.”
Ingrey took thisfor asufficient dismissal and retrested from the



Study.
Whatever Wence was about, he was not making all of it up as

he went. He had some fixed god in sght. And if it was the hallow
kingship, as Hetwar feared, it was not for any reason that Hetwar could

imagine
Nor 1. Yet. Ingrey shook hishead. He had much to think upon,
in the next hours.

CHAPTER NINETEEN

B Y RELENTLESSPROWLING, INGREY FAMILIARIZED HIMSELF with

every corner of the Horseriver mansion that day, to little effect. Wencel
had arrived here bare weeks ago to attend on the hallow king in his
worsening illness, and Fara had followed shortly despite her fatal
diverson to Boar's Head. The city house was but lightly occupied, as
though the couple were merely camping in it. There were no old secrets
buried here, though five gods knew what Ingrey might find at Castle
Horseriver. But the earl's haunt was two hundred miles awvay on the
middle Lure, and Ingrey doubted anyone would be going back theretill
al thiswaslong over.

As promised-or threatened-Earl Horseriver did conduct Ingrey
later that afternoon to his stable mews, a stone building afew streets
down the hill. Mogt of the great kins livestock was kept outside the
walls, in pastures along the Stork above the glassworks and the
tanners. Horseriver's household was no exception, but afew beasts
were kept nearby for the lord and lady, for grooms to use to collect
other mounts at need, and for couriers. As befit the earl's Sate, the
gppointments within the mews were very fine: the centra corridor
paved with colored stone, the stall walls of rubbed oak, the metal bars
decorated with twining bronze leaves. Ingrey was bemused to spy
ljada's showy chestnut mare, moving restlesdy in agtraight stall.

Ingrey refrained from patting its haunches, lest he be kicked. “I
know this one-I'd guessed it might be one of yours.”

“Aye,” said Wencd absently. “ She was too mettlesome for



Fara. | was glad to find someone eseto ride her.”

Wencel stopped before abox stall on the opposite side and
gestured. A dark gray gelding snuffled up to him, then snorted and
shied away asIngrey approached. “HisnameisWolf,” said Horseriver
blandly. “For his color, formerly, but now one suspects a secret
destiny. And who am | to argue with destiny? Heisyours.”

The gelding was undoubtedly a beautiful beast, well muscled,
clean-limbed, its dappled coat polished to ashimmer by the earl's
grooms. Ingrey suspected the anima concedled an explosive burst of
speed. What eseit might conced-deadly geases sporang to mind-Ingrey
could not tell. Did Wence imagineit abribe? So he might. Well, Ingrey
could not look this gift in the mouth while the earl was waiching.
“Thank you, my lord,” he said, in atone to match Horseriver's.

“Would you careto try his paces?’

“Later, perhgps. | am not wearing my leathers.” And ever since
his be-wolfing a Birchgrove hed adways made new mounts peculiarly
tense; he preferred to make their first acquaintance in private, in an
enclosed space where the spooked horses might be more readily
re-caught and remounted till they had come to mutua understanding, or
at least mutual exhaudtion. This onelooked asthough it might take
sometime to wear down to tameness, under him.

“Ah. Rity.”

Two gtdlsaway, an unhorsdike movement caught Ingrey's eye.
Frowning, he walked down to peer into another loose box. His nodirils
flared in surprise. An antlered stag abruptly raised its head from where
it waslipping at apile of hay, snorted, and sidied about. It banged its
rack twice againgt the boards, causing a desultory wave of motion
among the horses nearby.

“I think your presence disturbs him,” murmured Wencd, ina
tone of dry amusement.

After turning in afew more circles, the handsome beast ftilled a
the back of the gtdl, though it did not yet lower its head again to the
hay. Itsdark and liquid eye glowered at the men. Ingrey judged it



captive for sometime, for it no longer struggled; new-taken stags could
kill themsdlvesin their first frenzy to escape.

“What are you planning to do with it?’ asked Ingrey, in alighter
tone than hefet. “Dinner? A gift for your in-laws?’ And what sort of
uncanny gift might Wencel make of it?

Wencdl'slipstwisted alittle as he studied the nervous beast past
Ingrey's shoulder. “When one plays againgt such farsighted opponents
as| do, itisaswell to have more than one plan. But chances areit is
fated for aspit. Come away, now.”

Horseriver did not ook back asthey exited the mews. Ingrey
inquired, “ Do you ride much for sport, these days? As| recall you
were excited by your father's horses.” It had been one of the few topics
hisdow young cousin had actudly chattered about, in fact.

“Was|?’ said Horseriver absently. “I fear | fed about horses
much as| fed about wives, these days. They last such ashort time, and
| am weary of butchering them.”

Unableto think of aresponseto that, Ingrey followed him
slently up thehill.

He considered the method in Wencel's madness, or perhapsit
was the other way around. Wencd's rationae for his murderous
attempt on ljadaand its equally swift abandonment was too peculiar to
bealie, but it did not follow that he was necessarily correct init. Still,
Wencd's erratic tactics against the gods must have worked before. In
naming ljadagod-bait, he was surdly not mistaken. That darm aone
must be enough to trigger his nervous malice. Hed euded four hundred
yearsof thishunt if hisclamsweretrue.

The godswould do better to wait at some choke point and let
Wencd flail dl heliked till he arrived there. But the strange intengity of
Wencd's greetings when they'd al met on the road to Easthome was
now explained; the man must have been thinking five ways at once. Yes,
but so must his Enemies.

A disturbing notion cameto Ingrey: perhaps ljada had not been
the bait at that fated meeting after dl. Perhaps| was.



And Wencel has swallowed me down whole.

THE NEXT DAY, PRINCESSFARA WAS CALLED UPON TO TESTIFY BEfore
the board of judges at the inquest upon Prince Boleso's degth.

Farasfirg response was angered insult that a daughter of the
hallow king would be ordered before the bench like acommon
subject-her secret fearstaking shelter in injured pride, Ingrey judged.
But some clever man-Hetwar, no doubt-had made Prince-marshal
Biadt the ddliverer of the unwelcome summons. Since Biast had less
interest in defending dubious actions, and more in finding thetruth, his
levelheaded persuasion overcame his sster's nervous protests.

Thusit wasthat Ingrey found himsdf pacing up the steep hill to
Templetown as part of aprocession consisting of the prince-marshd,
his banner-carrier Symark leading the princesss pafrey, Fardstwo
ladies-in-waiting who had attended her at Boar's Heed, and Fara's
matched twin pages. In the main temple court, Symark was dispatched
to find directions to where the judges sat, and Faradipped her
brother's leash, briefly, to lead her ladiesto kned and pray inthe
Mother's court. Whether Farawas trying to cal upon the goddess who
had so signdlly ignored her prayersin the past, or merely wanted an
unassailable excuse to compose hersdf in semi-privacy for afew
minutes, Ingrey could not guess.

In ether case, Ingrey was standing with Biast when an
unexpected figure exited the Daughter's court.

“Ingormy!”
Prince Jokol waved cheerfully and trod across the pavement
past the haly fires plinth to where Ingrey waited. The giant idander was
shadowed as usud by hisfathful Ottovin, and Ingrey wondered if the
young man was under ingructions from his formidable-sounding sster
to make sure her betrothed was returned from hiswanderingsin good
order, or else. Jokol was dressed as before in his somewhat gaudy
idand garb, but now he had alinen braid dyed bright blue tied around
histhick left biceps, mark of aprayer of supplication to the Daughter of



Soring.
“Jokol. What brings you here?’

“Eh!” The big man shrugged. “Still | try to get my divinel was
promised, but they put me off. Today, | try to see the headman, the
archdivine, ingtead of those stupid clerkswho dwaystell meto go
away and come back later.”

“Do you pray for an appointment?’ Ingrey nodded to Jokol's | &ft
deave

Jokol clapped hisright hand on the blue braid and laughed.
“Perhaps| should! Go over hishead, eh.”

Ingrey would have thought the Son of Autumn to be Jokal's
natura guardian, or perhaps, considering recent events, the Bastard,
not that praying to the god of disasters was exactly the safest course.
“The Lady of Springisnot your usua Patroness, surely?’

“Oh, aye! She blesses me much. Today, | pray for poetry.”
“I thought the Bastard was the god of poetry.”

“Oh, Him, too, aye, for drinking songs and such. And for those
great songs of when the walls come crashing down and adl isburning,
aye, that make your hairsall stand up, those arefine!” Jokol waved his
armsto mime horripilating tragedies suitable for epic verse. “But not
today. Today, | mean to make abeautiful song to my beautiful Breiga,
to tel her how much | missher inthisstone city.”

Behind him, Ottovin rolled hiseyes. Ingrey took it for silent
comment on the Ssterly object of the proposed song, not on the song
itself. Ingrey was reminded that in addition to being the goddess of
femae virgins, the Daughter was a o associated with youthful learning,
civil order, and, yes, lyric poetry.

Biast was staring up at Jokol, looking impressed despite himsdif.
“Isthis by chance the owner of your ice bear, Ingrey?’ he inquired.

Though longing to deny al association with the ice bear, now
and forever, Ingrey was reminded of his socid duties. “Pardon me, my



lord. Allow meto present to you Prince Jokol of Arfrastpekka, and his
kinsman Ottovin. Jokal, thisis Prince-marshd Biast kin Stagthorne.
Son of the halow king,” he added, in case Jokol needed atouch of
native guidance among the perils of Easthome high palitics.

But Jokol was neither ignorant nor overawed. He signed the
Five and bowed his head, and Biast returned both greeting and
blessing, as confident chieftains of two races neither vassa nor alied,
but with some such possibilities hovering in the future, not to be
scorned.

The promising mutual appraisa of the two princeswas
interrupted by the return of Symark, clutching the arm of a gray-robed
acolyte. Having secured a guide to the proliferating hodgepodge of
buildings that made up the Temple complex, Biast went to collect his
gster from the Mother's court.

Jokal, taking the hint, made to bid Ingrey farewell. “1 must try
harder to seethisarchdivinefdlow. It may take sometime, so | should
dart, en?’

“Wait,” sad Ingrey. “I'll tell you who you should see. Ina
building two streets back, second floor-no, better.” He darted over to
pluck apassing boy in Bastard's whites, ayoung dedicat of some sort,
out of the thin stream of people passing through the central court bound
on various errands. “ Do you know the way to Learned Lewko's
office?’ he demanded of the boy.

The boy gave him an darmed nod.

“Takethislord to him now.” He handed off the dedicat to a
bemused Jokol. “Tell him Lord Ingrey sends acomplication for his
collection.”

“Will this Lewko help meto seethe archdivine?’ asked Jokol
hopefully.
“Either thet, or helll go over Fritinés head. Threaten to give him

Fefa; that will simulate him on your behaf.” Ingrey grinned; for the god
of vilejokes, this practically congtituted a prayer, he decided.



“Heisapower inthe Temple?’

Ingrey shrugged. “Heisapower of agod who does not wait on
clerks, at least.”

Jokol pursed hislips, then nodded, brightening. “Very good! |
thank you, Ingorry!” He trudged off after the boy, trailed by the
dubious Ottovin.

Ingrey thought he heard someone laughing in hisear, but it
wasn't Symark, who stood looking on somewhat blankly. A trick of the
court's acoustics, perhaps. Ingrey shook his head to clear it, then pulled
himsdlf to an attitude of grave attention as Biast returned with the ladies.

Biadt, after aglance around the court, gave Ingrey apeculiar
dtare, uncertain and searching. It occurred to Ingrey that the last time all
of this party had been present in this place was two days ago, for
Boleso'sfunerd. Was Biast wondering whether to believein Ingrey's
claimed shaman-miracle of cleansing hislate brother's soul? Or-almost
more disturbing-belief accepted, was he wondering what further
consequences must flow from it?

In any case, the gray-robed acolyte led them around the temple
into the maze of buildings housing clerks and works of the various holy
orders. Some structures were new and purpose-built, but most were
old and reassigned. They passed between two noisy and busy, if
dightly dilgpidated, former kin mansions, one now afoundling hospita
run by the Bastard's Order, the other the Mother'sinfirmary, its
colonnades echoing with the steps of physicians and green-clad
acolytes, itstranquil gardens sheltering recovering patients and their
attendants.

In the next Street over they cameto alarge edifice, three stories
high and built of the same yellow stone as Hetwar's paace, dedicated
to thelibraries and council rooms of the Father's Order. A winding
staircase circled a pacious hall and brought them at length to a hushed,
wood-paneled chamber.

Theinquirieswere already under way, it seemed, for apair of
retainers Ingrey thought he recognized from Boar's Head were just



shouldering back out the door, looking daunted but relieved. They
recognized the prince-marsha and princess and hastened to get out of
their way, signing sketchy gestures of respect. Biast managed areturn
nod of polite acknowledgment, although Fara's neck stayed stiff, pride
garched with mortification. Fara caught her breath in alittle snort likea
gtartled mare when thefirst person they encountered on the other side
of the door was Boleso's housemaster, Rider Ulkra. Ulkra bowed,
looking at least equally queasy.

A long table siretched across the head of the room, and five men
sat dong it with their backs to the draped windows. Two wore the
gray-and-black robes and red shoulder braids of divines of the Father's
Order, and the other three wore the chains of office marking judges of
the King's Bench. At asmall table to one side, a scribe sat with her
quillsand inks and papers. Other bencheslined thewalls. Near the
scribe, on the bench on the far side of the room, another divine sat, a
gangling fdlow with untidy graying black hair that seemed to echo his
robes. Hisred shoulder braid had agold cord running through it, the
mark of asenior scholar of jurisprudence. A counsdor to the
counsdlors?

Thejudges all rose and made obeisance to the prince-marshal
and courtesies to the princess; a couple of dedicat-servants were sent
scurrying to secure padded chairsfor the Stagthorne haunches. While
thiswas going on, Ingrey circled in on Ulkra, who swallowed nervoudy
but returned his greeting.

“Have you been questioned yet?’ Ingrey inquired politely.

“I wasto be next.”

Ingrey lowered hisvoice. “And do you plan to tdll the truth, or
lie?”

Ulkralicked hislips. “What would Lord Hetwar desire of me,
do you suppose?’

Did he dill think Ingrey was Hetwar's man? So was Ulkra
exceptionally shrewd, or just behindhand on capital gossp?“If | were
you, | should be more worried about what Hetwar's future master



desires”” He nodded toward Prince Biast, and Ulkrafollowed his
glance, warily. “Heisyoung now, but he won't stay that way for long.”

“Onewould think,” Ulkraangled, spesking dmost under his
breath, “he would desire to shield his sister from reproach and censure.”

“Would one?’ said Ingrey vaguely. “Let'sfind out.” He
beckoned to Biast, who trod over curioudly.

“Yes Ingrey?’
“My lord. Rider Ulkra here cannot decide if you would wish him

to tell the exact truth, or shadeit to spare your sster chagrin. What that
say's about your reputation, | must leave you to decide.”

“Sh, Ingrey!” whispered Ulkrain furious embarrassment, with a
fearful glance over his shoulder at the table down the room.

Biast looked taken aback. He said cautioudly, “1 promised Fara
that none would shame her here, but certainly no man should violate his
oath of truthsaying before the judges and the gods.”

“Y ou set the path for your future court starting even now, prince.
If you discourage men from speaking unpal atable truthsin front of you,
| trust you will develop your skill for gfting through pretty lies, for you
will spend therest of your reign, however short, wading in them.”
Ingrey let hismild tone suggest that it was amatter of utter indifference
to him which Biast chose; Ingrey would manage just the same.

Biadt'slipstwisted. “What wasit Hetwar said of you? That you
defy whom you choose?’

“Whom | please. | please Hetwar best so. But then, Hetwar is
no man'sfool.”

“Veily.” Biast's eyes narrowed; then he surprised and gratified
Ingrey dtogether by turning to Ulkra, and saying shortly, “Tell the exact
truth.” Heinhded, and added onasigh, “I'll deal with Faraas| must.”

Ulkra, eyeswide, bowed and backed away, presumably before
Ingrey could wind him into further coils. The chairsarrived; Ingrey gave
Biast adight, sncere bow, rather ironicaly returned, and took his place



on therear bench where he could watch the whole room, and the door.

A futile speculation crossed hismind: if Boleso had possessed a
friend with the backbone to stand up to him &t critica junctures, would
he still have turned onto the crooked roads that had led to his death?
Boleso had dways been the mogt difficult of the princely brood. Maybe
nothing would have saved him, & theend.

After ashort, whispered consultation among the judges, Ulkra
was called up to take his oath and answer the inquirers. Ulkra stood
before them with his hands clenched behind his stout back, feet apart,
taking some refuge in the soldierlike pose. The questions wereto the
point; the panel had dready, it appeared, acquired some grasp of the
outline of events at Boar's Head.

Asnearly asIngrey could discern, Ulkradid tell the exact truth
of the chain of deedsthat had |led to Boleso's death, insofar as he was
eyewitness. He did not leave out the leopard, nor his suspicions about
Boleso's earlier “dabblings,” though he managed to cloak hisown
complicity of slence under protestations of the loyaty and discretion
due from asenior servant. No, he had not suspected that Boleso's
body servant wastheillicit sorcerer Cumril. (So, the judges had heard
of Cumril's existence-from Lewko?) At one point, the scholarly divine
on the side bench silently passed a note acrossto one of the judges,
who read it and followed up with a couple of especidly penetrating and
shrewd questions of the housemagter.

The unsubtle ugliness of |jada's sacrifice a Boleso's bedroom
door came through clearly enough to Ingrey's ear, despite Ulkra's
sef-serving phrasing of it. By the stiffening of Farasfeatures, thiswas
thefirg fully objective account she had heard of the consequences a
Boar's Head after she had abandoned her maiden-in-waiting there. She
did not weep in whatever shame she swallowed, but her face might
have been carved in wood. Good.

When Ulkrawas dismissed, to flee from the chamber as swiftly
as he decently could, Farawas caled up. Ingrey, playing the courtier,
made of helping her from her chair the chance to breathe in her ear, “I
will know if youlie”



Her eyes shifted to him, coldly. “ Should | care?” she murmured
back.

“Would you redlly want to put such aweapon in my hand, lady?’
She hesitated. “No.”
“Good. You beginto think like aprincess.”

Her gaze grew startled as he squeezed her amin
encouragement before letting her go. And then, for amoment,
thoughtful, as though a new road had opened up before her not
previoudy perceived.

Thejudges kept their questions to her brief and courteous, as
befit equally law and prudence. Thetruth she spoke was, like Ulkras,
softened in her own excuse, and the motivation of her jedousy largely
left out, which Ingrey thought al to the good. But the mogt critical
elementsin hisview-that the demand had come from Boleso, been
accepted without consultation by Fara, and that ljadawas no
seductress nor cheerful volunteer-seemed plain enough, between the
lines. Farawas released with diplomatic thanks by the pandl; her eyes
squeezed shut in blegk relief as sheturned away.

With Faraleading the way, her two senior ladies-in-waiting told
the truth aswell, including afew side incidents not witnessed by Fara
that were even more damaging to Boleso. Biast |ooked decidedly
unhappy, but made no move to interfere with the testimony; though
there was no doubt the judges were very conscious of the
prince-marsha’s presence and expressons. The scholarly divine, Ingrey
noticed, also sent sharp if covert glances Biast'sway. If Biast had
chosen to cast theright frowns, snort, or shift at the key moments,
might he have shaped the questions? Distorted them in hislate brother's
favor? Perhaps; but ingtead he listened in guarded neutrdity, as befit a
man seeking truth before dl other ams. Ingrey hoped that theideaof a
blood-price might now be sounding better to him.

Shuffling echoed in the room asthe party roseto leave. Ingrey
directed the page to go in pursuit of histwin and bring around the
princesss pafrey; the boy bobbed abow, and replied, “Yes, Lord



Ingrey!” in his high, clear voice before scampering out. The scholarly
divine's head swiveled; he stared at Ingrey, frowning, then went to bend
over the shoulder of one of the empand ed divinesand murmur in his
ear. Browsrising, the judge nodded, cast aglance Ingrey'sway, and
murmured back. He then raised his hand and hisvoice, and called,
“Lord Ingrey! Would you stay amoment?’

Despite the polite tone, it was clearly acommand, not query or
invitation. Ingrey returned anod and stood attentively. Biadt,
shepherding his sster out the door, frowned in frustration, apparently
torn between assuaging Faras anxiety to escape and his own desire to
hear what was wanted of the wolf-lord now.

“I will catch you up, my lord,” said Ingrey to him. Biast, with an
expression that plainly said they would speak together later, nodded
and followed hissister ouit.

Ingrey took up a stance before the judges table reminiscent of
Ulkras, and waited, concealing extreme unease. He had not expected
to be questioned today, or possibly at all.

The scholarly divine stood behind his colleague and folded his
arms, shoulders hunched and face outthrust in his concentration upon
Ingrey. With his beaklike nose and receding chin, he resembled astork
wading in the shalows, intent upon some fish or frog conceded below
the water's surface. “I understand, Lord Ingrey, that you had an
experience a Prince Boleso'sfunera very pertinent to these
proceedings.”

Thisman had to have spoken with Lewko. How much had the
Bastard's divine conveyed to the Father's scholar? The two orders
were not usually noted for their mutual cooperation. “1 fainted from the
heat. Anything eseisnot such testimony asisadmissibleinatrid, |

thought.”

The man'slips pursed, and to Ingrey's surprise, he nodded in
goprovd. But then said, “Thisisnot atrid. Itisaninquiry. Y ou will
observe | have not requested your oath.”

Wasthat of some arcanelegd significance? From the dight nods



of acouple of the judges, apparently so. The scribe, for one thing, had
set asde her quill and showed no sign of taking it up again, dthough she
was staring at Ingrey in some fascination. It seemed they were
speaking, a the moment, off the record. Given the company, Ingrey
was not surethiswas any aid to him.

“Have you ever fainted from heat before?’ asked one of the
King's Bench judges.

“Wdl...no"
“Please describe your vison,” said the scholarly divine.

Ingrey blinked, once, dowly. If he refused to speak, how much
pressure would they bring to bear? They would likely place him under
oath; and then both speaking and silence would have potentidly more
dire consequences. Better thisway. “1 found mysdlf, Lady ljada, and
Prince Boleso's sundered soul all together in a...place. A boundless
place. | could see through Prince Boleso's torso. It was full of the
spirits of dead animal's, tumbling over each other in chaosand pain. The
Lord of Autumn appeared.” Ingrey moistened hislipsand kept his
voice dead level. “ The god requested meto call the anima spirits out of
Boleso. Lady ljada endorsed the request. | did so. The god took up
Boleso's soul and went away. | woke up on the templefloor.” There,
not too bad; astruthful as any madman and with quite a number of
complications|eft out.

“How?’ asked the divine curioudy. “How did you cal them
out?’

“It was but adream, Learned. One does not expect thingsto
make sensein adream.”

“Nevertheless”

“I was...given avoice.” No need to say how, or by whom, was
there?

“The weirding voice? Asthe voice you used on the rampant ice
bear two days before?’

A couple of heads along the panel came up at that.



Damn. “1 have heard it caled that.”
“Couldyou useit agan?’

It wasdl Ingrey could do not to useit right now; pardyzethis
roomful of men and escape. Or &se squeeze his sirangdly diffuse wolf
into atight littleinvisble bal under hisheart. Fool, they cannot see it
anyway. “| do not know.”

“More specificaly,” thedivinewent on crisply, “Lady ljadais
imputed to have been defiled with the spirit of adead leopard. It isthe
teaching of Temple history, which your vision with the late prince would
seem to support, that such a defilement sunders a soul from the gods.”

“A dead soul,” Ingrey corrected cautioudly. For both he and
|jada bore animal spirits, and yet the god had spoken to both. Not to
Boleso, though, Ingrey realized. He was moved to explain how the
shamans of the Old Weald had cleansed their departed comrades
gpirits, then thought better of it. Hewas not at al moved to explain how
hed learned dl this.

“Quite so. My question, then, is. were Lady ljadato be
executed asaresult of her futuretria, could you, Lord Ingrey, remove
the defiling anima spirit from her soul asyou did for Prince Boleso's?”’

Ingrey froze. Thefirst memory that roared back into hismind
was of Wencel'sworried vison of ljadaas an Old Weald courier
sacrifice, opening Holytree to the gods. Wence had thought that path
safely blocked by ljada's defilement. Not so safe, and not so blocked,
if Ingrey could unblock it again. And | could. Five gods, and curse
Them one and five, was this the unholy holy plan for the pair of them?
Is thiswhy You have chased us here? Thoughtstumbling, Ingrey
temporized, “Why do you ask, Learned?’

“Itisatheologicd fine point that | greatly desire clarified.
Execution, properly speaking, isapunishment of the body for crimesin
the world of matter. The question of the salvation or sundering of asoul
and itsgod is not more affected than by any other death, nor should it
be; for the improper sundering of asoul would be aheinous sin and
burden upon the officers charged with such aduty. An execution that



entails such an unjust sundering must be resisted. An execution that
does not may proceed.” A slence followed this pronouncement; the
divine added solicitoudy, “ Do you follow the argument, my lord?’

Ingrey followed it. Claws scrabbling, dragged asby aleash. If |
say | can cleanse her soul, it frees themto hang her body with a
blithe good will. If he said he could not...he would be lying, but what
else? He whispered, “1t was only...” Stopped, cleared histhroat,
forced hisvoiceto anorma volume. “1t was only adream, Learned.
Y ou refine too much uponiit.”

A warm autumna voice murmured, somewhere between his ear
and hismind, If you deny Me and yourself before this little
company, brother wolf, how shall you manage before a greater?

Ingrey did not know if hisface drained white, though severa of
the judges sared a him in darm. With an effort, he kept himsdf from
swaying on hisfest. Or, five godsforbid, falling down in afaint.
Wouldn't that be adramatic development, coming pat upon hiswords
of disavowdl.

“Hm,” said the scholarly divine, his gaze narrowing. “Thepoint is
an important one, however.”

“How, then, if | amplify it for you?If | have not this ability, the
point ismoot. If | have...l refuseto useit so.” Eat that.

“Could you beforced?’” The divine'stone conveyed no hint of
threst; it seemed the purest curiosity.

Ingrey'slips drew back in agrin that had nothing to do with
humor, a al, at dl; severd of the men pushed back in their seatsin an
ingtinctiverecail. “You could try,” he breathed. Under the
circumstances-under those circumstances, with |jadas dead body cut
down from agdlowsand laid a hisfeet-he might just find out
everything hiswolf could really do. Until they cut him down aswell.

“Hm.” The scholarly divinetapped hislips; hisexpresson,
srangely, seemed more satisfied than darmed. “Mogt interesting.” He
glanced down the pandl. “Have you any more questions?’



The senior judge, looking vastly disturbed, said, “Not...not at
thistime. Thank you, Most Learned, for your...um...aways
thought-provoking commentary.”

“Yes,” muttered another under his breath, “trust you to come up
with a horrible complication no one ese ever thought of.”

A dight tilt of the scholarly divineshead and aglint inhiseye
took this as more compliment than complaint, despitethe tone. “Then |
thank you, Lord Ingrey.”

It was clearly adismissal, and not amoment too soon; Ingrey
managed acivil nod and turned away, quelling an urgeto run. He
turned onto the galery outside the chamber and drew along breath, but
before he could entirely compose himsdlf again, heard footsteps behind
him. He glanced back to see the strange divine following him out.

Thelanky man signed the Five by way of gregting; a swift
gesture, but very precise, neither perfunctory nor sketched. Ingrey
nodded again, started to rest hishand on his sword hilt, decided the
gesture might beinterpreted astoo threatening, and let his hands drift to
clench each other behind hisback. “May | help you, Learned?” Over
the gallery rail, headfirst, perhaps?

“My apologies, Lord Ingrey, but | just redized that | was
introduced before your party camein, but not again after. | am Learned
Oswin of Suitlesf.”

Ingrey blinked; his mind, briefly frozen, bolted off againina
wholly unexpected new direction. “ Hallana's Oswin?’

The divine smiled, looking oddly abashed. “Of dl my titles, the
truest, | fear. Yes, I'm Halana's Oswin, for my sins. She told me much
of your meeting with her a Red Dike.”

“Isshewd|?’

“Wadll, and ddivered of afinelittlegirl, | am pleased to say. Who
| pray to the Lady of Spring shall grow up to look like her mother and
not like me, ese she will have much to complain of when sheisolder.”

“I'm glad sheis safe. Both safe. Learned Hallanaworried me.” In



mor e ways than one. He touched his till-bandaged right hand,
reminded of how close he had cometo retrieving hissword, in his
scarlet madnessin that upstairs room.

“Had you time to know her better, she would not have worried

you.
“Ah?’

“Shewould have terrified you, just likethe rest of us. Yet
somehow, we dl survived her, again. She sent me here, you see. Quite
drove me from her bedside. Which many women tend to do to their
poor hushands after a childbirth, but not for such reasons.”

“Have you spoken with Learned Lewko?’
“Yes, a length, when | arrived last night.”

Ingrey groped for careful wording. “And on whose behdf did
Hallanasend you?’ It occurred to him belatedly that the diving's
adarming theologica argument back in the chamber might well have
been intended to impede |jadas execution, not speed it.

“Wadll...wdl, now, that'salittle hard to say.”
Ingrey consdered this. “Why?’

For the first time, Oswin hesitated before he answered. He took
Ingrey by the arm and led him away, around the corner of the gdlery,
well out of earshot of the door where a couple of what looked like
more servants from Boar's Head were just being led insde by a
gray-robed dedicat. Oswin leaned on therail, looking down
thoughtfully into the well of the hall; Ingrey matched his pose and
waited.

When Oswin resumed, hisvoice was oddly diffident. “You area
man with much experience in the uncanny and the haly, | understand.
The gods speak to you in waking visons, face-to-face.”

“No!” Ingrey began, and stopped. Denid again?“Wsdll...ina
way. | have had many bizarre experienceslately. They crowd upon me
now. It does not make me deft.”



Oswin sighed. “1 cannot imagine growing deft in the face of this,
Y ou have to understand. | had never had adirect experience of the
holy inmy life, for al that | tried to serve my god as seemed best to me,
according to my gifts aswe are taught. Except for Hallana. She wasthe
only miracle that ever happened to me. The woman seemsvastly
oversupplied with gods. At one point, | accused her of having stolen
my share, and she accused me of marrying her solely to sustain a
proper average. The godswalk through her dreams as though strolling
inagarden. | just have dreams of running lost through my old seminary,
with no clothes, late for an examination of aclass| did not know | had,
and thelike”

“Taking the examination, or giving it?" Ingrey couldn't help
asking.

“Either, varioudy.” Oswin's brow furrowed. “And then thereare
the oneswhere | am wandering through a house that isfaling apart, and
| have no toolsto repair...well, anyway.” Hetook along breath, and
seitled into himsdlf. “The night after our new daughter was born, | dept
once again with Hallana. We both shared a significant dream. | woke
crying out in fear. She was utterly cheery about it. She said it meant we
must go a once to Easthome. | asked her if she had run mad, she could
not rise and go about yet! She said she could put apalet in the back of
the wagon and rest the whole way. We argued about it dl day. The
dream came again the next night. She said that cinched the matter. |
said she had aduty to the babe, to the children, that she could neither
abandon them nor drag them aong into danger. She gave way; |
gloated. | took to my horse that afternoon. | was ten miles down the
road before | redized that | had been neetly foxed.”

“How 07’

“ Separated, there was no way for me to continue the argument.
Or to stop her. | have no doubt she's upon the road right now, not
more than aday behind me. | wonder if shewill have brought the
children?1 shudder to pictureit. If you see her, or her faithful servants,
inthistown before | do, tell her | have taken roomsfor dl of usat the
Inn of Irises across from the Mother's Infirmary.”



“Would, um, she be traveling with the same ones | met in Red
Dike?’

“Oh, yes, Bernan and Hergi. They would not be separated from
her. Bernan was one of her early triumphsin sorcerous healing, you
see. Hergi brought him to her in agony from the stones, clawing himself
and shrieking of suicide, closeto heart failure from the pain, hislife and
sanity despaired of. Hallana exploded the soneswithin his body, and
he passed them at once-she had him on hisfeet and smiling in aday.
They would follow her into any folly she chose.” Oswin snorted. “I
congtruct the most excellent arguments in the Father's name that my
intellect and deep training can devise, yet with al my reason | cannot
move people as she doesjust by-by standing there breathing. Itis
entirdy unjust.” Histonetried to be incensed, but only managed wistful.

“Thedream,” Ingrey reminded him.

“My agpologies. | do not normaly rattle on like this. Perhaps that
explains something about my Halana...l havelad it before Learned
Lewko, now you. There were five peopleinit: Halana, me, Lewko,
and two young men | had never seen before. Until today. Prince Biast
was one of them. | nearly fdl off my bench when he walked into the
chamber and was named. The other was astranger fellow till; agiant
man with long red hair, who spokein tongues.”

“Ah,” said Ingrey. “ That would be Prince Jokol, no doubt. Tell
him to give Fafaafish for me, when you meet him. In fact, you might
catch him now; | just sent him to Lewko. He could ill bethere.”

Oswin's eyes widened, and he straightened as though to dash of f
at once, but then shook his head and continued. “Inthedream...l ana
man of words, but | scarcely know how to describeit. All the five were
god-touched. More, worse: the gods put us on and wore uslike
gauntlets. We shattered...”

They harry me hard, now, Horseriver had said. So it seemed.
“Well, should you determinewhat it al meant, let me know. Were any
othersinthedream?’ Meor ljada, for example?

Oswin shook hishead. “ Just thefive. So far. The dream did not



seem finished, which upset me yet Hallanatook in stride. | both long

and fear to deep, to find out more, but now | have insomnia. Hallana
may bewilling to run off into the dark, but | want to know where the
stepping-stones will be.”

Ingrey smiled grimly at this. “1t waslately suggested to me, by a
man with longer experience of the godsthan | can rightly imagine, that
the reason the gods do not show our paths more plainly isthat They do
not know either. | haven't decided if | find this reassuring or the
reverse. It does hint they do not torment us solely for Their amusement,
at least.”

Oswin tapped ahand on therailing. “Halanaand | have argued
this point-the foresight of the gods. They are the gods. They must
know if anyone does.”

“Perhgps no one does,” said Ingrey eedly.

The expression on Oswin's face was that of a man forced to
swdlow aviletasting medicine of dubiousvaue. “1 shdl try Lewko,
then. Perhaps this Jokol will know something more.”

“I doubt it, but good luck.”
“I trust we will meet again soon.”
“Nothing would startle me, these days.”

“Where might | reach you? Lewko said you were set asa spy
upon Earl Horseriver, who aso seems somewhat involved in this

tangle”

Ingrey hissed through histeeth. “1 supposeit'sfortunate
Horseriver dready knowsthat | spy on him, with that sort of loose
gossip circuleing.”

Oswin shook his head vehemently. “ Neither loose nor gossip,

and the circleisatight one. Lewko had something like the dream, too,
from what he says.”

Somewhat involved, indeed. “ Stay away from Horseriver for
the time being. Heis dangerous. If you wish to see me, send amessage



there, but put no matter of import in the writing-assumeit will be
intercepted and read by hostile eyes before | seeit.”

Oswin nodded, frowning. They walked together down the
circling stairs and out to the street. Ingrey bade the divine farewell and
turned his quickening steps down the hill toward Kingstown.

CHAPTER TWENTY

I NGREY COULD NOT MUSTER MUCH SURPRISE WHEN, AFTER

crossing the buried creek into the lower city, he rounded a corner and
found Hallana's wagon blocking his path.

The two stubby horses, dusty and swesty from the road, were
standing hip-shot and bored, and Bernan sat on the driver's box with
reins dack and his elbows on hisknees. A riding horse, unsaddled, was
tied on behind the wagon by aropeto its hater. Hergi crouched behind
Bernan's shoulder. Hallanawas hanging off the front brace of the
canopy with one hand, shielding her gaze with the other, and peering
dubioudy up an dley too narrow for the wagon to enter.

Hergi pounded on Bernan's shoulder, pointed at Ingrey, and
cried, “Look! Look!”

Halana swung around, and her face brightened. “Ah! Lord
Ingrey! Excdlent.” She gave Bernan a pat on the other shoulder. “ See,
did I not say?’ The smith gave aweary sort of head bob, hafway
between agreement and exasperation, and Hallana stepped over him to
hop down to the street and stand before Ingrey.

She had abandoned her loose and tattered robes for a natty
traveling costume, adark green coat upon adress of pae linen, notably
cinched in around the waist. Her shoulder braids were absent-traveling
incognito? She remained short and plump, but trimmer, with her hair
nestly braided in wresths around her head. There were no visble sgns
of children or other trailing chaos.

Ingrey gave her apolite haf bow; she returned ablessing,
athough her sign of the Five more resembled a vague check mark over



her torso. “ So glad to seeyou,” shetold him. “I'm seeking ljada.”

“How?’ he couldn't help asking. Presumably, she was once
more in command of her powers.

“I usudly just drive around until something happens.”
“That seems...oddly inefficient.”

“Y ou sound like Oswin. He would have wanted to draw agrid
over achart of the city, and mark off sectionsin drict rotation. Finding
you was much faster.”

Ingrey started to consider the logic of this, then thought better of
it. “Speaking of Learned Oswin. Hetold meto tell you he has taken
roomsfor you dl at the Inn of the Irises, across from the Mother's
Infirmary on Temple Hill.”

A dight groan from Bernan greeted thisnews.
“Oh!” Halana brightened il further. “Y ou have met, how nice!”
“Y ou are not surprised to be expected?’

“Oswin can beterribly stodgy at times, but he's not stupid. Of
course hewould redize wed be coming. Eventualy.”

“Learned Sir will not be pleased with us,” Hergi predicted
uneasly. “Hewasn't before.”

“Pish posh,” said Oswin's spouse. “You survived.” Sheturned
back to Ingrey, and her voice dropped to seriousness. “Did hetell you
about our dream?’

“Jud alittle”
“Where is ljada, anyway?’

The passersby all seemed ordinary folk, so far, but Ingrey
declined to take chances. “I should not be seen talking to you, nor
overheard.”

Halana jerked her head toward the canopied wagon, and Ingrey
nodded. He swung up after her into the shadowed interior, clambering
over bundles and sesting himsdlf on atrunk, awkwardly adjusting his



sword. Hallanasat down cross-legged on a pallet padded thickly with
blankets and looked at him expectantly.

“ljadaisbeing kept in aprivate house not far from the
quayside.” Ingrey kept hisvoice low. “Her house warden is Rider
Gesca, for the moment, who is Hetwar's man, but the house belongsto
Earl Horseriver. The servantsthere are the earl's spies, and Gescals
discretion is not to be trusted at al. Y ou must not go there as yoursdif.
Have Learned Lewko take you, perhapsin the guise of an examining
physician for theinquest or some such. That would give you an excuse
to exclude the servants and speak privately with |jada.”

Hallands eyes narrowed. “ Interesting. |s Fara's husband no
friend to ljada after al-or too much the reverse? Or isit that wretched
princesswho isthe problem?’

“Faraisatangle of problems, but Wencd'sinterest in her
handmaiden was not the smple lechery she had imagined. Wenced has
secret powers and unknown purposes. Hetwar hasjust set mein his
household to spy upon him in an effort to determine those purposes. |
don't want the waters there muddied worse than they are dready.”

“Y ou think him dangerous?’
“Yaﬂ
“Toyou?" Her browswent up.

Ingrey bit hislip. “1t has become suspected that he bears a spirit
animd. Likemine. Thisis...true but incomplete.” He hesitated. “The
geas we broke in Red Dike-he was the source of it.”

She huffed out her bresth. “Why is he not arrested?”

“No!” said Ingrey sharply. And at her stare, more quietly, “No.
Inthe first place, | have not determined how to prove the charge, and
in the second, a premature arrest could trigger adisaster.” For me, at
leadt.

She blinked up at himin afriendly way. “ Oh, come, Lord
Ingrey. You cantell me more”



Hewas sordly tempted. | think...not yet. | am at the stage of
things...l dontyet...l am ill driving around in circleswaiting for
something to happen.”

“Oh.” A look of sympathetic enlightenment crossed her features.
“That stage. | know it well.” After amoment she added, “My
condolences.”

Heran ahand through his hair. It was growing again around the
gtitches, which were surdly ready to come out. “I cannot linger. | must
catch up with Prince Biast and Princess Fara. Y our husband was a
ljada'sinquest thismorning, and can likely tel you more of it than | can.
Lewko knows something aswell. | wonder”-Ingrey fdtered-“if | can
trust you.”

Her head came up, cocking alittleto one side. She said dryly, “I
assume that was not meant asan insult.”

Ingrey shook hishead. “I stumble through amurk of liesand half
liesand stranger talesright now. Thelegd thing, the obviousthing-like
aresting Wencd-may not be the right thing, though | cannot explainiit.
All fedsfluid. Asthough the gods themsalves hold Their bresths.
Something is about to happen.”

1] WI,H?1

“If I knew, if | knew-" Ingrey heard therisng tenson in hisown
voice, and yanked it to astop.

“Shh, hush,” Halana soothed him, as though calming anervy
mount. “Can you trust me, a least, to move cautioudy, spesk little,
ligen, and wait?’

“Canyou?’

“Unless my gods compel me otherwise.”
“Y our gods. Not your Temple superiors.”
“| sadwhat | said.”

Ingrey nodded and took a breath. “ Ask ljada, then. Sheisthe
only onel havetrusted with everything | know so far. The others have



only bitsand pieces. Sheand | are bound together in thisby more
than”-his voice sstumbled, choked-*“more than affection. We have
shared two waking visons. She can tell you more.”

“Good. | will goto her discreetly asyou advise, then.”

“I am not sureif the godsand | seek the same ends. | am
absolutely sure the gods and Wencel do not seek the same ends.” His
brow wrinkled. “Oswin said you shattered. In your dream. | did not
understand what was meant.”

“Nether dowe.”

“Would the gods use us to destruction?’ She had not brought
her children-for speed, for smplicity? Or for safety? Theirs. Not hers.

“Perhaps” Her voice was perfectly even, ddivering this.
“Y ou do not reassure me, Learned.”

Some might cal her return smile enigmétic, but Ingrey thought it
more sardonic. He returned her a salute in the same mode and glanced
out the wagon back for witnesses. He added over his shoulder, “If you
go at onceto Lewko, you might find your husband till there. And
possibly ared-haired idander whose tongueis lubricated by ether vile
liquor or holy kissesfrom the Lady of Spring, or both.”

“Ah-hal” said Halana, stting up in sudden enthusiasm. “Thet is
one part of my dream | should not object to finding prophetic. Ishe as
darling as he seemed?”’

“I...don't think | can answer that,” said Ingrey, after a bemused
pause. He siwvung out of the wagon, dipped around its Side, and took
the shortcut up the dley toward the Horseriver mansion.

THE EARL'SPORTER ADMITTED HIM WITH A MURMURED, “MY LADY
and the prince-marsha await you in the Birch Chamber, Lord Ingrey.”

Ingrey took the hint, nodded, and ascended the stairs at once.
The room was the same in which he had surprised Faraon thefirst day
of his so-called service-perhapsits quiet colors and sober furnishings



madeit afavorite refuge of hers. Hefound thelittle company gathered
there, Biast and Symark conversing over atray of bread and cheeses,
Fara hdf-reclining upon a settee while one of her women pressed a
damp cloth to her forehead. The scent of lavender was cool and sharp
upontheair.

Fara collected herself and sat up as Ingrey entered, regarding
him with aworried glower. Her face was pae, the skin around her eyes
asmudged gray, and herecalled ljadas report of the princess's
tendency to sick headaches.

“Lord Ingrey.” Biast gracioudy gestured himto St. “Thelearned
divine kept you long.”

Ingrey let this passwith anod; he had no desireto explain
Hdlana

Farawas not inclined to await adiplomatic lead-in. “What did
he ask you? Did he ask you anything € se about me?’

“He asked nothing further of you, my lady, nor of anything that
happened at Boar's Head,” Ingrey reassured her. She sat back in
evident relief. “His questions were largely” -he hesitated-“ theol ogica .”

Biast did not seem to share hissster'srdlief. His brows drew
down in renewed concern. “ Did they touch on our brother?’

“Only indirectly, my lord.” There seemed no reason not to be
frank with Biast about Oswin'sinquiries, though Ingrey wasnot & al
sure he wanted to reved his other connections with the scholarly divine
just yet. “Hewished to know if | could cleanse Lady ljada's soul of her
leopard spirit, in the event of her death, as| had seemed to do for the
late prince. | said | did not know.”

Biast dragged one booted toe back and forth over the rug,
frowned down and seemed to grow conscious of thetic, and stilled his
foot. When he looked up, his voice had grown quieter. “Did you realy
see the god? Face-to-face?’

“He appeared to me as ayoung woodland lord of surpassing
beauty. | did not get the sense...” Ingrey paused, uncertain how to



expressthis. “Y ou have seen children make shadow puppets upon a
wall with their hands. The shadow is not the hand, thoughiit is crested
by it. The young man | saw was, | think, the shadow of the god.
Reduced to asmple outline that | could understand. Asif therelay
vastly more beyond that | could not see, that would have appeared
nothing at al like the deceptive shadow if | could havetakenitin
without. . .shattering.”

“Did Hegiveyou any directionsfor...for me?’ Biast'stone of
diffident hope robbed the question of hubris. He glanced over at his
intently listening sgter. * For any of the rest of us?’

“No, my lord. Areyou feding in need of some?’

Biagt's lips huffed on ahumorless laugh. “1 reach for some
certainty in an uncertain time, | suppose.”

“Then you come to the wrong storehouse,” said Ingrey bitterly.
“The gods give me nothing but hints and riddles and maddening
conundrums. Asfor my vision, | suppose | must call it, it wasfor
Boleso'sfuneral. In that hour, the god attended to his soul alone. In our
hours, we may receive the same undivided scrutiny.”

Fara, rubbing her hand aong one skirt-clad thigh in atension not
unlike her brother's, looked up. The vertica grooves between her thick
eyebrows degpened, as she considered this dark consolation with the
wariness of aburned child studying afire.

“| spoke a some length last night with Learned Lewko,” Biast
began, and stopped. He squinted at hissister. “Fara, you redly don't
look well. Don't you think you had better go lie down for awhile?’

The lady-in-waiting nodded endorsement to thisidea. “We
could draw the drapesin your chambers, my lady, and make it quite
dark.”

“That might be better.” Faraleaned forward, only to Sit staring
down &t her feet for amoment before alowing her waiting woman to
pull her reluctantly upright. Biast rose dso.

Ingrey seized the moment to concedl caculation in courtesy. “I



am sorry you are so plagued, my lady. But if theinquest returnsa
verdict of self-defense, there might be no need for you to be so
imposed upon again.”

“I can dowhat | haveto do,” shereplied coolly. But she looked
asthough adismissa of chargeswas, for the moment, anewly
attractive notion. She gave him acivil enough nod of farewdl, though it
caused her to raise one hand to her templeimmediately theresfter.
Biast's glance back at Ingrey was more curious. Ingrey wondered if he
might, after dl, removethethreat of atria from ljada by one strand of
persuasion a atime, like aweb, rather than in some more concentrated
and dramatic manner: if so, well and good. The pardld with Wencd's
preferred techniques of indirection did not escape him.

Biast saw hissister out, but then left her to her waiting woman,
he looked up and down the corridor amoment before returning to the
chamber, shutting the door firmly behind him. He frowned & his
bannerman Symark and then at Ingrey, asthough considering some
comparison, though whether of physicd threet or persond discretion,
Ingrey could not guess. Symark was afew years older than hislord and
anoted swordsman; perhaps Biast imagined him asufficient defense
from Ingrey, should the wolf-lord run mad and attack. Or Symark and
Biast together 0, at least. Ingrey did not seek to disabuse the
prince-marsha of this comforting error.

“Asl said, | had some conversation with Lewko,” Biast
continued. He sat again by the low table with the tray, gesturing for
Ingrey to do likewise. Ingrey pulled his chair around and composed
himsalf in close attention. “ The Bastard's Order-which | take to mean,
Lewko and a couple of forceful Temple sorcerers-have questioned
Cumril in grester detall, at length.”

“Good. | hopethey held hisfeet to thefire”

“Something of asort. | gather they dared not press him to the
point of such disarray that his demon might reascend. That fear alone,
Lewko assured me, was agreater goad to him than any threeat to his
body that any inquirer might make.” His brow wrinkled doubtfully.



“| understand this.”

“So you might.” Biast sat back. “More disturbing to me was
Cumril's assertion that my brother had indeed planned my
assassnation, as you guessed. How did you know?’

So that's why he had urged Fara out, that he might address these
painful matters discreetly. Ingrey shrugged. “1 am no seer. For anyone
seeking the hallow kingship with less backing than you aready have, it's
alogicad step.”

“Yes, but not my own-" Biast stopped, bit hislip.

Ingrey grasped the chance to cast another thread. “ So it seems
Lady ljada saved your life, aswell as her own. And your brother's soul
fromagreat sn and crime. Or your god did, through her.”

Biast pausad as though thinking uneasily about this, then began
again. “1 do not know how | earned my brother's hatred.”

“I believe hismind was well and truly unhinged, toward the end.
Boleso'sfevered fancies, not any actions of yours, seem to methe
springs of hisbehavior.”

“I did not redlize he was so-s0 lost. When that first dire incident
with the manservant happened, | wrote my father | would come home,
but he wrote back ordering meto stay at my post. Reducing one
rebellious but ill-provisioned border castle and afew bandit camps
seemsto me now alessvitd tutorid than what | might have been
learning in the sametime at Easthome. | suppose my father wished to
insulate me from the scandal.”

Or, perhaps, to protect him from worse and subtler things? Or
was Biast's diversion to the border in this crisis engineered by other
persuaders? Was the print of Horseriver's hoof anywhere in this?

Biast Sghed. “In the fullness of time | expected to receive the
crown from my father's own hands, in hislifetime, like every Stagthorne
king before me. He'd had the election and coronation of my older
brother Byza al planned out three years ago, before Byzas untimely
death. Now | must grasp with my own hands, or let the crown fal.”



“Byzaswas asudden illness, wasn't it?” Ingrey had been gone
from Easthome on an early courier mission for Hetwar to the Low
Ports, and had missed that royal funeral. Biast had received the
prince-marsha’s banner that had belonged to his brother before him
only afew weeks later. Had Boleso dwelt too unhedthily upon the
precedent?

“Lockjaw.” Biast shuddered in memory. “I wasin Byzastrain at
his nava camp near Hemharbor at the time. He was preparing some
new shipsfor seatrias. Several men were stricken so. Five gods spare
me from such afate. It gave me an aversion to deathbeds that lingers
dill. My heart faills me a the thought of facing another. | pray fivetimes
aday for my father'srecovery.”

Ingrey had last seen the dying halow king in person some weeks
ago, just before his palsy stroke. He had been yellow-skinned,
belly-swollen, and cheek-sunken even then, his movements heavy and
voice low and durred. “I think we must pray for other blessingsfor him,

Biast stared away, not disputing this. “ The charge againgt
Boleso, if it isnot just Cumril's caumny, hasleft me wondering whom |
cantrust.” Hisgaze, returning to Ingrey, made Ingrey fed rather odd.

“Each man according to hismeasure, | suppose.”

“This presumes an ability justly to measure men, which begsthe
guestion. Have you taken the measure of my brother-in-law yet?’

“Not, um, entirely.”
“Isheadanger like Boleso?’

“Hés...amarter.” And so, Ingrey was beginning to be
convinced, was Biagt. “No insult intended,” Ingrey added, in abelated
attempt at tact.

Biast grimaced. “At leagt, | trugt, heisnot so mad.”
Slence
“One does o trust-doesn't one?’



“I trust no one,” Ingrey evaded.
“Not even the gods?’
“Themlesst of dl.”

“Mm.” Biast rubbed his neck. “Wéll, theimpending kingship
does not give me joy, under the circumstances, but | am not &t all
inclined to hand it on, over my dead body, to monsters.”

“Good, my lord,” said Ingrey. “Hold to that.”

Symark, who had been ligening to this exchange with arms
folded, rose and wandered to the window, evidently to check the clock
of thesun, for he turned and gave his master an inquiring look. Biast
nodded in return and stood with atired grunt; Ingrey cameto hisfeet
likewise

Biast ran ahand through his hair in agesture copied or caught,
Ingrey wasfairly sure, from Hetwar. “Have you any other advice for
methisday, Lord Ingrey?’

Ingrey was only ayear or two older than Biast; surdly the prince
could not see him as an authority for that reason. “In al matters of
policy, you are better advised by Hetwar, my lord.”

“And other matters?’

Ingrey hesitated. “For Temple palitics, Fritineis most informed,
but beware hisfavor to hiskin. For, ah, practical theology, see Lewko.”

Biast gppeared to muse for amoment over the unsettling
implications of thet practical . “Why?’

Ingrey'sfingers stretched out, then tapped acrossthe bal of his
thumb in order, little finger to index. “Because the Thumb touches dl

four other fingers.” The words seemed to fal out of his mouth from
nowhere, and he amost jerked back, startled.

Biast too seemed to find the words fraught beyond their
amplicity, for he gave Ingrey apeculiar sare, unconscioudy clenching
hishand. “I shal hold that in my mind. Guard my sigter.”

“I'll do my utmost, my lord.”



Biast gave him anod, gestured Symark ahead of him, and went
out.

INGREY SCOUTED THE MANSION TO DISCOVER FARA LAID DOWN in her
chambers and tended by her ladies as expected, and the earl gone out
to the halow king's hdl. So what drew Wencel there that was more
riveting than awaiting the news from the inquest? That he had not
escorted hiswifeto thejudges bench was no surprise; Wencd quietly
avoided TempleHill, in such aroutine fashion as to occason no
remark. But whatever menace the earl concedled, he'd been attending
on hissick father-in-law for weekswithout Ingrey's supervison. Ingrey
hesitated to pursue him there. Yet.

The situation seemed to have more need for wits than astrong
sword arm, and if the body was neglected, the brain flagged, too, so
Ingrey took himsdlf to the earl's kitchen to forage amed, which was
served to him aong with certain oblique complaints. After that, he
tracked down Tesko and bullied him into giving back to the scullions
the money he/d won chesting at dice. His servant temporarily cowed,
Ingrey then had him snip and extract the stitches from his scalp and
rebandage his sword hand. The long and ragged tear in his discolored
skin seemed closed, but gtill tender, and he pressed the gauze wrapping
warily after Tesko tied it off. This should have healed by now.

Autumn dusk crept through the window embrasures asIngrey
sat on his new bed and meditated. The princesssimpending
bereavement curtailed the sort of society that had enlivened Hetwar's
palace of an evening, or demanded Ingrey's services as an escort for its
lord or lady. If Earl Horseriver choseto send him off on some untimely
courier mission, how then could he carry out his princely mandate to
guard Fara, or his salf-imposed task to save |jada? Get one of
Hetwar's men to ride, and remain in Easthome sneaking about spying?
The notion seemed stuffed with disastrous complications. His public
duty to obey the earl wasapitfal waiting to swallow him, it seemed to
Ingrey, and he was not sure Hetwar had quite thought it through.

Could he defy Horseriver? Each of them, it seemed, had been



gifted with kindred powers. Horseriver was vastly more practiced, but
was he stronger? And what did strength mean, in that boundless
hallowed space where visions took seeming shape?

How, for that matter, did one practice, and upon what? Ingrey's
battle-madness could not be rehearsed at dl; it came only at need, and
in deadly earnest. And the weirding voice-could its suggestions be
res sted? Defied? Broken? Did they wear off intime, like Hallana's
demon-sorcery had upon the be-pigged man? Ingrey could not imagine
finding glad volunteersto test histalents upon. Though Hallana, he
suddenly suspected, would be dl for thetrial, and Oswin would take
careful notes. Theimage made him smile despite himself.

How old is my wolf? The question niggled him, suddenly.
Warily, heturned his perceptions inward, and once more, the sensation
was akin to trying to see his own eyes. The accumulated wolf souls
seemed to meld together into asmooth unity, asthough their
boundaries were more permeable somehow; wolves became Wolf ina
way that Earls Horseriver had failed to achieve in that tormented soul's
canniba descent through the generations of hishuman kin. Ingrey sifted
the fragmentary lupine memoriesthat had cometo him, both in that first
terribleinitiation and in later dreams. The viewpoint was odd, and
scents seemed more sharply remembered than sghts. A sufficiently
impoverished rurd village of recent dayswas hardly to be distinguished
from aforest town of thelost times.

But suddenly amost peculiar memory surfaced, of chewing with
wolf-puppy teeth upon a piece of boiled leather armor, a cuirass amost
bigger than he was. The chastisement when held been caught &t it did
not diminish the satisfaction to his sore mouth. The armor had been
quite new, dragged to a corner of some dim and smoky hall. The
design was digtinctive, the breast decoration more so, asilhouette of a
wolf's head with gaping jaws burned into the leather with hot iron. My
wolf isas old as the Old Weald, and then some.

Asold as Wencd's horse? Ol der, surely, in asense, for hiswolf
had been abroad, repeatedly reincarnated, for four hundred extrayears
before being so bloodily harvested. Part of that time had been spent



high up in the Cantons, judging by the pictures of cold peaks that
lingered in hismind. A long happy period, several domesticated
wolf-lives, in sometiny hamlet in aforgotten vale where seasons and
generaionsturned in adow whed ... The atrition of mischance might
have cut short the accumulation of wolf souls, yet had not. Which
suggested in turn that Someone with along, long attention span might
have been manipulating those chances. Must have been, hismirthless
reason corrected this.

If he ever saw the god again, he could ask, Ingrey supposed. |
could ask now. | could pray. He had no desireto; praying held dl the
appedl of thrusting his hand into the haly fire on the temple plinth and
holding it there. Talking to the gods had been a much more comfortable
proposition when there had seemed no danger of Their talking back.

Helay back and sought within himsdf for that millrace-current
sense of ljada. The quiet song of it camed him instantly. She was nat,
at thismoment, in pain, nor unduly fatigued, except for atense piling-up
of boredom. It did not follow that she was safe; the banal comfort of
the narrow house was deceptive, that way. Horseriver had named this
link the unintended relict of his murderous geas, and it might be so.
Was not some good savaged from evil, from timeto time? He must
contrive some way to see her again, secretly and soon. And to
communicate. Could this subtle perception be made more explicit? One
yank for yes, two yanks for no. Well, perhaps not that, but there must
be something.

His brooding was interrupted by a page rapping on his door,
bidding him to attend upon the earl. Ingrey armed himself, grabbed up
hislong court cloak, and descended to the entry hal, where he found
Horseriver, who could only have comein ashort time ago, preparing to

go out again.
With some low-voiced ingructions, the earl finished dispatching
an anxious groom, then granted Ingrey acivil nod.

“Where away, my lord?’
“The hdlow king'shdl.”



“Didn't you just come from there?’

Wencd nodded. “It isnearly time. | think the king will not last
the night. Thereisaparticular waxy look to the skin”-Wencel passed a
hand over hisface-“that isavery distinctive herad to these sorts of
desths”

And Horseriver ought to know. From both sides, Ingrey
redlized. They were briefly donein the hdl, the servants having been
sent to hurry Fara; Ingrey lowered hisvoice. “ Ought | to suspect you of
some uncanny netion?’

Wencel shook his head, apparently not the least offended by the
suggestion. “His death comes quite without need of any man's
assistance. At onetime-long ago-I might have sought to speed it. Or,
morevainly, to retard it. Now | just wait. A flicker of days, anditis
done.” Hevented along, quiet sigh.

Degth, an old familiar, did not disturb Wencel, and yet his
languid weariness seemed a mask, to Ingrey. He was tense with some
hidden anticipation, reveded, barely, only when his eyes repeatedly
checked the staircase for some sign of Fara. At length the princess
appeared: pae, chill, cloaked in black.

Ingrey, bearing alantern, led the way through the darkening
dreets of Kingstown; the sole retainer, he noted, called to this duty.
The evening air was chill and damp-the cobbleswould be dippery with
dew by midnight-but overhead thefirst stars shone down from a
rainless sky. Wence escorted hiswife on hisarm with the unfailing cold
courtesy that was his studied habit. Ingrey extended his senses-al of his
senses-yet found no new threet looming in the shadows. 1ndeed, no.
We are the threats, Wencel and |.

Torchesin bracketslit the entrance to the halow king'shdl ina
flickering glow. Only the name recdled the old forest architectures of
timber and thatch, for it was as much a stone pa ace as any other
Easthome noble pile built during the latter days of Darthacan glory.
Guardsmen hurried to swing wide the wrought-iron gates and bow
apprehensively to the princess and her husband. The sentries seemed



faintly mortified by how usdessdl their pikes and bladeswereto
protect their lord from what stalked him tonight. As distant asthey ill
were from the king's bedchamber, the servants voices were hushed
and tremulous as they escorted the party aong the dim and musty hdls.

Aheed, lamplight spilled into the corridor and reflected off the
polished floorboards. Ingrey took a stedling bresth and turned to follow
the earl and the princesswithin.

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

T HE HALLOW KING'SBEDCHAMBER WASLESSCROWDED THAN
Ingrey had imagined it. One green-robed physcian and his acolyte sat
near the head of the canopied bed with an air of depressed quietude
that acknowledged dl their medica efforts now vain. A divineinthe
gray garb of the Father's Order waited dso, in an inverse mood of
stretched readiness not yet called upon. In aroom beyond an
antechamber, out of Sght and, thankfully, muffled by the intervening
walls, afive-voice chorus of Temple singers started ahymn. The quintet
sounded hoarse and tired; perhaps they would take a rest soon.

Ingrey studied the king in the bed. He was not weighted by such
dark intrusions as Ingrey's or Wencel's, not shaman, nor sorcerer, nor
sant; hewasbut aman, if ariveting oneeveninthislast hour. Hewasa
long way now from the Stagthorne scion Hetwar nostalgicaly spoke of
from his childhood, who had taken the prince-marshd's banner from his
own father's kingly hand to earn early victory and reputation in anow
half-forgotten border clash with Darthaca. When Ingrey had first
returned to the Weald in Hetwar's train, the king had been hde and
vigorous despite his graying head and al the sorrows of hislife. The
past months of cregping illness had aged him speedily, asif to make up
for logt time.

Now hisfina deep was upon him. Ingrey hoped Farahad
exchanged whatever last words she wanted with her father earlier, for
there would be no more tonight. The thin, spotted skin, an ugly yelow
shade, indeed bore that waxy sheen Horseriver had named the
harbinger of finaity. More: the king's bresthing was harsh and hesitart,



each breath drawn in and released, followed by a pause that drew al
eyes, until the chest heaved again, and the gazes dropped away.

Fards face was ashy but composed; she signed the Five, placed
aformd kisson the king's dick brow, and stood back. The Father's
divine dared to place a consoling hand upon her shoulder, and murmur,
“He had agood life, my lady. Be not afraid.”

The glance Fara cast him was equally devoid of both fear and
consolation, or indeed, much expression & al. Ingrey wasimpressed
that she did not snarl in return; if offered such aplatitudein such a
moment, he would have been tempted to draw steel and run the divine
through. She merdy murmured, “Where is my brother Biast? He should
be here. And the archdivine.”

“Hewas here earlier, my lady, for agood long time, and will
return shortly. | expect the archdivine and my lord Hetwar will be
accompanying him.”

She nodded once and shrugged away from him. His hand
hestated in air, asif to offer another consolatory pawing, but
fortunately he thought better of it, stepping away to leave the princessin
her stolid sorrow.

Horseriver stood watching dl thiswith hisfeet braced alittle
apart, the picture of asupporting spouse and lord. His face seemed no
more stern than the occasion demanded. It was only to Ingrey's eye
that he seemed crouched like acat at amousehole. What more was
about to happen in this room than the long-expected death of an aged
man, even if aged king? Horseriver had been hovering in Easthomefor
weeks. Wheat did he await, besidesthe end of thisvigil? And if his
presence here was so vitd to his schemes, how much had it maddened
him to have to bregk away and tend to the untimely intruson of
Boleso'sfunerd?

There are two hallow kingsin this room. How can there be
two?

The question Ingrey had asked in Hetwar's chambers, to which
he'd received no satisfactory reply, came back to him now. What made



the hallow kingship hallowed? Ingrey could barely guess. Horseriver,
he suspected, knew.

He became abruptly aware that Horseriver's spirit horse was no
longer stopped down to atight knot, but seemed flooded throughout
his body, riding theriver of hisblood. It was quiescent-no-poised. Both
Horseriver'stension and his patience seemed quite literaly superhuman,
in thismoment.

Ingrey fet hisown blood pulsing through hisveins. Hewould
have thought the piling up of hiswolf'swolf-lives, and of Horseriver's
gdlion's horse-lives, would have made each more quintessentialy wolf
or horse, but it seemed nat; it was as though al such wisdom-creatures
converged on some common center, the denser and deeper they grew.
They are both a lot like each other, ljadahad said. Indeed.

The hymn singers cameto the end of their piece, and stopped; a
faint shuffling suggested arecess. The Mother's acolyte had been
dispatched down the corridor to watch out for Prince-marshal Biast.
The divine had walked to the other side of the chamber and was
helping himsdlf to aglass of water. From the bed came alabored
breath that was not followed by another.

Farasface went stiffer, her eyes glassy with moisture that did
not fall. Horseriver stepped briefly forward only to hand her alace
handkerchief, which she clutched with a spasm of her hand, then
stepped back. The earl did not say anything foolish. He did not say

anythinga dl.
He did shift back a pace, then rose amost on histoes, stretching
hisarmsout like afaconer caling hisbird to him.

Ingrey boiled up to full dertness, craning hisneck and straining
his senses. Ingrey could not see souls, as saints were reputed to do. He
discerned the departing essence only because something unwound
fromit inits passng, spooling off like some heady perfume spiraing
through the air. Gods, he had more than felt before; only by that
experience could heidentify the vast Presence that raised his hackles
like abresth in the dark. But this One was not to his address, and was



gone with its prize before his pupils could widen in afutile effort to take
itin.

The mysterious scent remained behind, cool and complex likea
forest in goring: weter, pine, musk, wet earth, sunlight-was laughter an
odor? It roused and aroused him both, setting him dl on edge, and his
head lifted to it, eyes and nostrilswidening in vain. Heinhaled in utter
bewilderment. What was he supposed to do? Knock Faraaside?
Tackle Horseriver? He could not take his sword to the scent of a
forest, carving the air like amadman. There seemed no evil init:
danger, yes, power, yes. Glory. Yes.

Ingrey caught the moment when Horseriver's head jerked back
and breethed the kingship in. The earl staggered alittle, asthough a
great eagle had landed upon those outstretched falconer'sarms. His
eyes squeezed shut, hefolded his arms around himself, and he breathed
out in asatisfied huff. When his eyes snapped open again, they blazed.

Holy fire, thought Ingrey. And, So fast! What just happened?
Surely Horseriver had not-no, he had not waylaid the hdlow king's
departing soul and taken it in like another spirit animal atop the dark,
distorted hoard he held dready. And his spell for deathlessness
captured body and soul both, leaving his own corpse behind like an
emptied husk. Ingrey whispered in mystification to Wencd, “Have you
dolen ablessng fromthegods...?

Horseriver'sfaint mirth nearly melted hisheart. “ This’-the earl
gestured down himself, barely breathing the words-“ was never the
gods. We madeit ourselves. It belongs here. It waswrenched from
me two and a haf centuriesago. Now it returns. For alittletime.”

The Father's divine, obliviousto al this, had hurried to the
hallow king's bedside, where the phys cian was bent over making his
final examination. They murmured together in grave consultation. The
divine signed the corpse and himsalf, and began intoning ashort prayer.

So. Wencd was revealed in another lie, or hdf-truth; Ingrey
could not summon the least surprise anymore. There had not been two
halow kingsin thisroom; there had been two partia kings, mutualy



crippled, each holding hostage the other'sfulfillment. Now there was
one, whole again. Ingrey shivered under the terrible weight of his
overagn amile,

“Hrg thingsfirgt,” bresthed Wencd, licked histhumb, and
touched it to Ingrey'sforehead. Ingrey jerked back, too late. He felt the
snap of his connection with ljada part like aphysical thing, and he
amog cried out inloss and outrage. Before he finished inhding, the
connection seated itsdf again, and ingtead of 1jada, he found himsdlf
mortally conscious of Horseriver. The kingly will mounted Ingrey's
risng panic like an expert rider atop agreen colt. The sensation nearly
overwhemed him, darkening hissght, unlocking hisknees. Horseriver,
brows pinching in, searched his face then nodded in satisfaction.
“Yes...” Theword floated out on asigh. “ That will do.”

Faraturned to glance at her husband: her eyeswidened and her
breath drew in. If she saw one-tenth the towering glamour with her
ordinary eyesthat Ingrey sensed with his shaman's sight, he could not
wonder at her sudden awe. Horseriver licked histhumb again and
touched her brow, then moved to embrace her, leaning their foreheads
together in a gesture one might mistake for comfort or blessing. Faras
eyes, when he drew back, were glazed and staring. Ingrey wondered if
his own eyes |ooked just like that.

Hisarm around hiswifeswa st asif to support her, the earl
turned to the Father's divine. “ Tell my brother-in-law, when he arrives,
that | have taken the princess hometo lie down. All of this has brought
on one of her debilitating headaches, I'm afraid.”

The divine, suddenly very attentive to the earl, nodded eager
understanding. “ Of course, my lord. | am so sorry for your loss, my
lady. But your father's soul isborn now into a better world.”

Horseriver'slipstwisted. “Indeed, all men are born pregnant
with their own desths. The experienced eye can watch it quicken within

them day by day.”

Thedivineflinched at this disturbing metaphor, but plowed on
gurdily. “I'm not sure that-"



Horseriver held up arestraining hand, and the man fell silent at
once. “Peace. Tdl the prince-marshd that we will meet with himinthe
morning. Late morning, probably. He may begin the arrangements as he
wills”

“Yes, my lord.” The divine bobbed a bow; on the other side of
the bed, so did the physician.

“Ingrey...” Horseriver turned to hisretainer, and hislips drew
back on the most disquieting smile yet. His voice dropped to an eerie
low regigter that vibrated through Ingrey's bones. “ Hedl.”

Furious, fascinated, and frantic, Ingrey bowed and followed his
master out.

HORSERIVER HUSTLED HISWIFE AND INGREY SWIFTLY AND ALONE
through the darkened corridors of the halow king's hal. Another
murmur of Peace had the gate guards saluting them through without
hindrance or question. They turned into the night streets, the air growing
misty in the gathering chill. Asthey rounded thefirst corner, Ingrey
looked back over his shoulder and saw a procession of swinging
lanterns. VVoices carried through the fog: Biast and a noble company
hurrying back to hisfather's deathbed. Too late. Ingrey's ear picked
out Hetwar's voice, replying to the prince-marsha. He wondered if
Hetwar carried the hallow king's sedl that was his charge in its oak box,
together with the silver hammer to bresk it a the bedside.

Horseriver's party was lightless, black-cloaked, stepping softly;
Ingrey doubted anyone from the prince-marshal’s retinue saw them at
al. They started down the hill. A few sireetsfarther on, they did not
turn asde to Horseriver's mansion as Ingrey expected, but continued till
the stable mews loomed out of the darkness. The doors were open
wide, and afew lanterns, hung from the rafters, burned softly within the
redolent space.

A groom scrambled up from the bench by the outer wall and
bowed fearfully asthe earl approached. “ All isready, my lord. The
clothes arein the tack room.”



“Good. Stay amoment.”

Horseriver ushered Faraand Ingrey ahead of him. Ingrey saw in
the passing shadows of the box stals on hisleft that Horseriver'sbig
chestnut and the dappled gray named Wolf were saddled and bridled,
with saddlebagstied on behind. A bay marein astraight stal across
from them was smilarly accoutered. Asthey passed the box with the
stag, it snorted and shook its antlers, sharp hooves thumping nervoudy
inthethick straw.

Horseriver pointed to alantern, which Ingrey reached up and
retrieved, then led them through the open door of the tack room.
Harness glowed on the wal pegs, with leather burnished and
brightwork shining. Across some empty saddle racks, three piles of
garments waited. Ingrey recognized his own riding leathers, together
with his boots standing below. Another was awoman'sriding habit in
some wine-dark fabric picked out with gold thread. Horseriver
gestured to the piles. “ Clothe yourselves,” he addressed Faraand
Ingrey equdly, “and make ready toride.”

Stone-faced, Faradropped her voluminous cloak, which
whispered to the wooden floor. “1 must have help with the buttons, my
lord,” shesadlevelly.

“Ah, yes” Horseriver grimaced, and with practiced fingers undid
the row of tiny pearl buttons down her back from their velvet loops.
Ingrey stripped off court cloak, town shoes, and slver-gtitched jerkin
and had hisleathers hiked up and fastened before Fara's dress and
petticoats fdl in apool at her feet. He did not think either of them was
prey to embarrassment at this unexpected intimacy. Exdtation,
bewilderment, and terror left no room for lesser emotions. He dipped
his boots on and straightened, then cinched up his belt for knife and
scabbard. Hisunholy liege lord was still absorbed in the intricacies of
hiswifes garb.

Asthe earl raised hisarmsto help Farainto her jacket, Ingrey's
eye caught the gleam of new leather from aknife sheath a hiswast.
New sheath; new knife? Quietly, he backed out of the tack room into
the stable aide. Could he defy Horseriver's entrancing will? If he could



think resistance, surdly he could act it? If he did not think too hard?
ljada, what is happening to you now? He could no longer tell. This
moment was clearly well prepared for; with Ingrey securdly leashed,
hed the earl readied some fatal assault on that narrow house, aswell?

Still backing, he grabbed and drew the latch to the wise-stag's
ddl, dragging the door open. Hisfingersfdt numb. “ Go,” he
whispered. The beast bounced twice in place, snorted like the crack of
ice breaking, then bolted out past him, its hooves clattering and
scraping on the colored pavement. It gathered itself and was goneinto
the outer darkness of the city in anear-hallucinatory flash of speed.
Ingrey froze as Horseriver thrust his head out the tack room door and
frowned. “ Say,” snapped the earl, and Ingrey perforce waited.

Hewas dtill standing there struggling. ..not o much to move, as
to want to move, when the earl appeared again, his own town robes
exchanged for leathers and boots, escorting Fara firmly with one hand
clenched around her upper arm. Horseriver glanced aside at the empty
ddl and, to Ingrey'sdismay, merely smiled sourly. “Y ou dmost frighten
me,” he remarked in passing. “ That was inspired. So nearly right.
Perhaps| should muzzle you, aswdll.”

He said no more, but aimed Farainto the straight stall where
ljada's chestnut mare shifted uneesily.

“I'mafraid of that horse, my lord,” Faraquavered.

“Not for much longer, | promiseyou,” he murmured back.
Ingrey could not see more over the boards and past the vine-decorated
metd bars than the horse's flickering ears and the tops of Horseriver's
blond and Fara's dark heads, but he heard aleathery whisper asof a
knife being drawn. A low murmur from the earl in words he half
recognized made his blood race and raised dl the hairson hisarms.
Then ameaty thunk, atruncated squedl, ajerk against a head rope that
shook the walls-then athudding of aheavy body collgpsing, convulsing,
and going till.

The two heads moved back into the aide. Farawas leaning
againg Horseriver, shuddering fiercely. If blood spattered her riding



costume, it did not show in the dark. “What have you done tome...?’
she moaned.

Within her, Ingrey's shaman senses saw, a powerful but
frightened shadow plunged and strained.

“Sh,” Horseriver soothed her. He touched her brow with his
thumb again, renewing her glassy stare. The horse-shadow, too,
quieted, though seeming more benumbed than calmed. “It will bewell.
Come dong, now.”

The apprehensve groom had resppeared. “ My lord? What
was’

“Fetch the horses.”

The three saddled horses were marshaled in the darkened court
before the mews. The groom and Horseriver between them boosted
Faraaboard her bay mare; Horseriver himself checked her girths,
adjusted her bootsin her stirrups, smoothed her split skirts, closed her
trembling gloved handstightly over her reins.

“Mount up,” Horseriver directed Ingrey, handing him the gray
gdding'sreins. Ingrey did so, though the horse skittered and hopped
beneath him, trying to get its head down and buck. Horseriver glanced
back and cast another Peace! over his shoulder in avoice of mild
irritation, and Ingrey's mount settled down, if till uneasily. The ear
closed the stable doors behind them.

The groom gave Horseriver aleg up, and the earl caught up his
dirrupswith the toes of his bootswithout looking, settling himsef in his
saddle. He reached down and laid a beneficent palm acrossthe
groom'sforehead. “ Go home. Seep. Forget.”

The groom's eyes went vague, and he turned away, yawning.

Horseriver raised ahand and caled to Ingrey and Fara,
“Follow.” Hewheded hismount and led off at awalk into the foggy
dark. Hooves scraped on the doping cobbles, the sound echoing off
the wdlls of the buildings as they wound down through the Kingstown
dreets.



Asthey passed through the empty market square, Horseriver
leaned over the side of his saddle, pressed his hand to his somach, and
quietly retched. He spat something dark and wet upon the paving
bricks. Ingrey, passing after, smelled not bile but blood. Does he bleed
for hisweirding voice as | do for mine? More discreetly, it seemed.
And how much of that treasure had he misspent for Ingrey's murderous
gess, that he named it too much?

The night guards at the southeast town gate let them exit at a
smple order from Horseriver. He did not even seem to need the
weirding voice to have them sauting him solicitoudy on hisway. Once
clear of thewalls and the paved causaway, Horseriver pressed his
mount into atrot. They turned left a thefirst village crossroad leading
down toward the Stork. Along the rim of the hills behind them,
overtaking its herdding pae glow in the ky, afat gibbous moon broke
free and cast their long dim shadows onto the road before them.

Where are we going? Why does he want us? What are we
going to do when we get there?

Ingrey gritted histeeth in frustration that he'd had no chance to
send amessage. Or leave one...Hetried to imagine what folk would
make tomorrow morning of the mess|eft in the stables: three horses
and the stag gone, one mare bloodily dead, an untidy pile of court dress
left on the tack room floor. They had left Easthome swiftly and quietly,
to be sure, but by no meansin secret. For Fara's sake aone, there
would surely be pursuit. Then whatever Horseriver plans, he expects
it to go quickly, before pursuit can arrive. Should | seek delay?

It was Ingrey's charge to spy on Horseriver and guard Fara. So
far thefirst was going swimmingly, in away, but he was surely making a
hash of the second, for dl that he rode beside her seeming to guard her
gtill. Hed made an effort with the stag that had proved sadly
misdirected. Hislurid fear that Horseriver might want hiswife for some
bizarre blood sacrifice did not stand up to reasonable examination. She
could not be hanged from atree as courier to the godsin her new
horse-spirit-ridden state, nor was she virgin for dl her barrenness. Nor
did Ingrey think that Horseriver wanted to communicate with the gods,



beyond obscene gestures of defiance. And where were They, in this
night of inexplicable events?

Stagsfor the Stagthornes. Horses for the Horserivers. Fara
was aHorseriver by marriage, however unsatisfactory the union had
been for her, and there was a Horseriver bride or two up her
Stagthorne family tree aswell, and not too far up at that. The earl's
sster-daughter-granddaughters dl, they must have beenin their day,
Ingrey now redlized. Theloopsin that family braid were staggeringin
their interlace, if one thought of the earl as one man and not a dozen.
Kin. Kin. What of kin?

A hdlow king's banner-carrier wastraditiondly a close kinsman.
Symark was second cousin to Biast, and had been his elder brother
Byza's bannerman before that. The late king's own longtime bannerman
had died half ayear before him, from natura causes, and the old man
hed delayed replacing him-anticipating his own end even then and
scorning to set some latecomer in that treasured companion's place? Or
had a new appointment been blocked by Horseriver, for arcane
reasons? A halow king needed abannerman of hisown high blood, to
match his honor. Or banner-woman? Ingrey glanced aside a Fara,
clinging to her mount, her face pale and shadowed. Shewas an
adequate horsewoman only. This night would test her endurance.

Hetwar would blister him for this. If helived. If helived, Ingrey
decided, Hetwar could blister him to his heart's content. Better-if he
and Faralived, it would set an interesting conundrum for |jadas judges.
Any precedent of punishment or reprieveto |ljadafor bearing her
leopard must logicdly apply aso to the princess and her new
night-mare. | think | could do something with this. And if | couldn't,
I'll wager Oswin could.

They neared the Stork and turned north along the main river
road. The moonlight reflecting off the river's broad surface filtered in
bright bursts through the trees lining the banks. Past the clip of hooves
and creak of leather Ingrey could hear the faint rippling of the current,
mixing with thewhigper of faling leaves.

He kneed Wolf forward to match the big chestnut's long gait.



“Sire, wherearewe going?’

Horseriver's head turned, and histeeth flashed briefly in the
shadows at the honorific. “ Can you not guess?’

North. They could bein flight to exilein the Cantons, but
somehow Ingrey thought not. A two-day ride at a courier's pace would
bring them to the edge of the Raven Range. ..

“The Wounded Woods. Bloodfield.”
“Holytree that was. Very good, my wisewolfling.”

Ingrey waited, but Horseriver added nothing else. After a
moment, the earl urged his horse into a canter, and the other two
mounts snorted and picked up the pace.

Ingrey’s reason gill worked, it seemed. It was his emotions that
Horseriver'skingship had overwhelmed. What astrange geas-no, this
was no mere spell. Not at dl like thetight, self-contained parasite
magic he had fought and defeated at Red Dike. Thiswas something
else, huge and old and strong. Older than Horseriver himsalf? Nor did
it fed intringcdly evil, though dl giftsturned to despair in Horseriver's
age-blackened hands.

Theterrible charismaof kings...men crept close, longing to bask
init, for something more than materid reward. The lure of heroism, the
benediction of action, might have only deeth for its prize, and yet men
flocked to the king's banner. The seductive promise of perfection of seif
in sarviceto thishigh bright-seeming thing?

Horseriver had not made his kingship out of himself done, dl
those centuries ago. He had received it as heirloom-time immemorial
was al too true a phrase for atradition that knew no writing to bind the
yearsin tameranks, but the kin tribes had been on thisground so long
they seemed as old asthe great dark forest itself. Whatever roya magic
they had made out of themselves, they had been making it for avery,

very longtime.
The old kinsmen, even by their own accounts, had been a
collection of arrogant, stiff-necked, bloody-minded, and



bloody-handed madmen. It would take something asintense asthis
burning glamour to bring them into any sort of line, however ragged.
Fear of Audar had driven them, to be sure, in their late days, but fear
was aslikely to scatter effortslike leavesin a storm asto concentrate
them. How much energy had Horseriver possessed, how much
expended, to bring that grest rite at Holytree even to abeginning, let
doneto fruition?If thiswas hiskingship'slast dying gasp, what must it
have beeninitsfierce prime?

Therisng moon met therisng miststo turntheworldinto a
seething sea of light. The halow king raised and flung down hisarm,
and led hisfollowersin ahard gdlop up thisstraight flat glowing stretch
of river road. They seemed to course the clouds, flying. Ingrey's eyes
watered in the chill wind of their passage. His horse bounded
effortlesdy between hisgripping legs, and Ingrey, hisheart bursting,
threw back hishead and drank the rushing night. Failure lay behind,
ruin, perhaps, ahead; but in thissllver hour he was glorified.

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

B Y THETIME THE MOON WASHIGH, THE LATHERED HORSES were

flagging. They were milesbeyond the point a which aroya courier
would have stopped to change mounts, and Ingrey was beginning to
wonder if Horseriver planned for them to ride the animalsto desth,
when the earl findly alowed hisbig chestnut to drop to aweary walk.
After afew more minutes, he pointed and led them off the road toward
afarmhouse set donein the treestoward theriver. A lantern hung from
its porch rafters, burning faint and red in the moon-blue dark.

Three horses were waiting, tied to therailing. Asthey
dismounted a Horseriver groom scrambled up from abedroll and set
about transferring the tack. Horseriver dlowed only enough timefor
Ingrey and Farato consume some cheese wrapped in bread, swallow
some ae, and vigt the privy behind the house before mounting and
taking to the road again. Farawas pae and strained, but the hallow
king'swill held her to her grim task of clinging to her fresh horse and
gdloping once more.



Even Ingrey was swaying in his saddle by the time they stopped
again, at another old thatched farmhouse just over ahill from themain
river road. They had passed no other ridersin the deep night, and had
swung quietly around the walled villages lying farther and farther gpart
up the narrowing Stork. Farafairly fdl out of her saddle into her
husband'sarms.

“Surely she can ride no moretonight, sire,” Ingrey murmured.

“Itisjust aswell. Evenyou and | could not ride straight through
without stopping. Well take arest here.”

An arranged rest, clearly, for adaunted-looking farm girl
appeared to take Farain charge and lead her into the house. The earl
followed another Horseriver groom, obvioudy stationed herefor this
duty, as he led the horses around behind the rambling houseto a
rickety shed. Wencel looked over the waiting remounts and grunted
satisfaction. No farm nags, these, but more horses sent ahead from the
earl'sown stables.

Thisflight waswell planned, it seemed. Pursuers might inquire at
roadsde inns and other public liverieswhere menin ahurry could rent
remounts, yet find no trace of them, no witnesses, no abandoned
horses. To stop and inquire at every farmhouse dong the Stork
between Easthome and the northern border would waste precious time,
even for men with such resources asthe prince-marshad and Hetwar.
And they would have half adozen other roads away from Easthomein
al directionsto search, aswell.

To what degree can | resist this kingly geas? Ingrey
wondered, in asort of melted desperation. If he could but once gather
the will and wits, that is. Would escape from the range of Wencd's
voice breek thisfase cam in which he seemed to float, would the
trance fater if Wencd's attention was divided? Ingrey felt as hungry for
that roya regard as adog desiring a bone from its master or aboy a
amilefrom hisfather. The dogged fawvning merely made him grit his
teeth, but that Horseriver should so casudly pilfer afilia loyalty Lord
Ingaef had never lived to enjoy sent avein of molten rage through
Ingrey's heart. Still he found himsdlf creeping after hislord like acold



tired child huddling to ahearth.

Ingrey trailed Wencel to aseat on the floor of the farmhouse
porch, let hisaching legs dangle over the edge, and stared with him out
over theriver valey at the descending moon. The groom brought plain
fare again, bread and ham, though thistime with ajug of new wine. The
farm'svineyard must have been fortunate in itssun and rain, for the
wine was as sweet and smooth upon the tongue asliquid gold.
Proximity to his master stirred adrunken dation in Ingrey, anchored by
hisfatigue, like that lasstude wherein an inebriated man might be quite
positive he could rise and wak away, if only he chose. Ingrey drank
agan.

“Itisbeautiful, my lord,” Ingrey said, nodding to the light-frosted
view.

Wencd'slipstwitched in an odd little grimace. “1 have seen
enough moonsets.” He added after amoment, “ Enjoy it while you can.”

A disturbingly ambiguous remark, Ingrey thought. “Why do we
gdlop? What foe do we outrace? Pursuit from Easthome?’

“That aswell.” Wencd gtretched hisback. “ Timeisnot my
friend. Thanksto the Stagthorne kin's shrewd habit of eecting their
sons halow kingsin ther fathers lifetimes, it hasbeen morethan a
hundred and twenty years since the last interregnum. The effort of
creeting another such gap seems overwhelming to me, just now. | shall
seizethisone.” Hislipsdrew back. “ Or dietrying does not apply.”

So, Hetwar's suspicions seemed sustained; Horseriver did covet
the election, and had been manipulating the ordainers. And possibly the
livesand deaths of potentid riva candidates, aswdl?“Isthisal to
make yoursdlf hdlow king again, then?”

Horseriver snorted. “I am halow king. | need no further
meking.”

He had needed something, however; some missing piece, spun
off from the old Stagthorne king's departing soul. Some.. . haf magic, or
fragment of the Wedd: but surdly not paliticd initsnature. “Hallow
king in name and form, then. Publicly elected and acclaimed.”



“If I had desired the name of king of this benighted land, | could
havetaken it years ago, Ingrey,” Horseriver said mildly. “1n a better

body, too.”

| have a better body, Ingrey could not help thinking. But
indeed, if it wasthe eection Wencd desired, they ought to be galloping
toward Easthome, not away from it. He wanted something else,
something more, then. Something stranger. Ingrey fought for clarity
through the fog of fatigue, wine on an empty ssomach, and Horseriver's
aresting aura

“If you don't want to win the election for yourself, what do you
want?’

“Todday it”
Ingrey blinked grimy eyes. “Will thisflight do thet?’

“Wel enough. The absence of one earl-ordainer” -Horseriver
touched his chest-“aone would not be enough, but Biast will be
distracted by Fara's disappearance on the eve of her father's funerd,
once hediscoversit. | have planted afew other disruptions. The
multiple proxies| left for different candidates should be good for
severd daysof argument al by themselves, when they surface.” He
grinned briefly and not epecidly humoroudly.

Ingrey hardly knew whét to reply to that, although the term
interregnum seemed to rumblein hismind, fraught with dusve weight.
Through the mellow glow of hisembezzled fedty, he gleaned hiswits,
and asked, “What was the stag for?’

“What, hadn't you guessed?’

“| thought you meant to invest it in Fara, to make her apirit
warrior, or to carry something away from her father. But then you
chosethe mare”

“When playing againgt the gods, sudden unexpected ploys
sometimes work better than deep-laid plans. Even They cannot block
every chance. The stag was agreet beast in the making; four stag-lives
it has accumulated since | began it. But the halow king's deeth fell



before the stag was ready. | don't know if They hastened the one or
delayed the other.”

“Y ou meant to make a shaman of ...of Fara? Or someone?’

“Someone. | had not yet decided whom. Wereit not for
securing you instead, | would have had to chance the unripe beast.
Y our wolf issurer, despite being less, ah, tame. Stronger. Better.”

Ingrey declined to wag histail at this pat, though it took effort.
Better for whom? His exhausted mind struggled to put the pieces
together. A shaman, abanner-carrier, a hallow king, and the sacred
ground of Holytree. And blood, no doubt. There had to be blood in
there somewhere. Assemble them and achieve...what? No mere
materia purpose, surdy. What was Wencel about, that the gods
themselves should struggle to invade the world of matter to opposeit?
What could Wence aspire to beyond his bedazzling kingship?

What was greater than aking? Had Wencel's aspirations
outgrown matter altogether? Four had become Five once, in the
legendary past; could Five become Six?

“What do you plan to make of yoursdlf, then? A god, or
demigod?’

Wencd choked on hiswine. “ Ah, youth! So ambitious! And you

yourself have seen agod, you clam. Go to bed, Ingrey. You're
driveing.”

“What, then?’ Ingrey asked stubbornly, although he did press
himsdf to hisfedt.

“I told you what | wanted. Y ou have forgotten.”

| want my world back, Wencel had cried in fierce despair into
Ingrey'sface. He had not forgotten, and wasn't sure he could if hetried.
“No. But it cannot be had.”

“Just s0. Go to bed. Weride at midmorning.”

Ingrey staggered into the farmhouse to find the cot that had been
prepared for him, then lay staring upward in the dark despite his



wesariness. Surely histhrall to Horseriver was not absolute, or it would
not chafe him so. Wence's glamour sat ill upon his crooked shoulders,
likeaking's gilded armor, made in the flush of hisyouth, put upon a
wizened old man. A dissonance between the man and hiskingship that
even Ingrey could sense whispered through the fissures.

EveninitsmisHit, though, Ingrey felt the power of thething like
heat from afurnace on hisface. On an Old Wead warrior of even
ordinary merit, the kingship must have fdlen likeamantle of light. Then
he wondered what it had been like when it chanced to fall upon aman
of extraordinary character: when soul melded to sacred trust in one
continuous arc like a perfect bell casting. Such a Voice might make
the mountains march. Hismind shied from the vison.

His own present duties, to penetrate Horseriver's secrets and to
defend Fara, both glued him to Horseriver's side perforce. Perhaps an
effort to escape was premature. Better to lull his captor, watch, and
wait his chance? Trugt in the pursuit that hisreason and private
knowledge told him must follow? Pray?

He hadn't prayed before bed in hisadult life. But deep gave
dreams and in dreams, gods sometimes walked. And talked. His
dreams were no garden for Them to stroll in, as Hallana's were said to
be, but in this remnant of night he prayed to be possessed.

BUT WHATEVER INGREY DREAMED VANISHED UPON AWAKENING. He
shot up with a start when the groom shook his shoulder. Washbasin,
food, and drink were thrust at him; Wencel had them on the road again
within haf theturning of aglass.

Therisng land grew ever more rurd and remote. There were
other people and beasts on the road now in the broad day: farm
wagons, pack trains, dower riders, sheep, cows, pigs. Wencel's gallop
of last night gave way to aless conspicuous canter, dternated with
trotting and walking where the road grew steep or, increasingly, bad.
Nonethdessit was apparent that the pace was finely calculated to
wring the maximum distance from their mountsin the minimum time. An
hour after noon, another aging farmhouse yielded up another mea and



change of horses.

Ingrey studied Fara. The past day that she had endured,
beginning with the inquest, going on to her father's deathbed, then this
forced flight, would have devastated any woman and most men. Her
spirit animd, he suspected, waslending her aphysicd strength as
surprising to her asit wasto him. Other sorts of strength. .. she had,
perhaps, not lacked in her own right.

Given the effect that Wencd's kingship had on him, it occurred
to Ingrey to wonder what it would do to women. He watched Farals
response to Wencel, seeking hisfemae mirror. She was dazzled, even
astonished, when her eyesrested on her transformed husband, her lips
parting in unconscious desire. But not happy. She adready possessed
what other women might vainly aspireto, and yet...not. Wencel's gaze
in return offered nothing but cool evaluation, asthough shewerea
mount of dubious soundness somehow foisted upon him, and she
flinched under the disdain. Faramight not be brilliant or brave, but
neither was she safe to betray. She had resisted Wencel's percelved
infidelity before, if to disastrous consequence. Was she asentirely his
chattel as he seemed to think?

Was Ingrey? Ingrey sought inward. Hiswolf and he were no
longer divisbleinthislife, but it seemed to him that the uncanny part of
himsdf was more fully and fawningly under Horseriver's pd| than the
rational. The part of him that thought in words remained more free. He
had chained hiswolf once, when held been younger and more
frightened and bewildered than this. If the hallow king had leashed his
wolf, did hetruly control dl therewas of Ingrey?

He seeks speed. Toresist, | should seek delay.

Horseriver dowed them to awalk again, looking leftward. At
length, he turned toward the river upon alesser road, and the horses
dithered down along bank through athin screen of pinetrees. Dirt
gave way to stones; they faced not arickety rurd bridge, but aford
across the upper Stork. The Raven Range gave forth steady and
abundant springs. The water here was not in so muddy a spate asthe
ford at which Boleso's cortege had so nearly cometo grief, but the



river was wide and deep despite the recent drought in this region that
put adusty autumn haze in the blue air.

The earl pushed his horse ahead, finding the way through the
shallower sections. Farafollowed obediently. If I do not pause to
think-1ngrey pressed his horse upstream of Faras, watched till the
water came up to the beasts bellies and half lifted them off their
hooves, then spurred and jerked his mount sideways into hers.

Both horses ssumbled, and Fara's went down. Ingrey had
aready kicked hisfeet free of hisstirrups. He lunged out of hissaddle,
did over the flanks of her plunging horse, and made avaiant grab for
the princess.

Sheld kept agrasp on one stirrup. Her wallowing mount might
well have towed her to the far bank, but Ingrey's grip and weight
yanked her away. She gave abrief cry ending in agurgle as her head
went under. Horseriver whipped around in time to see Ingrey trying to
pull her back to the surface as they both were siwept downstream.

“Say!” theearl cried. Ingrey jerked in response, but though
that uncanny voice might command man or beast, it had no effect on
the heavy current. The water was chill but not bitterly so, and thistime,
Ingrey managed to avoid clouting his head on aboulder. But thistime,
he aso discovered immediately, his partner could in truth not swim. He
renewed his grip on the flailing woman and gasped as hein turn went
under, and his struggle for bresth grew as unfeigned as hers.

He still managed to push them back into the swiftest current
threetimes, ashislonger legs dragged the grave, until at last the stream
broadened and dowed in apool so shalow that even Farasfeet could
touch bottom. Sliding and floundering, they waded to shore.

Ingrey scanned the bank. They had passed some mighty tangles
of brush, astretch of high and rocky overhangs that had constricted the
watersinto afrighteningly speedy chute, and now, aclot of young
willows growing thickly dong the farther shore. Wencd, especidly if
he'd stopped to secure their abandoned mounts, would not soon catch
up with them. Ingrey had avery clear ideaof just how much delay such



asopping mishap might cause, and hoped to extend it even further.

Fara coughed. Her face was milk-colored with the cold, and she
trembled in Ingrey's firm grip. She was, he thought, owed some tears
by now, but to hisintense secret relief shedid not at once burst into a
weeping fit. “Y ou saved me!” she gasped.

It was not in Ingrey's present interests to clarify this. “My duty,
my lady. And my fault-my horse sumbled into yours.”

“I thought I-1 thought we were both going to drown.”
Sodid . “No, my lady.”

“Didwe...” she hestated, turning her dark eyesup at him. “ Did
we escape?’

Ingrey took along breath, and let it out dowly. Distance from
the hallow king was, as held hoped, sobering-but not enough. The
unwanted sense of Wence that had replaced hislink with |jadawas il
present, body deep. The earl was urgent, somewhere upstream. But
not panicked. “1 don't think so. But we may be ableto delay.”

“Towhat end?’

“We mugt be followed. You must be followed. Maybe more
quickly than Wencel thinks. Biast will befrantic on your behdf.” The
earl might have pictured them not being missed till the next day, but
ljadawould have known ingtantly. Would she have thought him killed?
Would she have been able to communicate with anyone? Lewko,
Hallana? Would Gesca have listened to her pleasto seek them, late last
night? Oncefaintly guilty for intimidating Gescaon her behdf, Ingrey
was now sorry he had not terrorized the lieutenant more. Five gods
help her. And us.

And if They are asinterested as They seemed, where are
They now, curse Them?

Farastood shivering in apatch of sunlight, her heavy sodden
garments clinging to her solid form, hair knocked loose fromitsbraiding
tailing in wet, miserable strands down her face. Ingrey wasin little
better case, wet leathers squeaking irritatingly as he moved. He



stepped gpart, drew his blades, and made afutile effort to wipe them
dry.

“WhereisWencd taking me?’ she demanded, her voice
quavering. “Do you know?’

“Holytree, that was. Bloodfield. The Wounded Woods that are.”

“ljada's woods? Her dower land?’ She stared in astonishment.
“Isthisfor her, somehow?’

“The other way around. It isthe Woods that Wencel desires,
not their heiress. They are old, old and accursed.”

Farasface pinched in, haf-reassured, half-more aarmed.
“Why?Why did he drag me from Papa’s deathbed, what evil thing
doesheintend? Why did he defile mewith this, this...” Sheturnedina
circle, clawing at her breast asif she could so dig out her unwanted
haunt.

Ingrey caught her clay-cold hands and held them. “ Stop, lady. |
do not know why you are wanted. |jada thought | was destined to
cleanse the ghosts of the Woods of their spirit animals, as| did for
Prince Boleso. If thisiswhat Wencel wants of me, | don't know why
he doesn't just say so; it seems no improper charge.”

Shelooked up a him eagerly. “ Can you take this horrible animal
thing out of me, aswell? Asyou did for my brother? Now?’

“Not whileyou live. The Old Weald shamans cleansed their
comrades souls only after deeth, it appears.”

“Then you had best outlive me,” she said dowly.
“I don't know. | don't know what will happen.”
Her face grew stonier. She grated, “1 could make certain of it.”

“No, lady!” Hisgrip tightened. “We are not in such dire sraits
yet, though | will swear to you if you wish that | will try, if our degths
fdl out that way.”

She gripped him back, looking disturbingly possessive for an
instant. “Perhaps. Perhaps.” She released him and wrapped her arms



around her torso, shoulders hunching.

It occurred to Ingrey that his conviction that Farawas
disqualified asacourier sacrifice was more doubtful than hed first
thought, if he could indeed cleanse her soul after death ashe had her
brother's. Was that the use Wencel had dragged him along for? Did it
make sense? Not much, but then, little about thisdid to him just now.

“Then you could not cleanse Wencd, dive, ather,” she
continued, brows pinching in worry.

“Wencd, well, Wencd isnot just infested with asmple spirit
horse like yours. Heis...possessed, | supposeis as good aword as
any, by aspirit, asoul, a concatenation. ..he claims, anyway, to be the
sundered ghost of the last hallow king of the Old Wedld.” More than
claims. “Kept aive whether hewill or nil by agreat spell basedin
Bloodfidd.”

Her voice went hushed. “ Do you think he has gone mad?”’
“Yes” He added rdluctantly, “ But he's not lying. Not about that.”

Faragared at him for along, long moment. He dmost expected
her to ask, Do you think you have gone mad? to which Ingrey did
not know the answer, but instead she said, “I felt it when he changed.
He changed last night, when Papadied.”

“Y es. Hereclamed hiskingship, or some missng part of it.
Now heis...wdl, I'm not sure what heis. But heracestime.”

She shook her head. “Wence dwaysignored time. He was
maddening, that way.”

“Thisthing in Wencd'sbody isn't relly Wencdl. | haveto keep
remembering that.”

She rubbed her temples.
“Isyour head bothering you?" Ingrey asked cautioudly.
“No. It'svery strange.”

How should they delay further? Split up, so asto take longer to
find? A clever notion; he could get back in the water, which was



immuneto the halow king's glamour, and let it carry him downstream
for milesuntil Wence overtook him. Ingrey tried to remember if they'd
passed any waterfals coming up. But no. He could not leave this
woman aone, shivering in the wilderness, waiting for the uncanny
chimerashed married to find her. “ Prince-marshd Biast commanded
me to guard you. We cannot separate.”

She nodded gratefully. “Please not, my lord!”

“Wence will search first dong the banks. Let usat least goa
little more into the woods.”

It would not be enough to €lude Horseriver atogether; he could
dready fed thetug of their tie, growing tighter. But truth to tell, hewas
becoming wildly curious about Bloodfield. He wanted to seeit, needed
to seeit. And the straightest way wasto let Horseriver take him there.
But not too swiftly. Wencd might have had dl he required in Ingrey
and Fara, but Ingrey didn't think he had dl he needed. | need |jada.
I'msure of it. Did Horseriver know it, to separate them so? Trust in
the gods, They will supply? Hardly. He wondered suddenly if it was
as hard for the godsto havefaith in Ingrey asit wasfor him to have
faithin Them, and aweird wild urge to show Them how it should be
done swept him for amomen.

Whatever fey look had possessed him made Fara step back. “I
will follow you,” shesad faintly.

They turned to scramble into the brush. Over rotting logs, up
past the high-water mark of asecond stony bank, into deeper shade.
Out across a sunny meadow high with purple thistles and prickling
weedsthat laid adotted trail of burrs on their damp clothes. Through
scratching bramblesinto more shade, laced with fine spiderwebs that
caught across their mouths. The hike did some good, he thought, if only
to render them drier by the exercise.

But the crashing of alarge anima sounded through the woods
soon enough. There was nothing in this waste more dangerous than
what sought them aready, but it need not be more dangerous to be
dangerous enough. Ingrey froze, hand on his hilt, and Fara cowered



near him, until Horseriver's mount emerged from the blinking shadows,
snorting displeasure a the clutching undergrowth that scraped its hide.

Wencd, sghting them in turn, breethed along Sigh seeming half
anger and half relief. All desireto flee faded from Ingrey’s heart, melting
away in the heat of the king's proximity. He saluted courteoudly.

“Thank you, Lord Ingrey,” Wencel sad, riding up.

“Sre”

“My horse ssumbled,” said Fara, unasked. “I dmost drowned.
Lord Ingrey hedld me up.”

Ingrey did not bother correcting that to | clambered on top of
Lord Ingrey. A matter of viewpoint, he decided. His had been largely
underwater.

“Aye, | saw,” said Wencel

Not all, or you wouldn't be thanking me so sincerely.
Wencd'slook at Ingrey was searching but not unduly suspicious.

“Get her up,” said Wencel, holding out his hand, and Ingrey
cupped his hands for the princesss muddy foot and boosted her up
behind her husband. He took up station after the horse, to let it trample
down thetrail and rake off the spiderwebs, and followed Wencel
wearily back upstream.

It took upwards of an hour for them to find the road again, and
then they turned back eastward for more than half amileto theriver
where Wencd had |eft their horsestied. There, to Ingrey's silent
satisfaction, they found that Faras horse had strained atendon inits
fal. Wencd pulled itstack off and turned it loose, had Ingrey lash the
gpare gear behind his own mount's saddle, heaved Fara up behind him
once more, and led off west at amuch dower pace.

Four hourslost at least, perhaps more by the time they dragged
into their next sop. Not enough. It's a start.

Ingrey had added another two hoursto histally by the time they
turned off the back road to a grubby and impoverished little settlement



scarcely meriting the name of hamlet. A rotting timber paisade
provided bare defense from wild beasts and none from evil men. The
sun was setting; Horseriver frowned at its yellow glint through the trees.

“We cannot go farther tonight. Therewill be no moon till
midnight.” Histeeth st in abrief grimace. “ And for the same reason,
wewill not be able to depart from the next changetill the dawn after, if
we are not to be then benighted in the trackless mountains. We are set
back afull day. Wdll, take your rest. You'll need it.”

Wencd wasindifferent to a set of surroundingsthat made Fara
recoil. She was so unnerved by the datternly salow woman with no
teeth and anear-unintelligible diaect, drafted to serve her, that she
made Ingrey act her maid instead. He himself ended up deeping ona
blanket across her doorway, screened with only atattered curtain,
which shetook for courtly devotion; Ingrey didn't explain that it was
excuseto avoid the infested straw pallet he'd been offered. If Wencel
dept, Ingrey did not see where.

DESPITE THE POOR AND IMPROVISED BEDDING, BOTH HEAND Fara
rose | ate the following morning, drained by exhaustion of both body
and heart. Without haste, but without undue delay, Wencel led them
once more onto the rura road, in places hardly more than atrack,
which skirted the Raven Range now rising to their right.

The Ravenswere rugged but not high; no snow, either early or
late, clung to their green-and-brown heights, though here and there
some sheer fdl of rock, gleaming in the sun, gavetheilluson of ice.
Their deep folds were rucked up like a blanket, cut with sharp ravines
and secret places. Autumn had turned their summer verdure to gold,
brown, and in places splashes of scarlet like sword cuts, laced in turn
by the dark green of pinesand firs. Beyond thefirst line of dopes, seen
through an occasiond gap, the humped ranks swiftly receded into a
hazy blue distance that blended imperceptibly with the horizon, as
though these hills marched to some boundless otherworld.

Ingrey wondered how in five gods names Great Audar had ever
dragged an army through here, at speed. Hisrespect for the old



Darthacan grew despite dl. Even though Audar had lacked the uncanny
charismaof the hallow kings he opposed, hisleadership must have
been impassioned.

They werein Badgerbank country now, Ingrey was reminded
when they swung around the mining town of Badgerbridgeina
suddenly busy river valey that poked up into the hillslike agreen
spearhead. Smoke rose both from the town and from sites farther up
the vdley, marking smelters, which thickened the autumn haze. He
wondered wherein this place |jada's stepfamily lived. Thefive-sded
temple, abig timber structure, stood out above the town walls,
prominent in the distance.

For alittle while, they joined alarger road until they crossed the
river by the stone bridge just above the town. Under the arches,
lashings of timber and some barrels moved down the rocky stream,
attended by nimble men and boys with poles. They passed carts,
trudging hushandmen with their beasts, pack trains of mules. Horseriver
hurried them aong here without pausing, turning upstream, ignoring a
main crossroad, then once more striking west into the woodlands on a
lesser track.

Horseriver marked the course of the sun and picked up the pace
for awhile, but asthe track dwindled was forced to amore careful
progress. The horses labored up and did down the steepening dopes.
More up than down, and findly they turned right onto afaint trail,
heaved up a short dope, and descended into a hidden dell.

No hamlet or farmhouse awaited here, but amere campsite. A
pair of grooms jumped up as they approached and ran to take the
horses. The usud three remounts were picketed among the trees:
sturdy cobs, thistime, rather than the long-striding hot-blooded
coursers Horseriver had favored for the roads. Fara, exhausted,
dismounted dowly and gtiffly and stared in dismay at her next proposed
abode, bedrolls sheltered in astand of fir trees, less even than last
night's dire hovel. If she had ever camped before on roya hunts, Ingrey
wasfairly sure her days had ended in silken pavilions attended by
cooing handmaidens and al possible comforts. Here, every other



consideration was clearly sacrificed to speed and efficiency. We travel
light now, and will not be here long.

“Did you bring it?” Horseriver demanded of the older groom.

The man sgned himsalf in respect, ducking hishead. “Yes my
lord.”

“Fetchit out.”

“Aye my lord.”

Leaving thetired horsesto hisyounger companion, the
bowlegged groom trudged to the campsite and bent over apile of
packs. Horseriver, Fara, and Ingrey followed. The groom rose
clutching a pole some seven feet long, wrapped about with ancient,
brittle canvastied with twine. Horseriver Sghed in satisfection ashe
took it, his hands wrapping about the canvas binding, and swung it
upright, planting the butt by his boot. Briefly, he leaned hisforehead
agang it and squeezed his eyes shut.

Ingrey led the weary Farato one of the bedrolls and made sure
shewas ableto sit down without falling. She stared up through
shadowed eyes as he turned back to Horseriver. The groom trod away
againto asss with the horselines.

“What isthat, Sre?’ Ingrey asked, nodding to the pole. It made
hishairs sir, whatever it was.

Horseriver hdf grinned, though without mirth. “Thetrueking
must have his hdlowed banner, Ingrey.”

“That's not the roya banner you had at Bloodfield, surely.”

“No, that one was broken and cut to shreds and buried with me.
Thisistheonel carried when | last wasking in name, if only to the
remnant of the faithful kin who followed me, when | raided Audar's
garrisons from across the fen borders. It was wrapped after my last
death in battle and put away; and later ddlivered, it wasthought, to my
son and heir. Little comfort it brought me, but | was glad to have it
nonetheless. | hid it inthe rafters at Castle Horseriver. For three
hundred yearsit haslain up there, preserved against some better day.



Instead, it comes down to thisday. But it comes.”

Horseriver leaned it carefully againgt agresat pine tree, propped
up and sheltered by a couple of sweeping low branches, then stretched
and dropped cross-legged to abedroll. Ingrey followed suit, finding
himsalf between Horseriver and the princess. Ingrey's eyes were drawvn
againtothebundle. “It givesme...it has somewerding uponiit, Sre.” It
gave him cold chills, if hewashonest.

Horseriver licked hislipsin something like satisfaction. “Good,
my wise wolfling. Being so shrewd, have you redlized yet what the
other function of abanner-carrier was?’

“Eh?’ said Ingrey. When Wence wasn't deceiving him or
terrorizing him, the earl dso did avery good job of making him fed a
foadl, hereflected glumly.

“And yet you cleansed Boleso, no smdll task,” Horseriver
mused. “| do weary of trying to herd your wits, but last time paysfor
al.” Heglanced asde at Fara, asif to be certain shewaslistening,
which caught Ingrey's attention, for Wencel had avoided looking at her
or spesking to her beyond the most direct commands.

“The banner-carriers dit the throats of their comradestoo
wounded to carry from thefield, you said,” Ingrey put in. A ghastly
enough duty, but Ingrey was suddenly sure there was more. Ghastly,
ghostly, wait...

Horseriver took abreath. “Put it together. The soul of adain
spirit warrior had to be cleansed of itslife-companion before it might go
to the gods. But awarrior waslikdly to fal in battle, when there was
not time for proper rites or sometimes even the chance to carry the
body away. For when even the wounded must be abandoned, the dead
fare no better. Nothing of spirit can exist in the world of matter without
abeing of matter to support it, I know you have been taught this
orthodoxy. That awarrior's soul might not drift as a sundered revenant
and belog, it was the banner-carrier'stask to bind it to him or her asa
haunt, and carry it away to where it might at length be cleansed by his
true kin shaman. Or whatever shaman might be had, in apinch.”



“Fivegods,” whispered Ingrey. “No wonder the bannermen
were desperately defended by their comrades.” And had Wencd's
binding of ljadato him been some variant of thisancient practice?

“Aye, for they carried their dain kinsmen's hopes of heaven
away with them. And so every fighting cadre who were led by or
contained spirit warriors had such a sacred banner-carrier.

“Now, the hallow king's bannerman...” Horseriver trailed off.
He straightened his shoulders and began again. “He had this same duty
to hislord's soul, should the hallow king bear akin beast. Not al
elected kings were so graced, though many were, especialy in
unsettled times. But whether hislord were spirit warrior or no, the
halow king's banner-carrier had another sacred task, and not only
when hislord died in abattle going ill. Though you may takeit thet if the
halow king wasdan on thefield, that battle was generdly going quite
ill indeed. Water.” Wencel licked dry lips, and stared into hislap, his
back curving again.

Ingrey glanced to the pile of packs, spotted aflaccid waterskin,
and brought it to the tale-teller. Wencd tilted his head back and drank
deep, indifferent to the musty staleness of it. He then sighed and
propped himsdlf on one hand, as though the burden of thistelling was
dowly driving himinto the earth.

“It wasthe royal banner-carrier's duty, upon the death of his
lord, to capture and hold the hallow kingship itsdlf, until time to transfer
it back to the ordained heir. And so this greatest of native Wealding
magics was passed down from generation to generation, from timeslost
intimeuntil...now.”

“Lord Stagthorne-the late king-had no banner-carrier when he
died, day before yesterday,” Ingrey observed suddenly. “Wasthis your
doing?’

“One of severd necessary yet not sufficient arrangements, yes,”

murmured Wencd. “If true interregnums were easy to come by, more
would have occurred by chance ere now, | assureyou. Or by design.”

He grimaced and drew bregath, continuing: “The royal



banner-carrier, by tradition and profound necessity, had severd
qudities. He-or she’-his glance at Fara sharpened-“was usualy of the
samekin, close-tied by shared high blood, though not waysthe heir.
Chosen by the king, bound to the task by the roya shaman-the king
himsdlf if he was one-acclaimed by the spirit warriors assembled in the
kin meeting. And so we have dl herethat is needed to make another
such, if in miniature. Though ceremony, likewise, shal belacking. Not
in song but in silence, shall thelast roya banner-carrier of the Old
Weald ride a her beloved lord's side.” Hisside glance at Farawas
blackly ironic.

Her gritted teeth shifted for speech, but Wencel raised ahand,;
hislipsmoved in an unvoiced Voice. Thistime, Ingrey could fed it
when the geas wrapped itself around Faralike agag, held knotted by
her own fear and anger. Her lips moved, closed, pressed tight; but her
eyes burned.

“To what purpose?’ whispered Ingrey. For he does not tutor
us for no reason, of that | am certain. Horseriver had been
ingructing him for days, he redized in retrospect.

Wencd crouched, hesitated, pushed himsdf up with apained
grunt. He turned his head and spat a gobbet of blood into the gloom.
Theiron tang smote Ingrey's nodtrils. The earl sared into the gathering
twilight where the grooms had finished with the horses and were
diffidently approaching. “We must have afire. And food, | suppose. |
hope they brought enough. Purpose? Y ou'll see soon enough.”

“Should | expect to surviveit?’ Ingrey glanced a Fara. Either
of us?

Wencd'slips curved, briefly. “Youmay.” Hewaked off into the
resin-scented shadows.

Ingrey wasn't sureif that last was meant as prediction or
permisson.

INGREY WASAWAKENED IN THE DARK BEFORE DAWN BY HORSERIVER
himsdlf, tossing wood on the fireto build it up to abright flare. They



had al dept in yesterday's riding clothes, and the grooms, it seemed,
were to be left to break camp and ride the spent horses home. So there
wasllittle for Ingrey or Farato do to prepare beyond sitting up, pulling
on their boots, and eating the stale bread, cheese, and blessedly hot
drinks shoved into their hands.

The cobby horses were lightly burdened aso, Ingrey noticed.
Food for aday was packed into the saddlebags, including measures of
grain for the mounts, but most of the spare clothing and amenities,
largely for Fara, were stripped out; neither were the bedrolls or other
camping gear added. Theimplication of these lacks disturbed Ingrey,
an unease he did not confide to the voiceless princess.

Through the night fog that had risen from theforegt, creating a
dripping hush, gray light began tofilter. Farashivered in the cold and
damp as Ingrey boosted her aboard her horse, asturdy little black with
ahogged mane and white socks. Horseriver disposed his banner pole
rather awvkwardly along hishorse's off side, tied beneath the stirrup flap
to ride under hisleg. He mounted and motioned them forward with a
wave of hisarm: as he had promised, in silence. Ingrey glanced back at
the grooms. The elder stood at attention, looking worried; the younger
was dready climbing back into an abandoned bedroll to steal some
extrawarmth and deep.

Horseriver led them up into agap in the hills, first on atrail, then
on apath, then on deer paths. Ingrey, bringing up the rear, ducked
swinging branches. Gray twigs scraped on hisleatherslike clawing
fingernails asthe way narrowed. The horses hooves crunched through
thefalen leaves, and did, sometimes, on last year's black rot benesath
the drifts, sending up amusty dank smell.

The brightening day drew up the soft curtain of mist, and the
boles of the beeches stood out in sharp rdlief at last, as though the fog
had clotted into firm gray bark. Then, beneath the pale blue bowl of
sky, it grew hot. Biting black flies found the riders and their mounts, so
that to the heave and plunge of the horses over the uneven terrain was
added the occasional squed and buck as the insects tormented them.
When Horseriver led them into aravine that ended in acleft, with no



way out but back the way they'd climbed in, Ingrey grew aware that
however well Horseriver had known thisland once, it had changed
even beyond hisrecognition. How long...? They backtracked and
scrambled up an opposite ridge instead.

Horseriver pushed on dowly but rdentlesdy. Hoursinto the
trek, with the sun high overhead, they stopped at aclear spring to feed,
water, and rest the horses and themselves. Y dlow leavesfluttered
downinthefiltered light like breaking promisesto clutter the glassy
surface of the pool. Not al the leaves had fallen yet, and the view
around the Site was gtill half-obscured; Horseriver climbed upto a
higher point and stared out for atime. Whatever he saw apparently
satisfied him, for he returned and commanded them aboard their horses
once more.

We arein ljada's country, Ingrey redlized. He was not sure at
what point they had crossed into her dower gift: possibly asfar back as
the campsite. The scenetook on a sudden new interest, and he was
amost prepared to forgive even the black flies. Broad lands did not
precisely convey their mood, though if they could berolled out flat,
Ingrey thought, they would equd a smal earldom. Instead they were
crimped into something difficult, sony, and wild; beauty that arrested
rather than soothed. Yes, that is ljada.

Hefdt in hismind for her absence, like atongue probing the
wounded socket of adrawn tooth. All he could find was the hot
infection of Horseriver. Alone together, thistaciturn roya processon
of three seemed to him. Godsfor saken.

The sun was sinking toward the western horizon when they
clambered up through another gap, angled Ieft, and came out upon a
sudden promontory. They pulled up their horses and stared.

Two stegp-sided, undulating ridges embraced avalley about two
mileswide and four mileslong, then curved around again to enclose the
far end likeawall. Thevaley floor was asflat asthe surface of alake.
On the near end, beneath their feet, lay astretch of dun grasses and
ydlowing reeds, a haf-dried marsh. Beyond it, afew twisted oak trees
stood out like sentinels, then a dark and dense oak wood crouched.



Even with haf the leaves down, backlit by the setting sun, its shadows
were impenetrable to Ingrey's eye. His head jerked back at the miasma
of woe that seemed, even from here, to arise from the trees.

Hedrew in his bregth in sharp dismay, then tore his gaze away
to find Horseriver looking at him.

“Fed it, doyou?’ the earl inquired, asif lightly.

“Aye” What? What do | feel? If Ingrey had possessed a back
ridge, al the fur dong it would berising in aragged lineright now, he
thought.

Horseriver dismounted and untied his banner pole from under his
saddle flap. He stared briefly and without pleasure at hiswifefor a
moment; Fara stared back wide-eyed, her shoulders bowing in, then
dropped her gaze and shuddered. Horseriver shook hishead in
something that, had it more heart, would have been disgust, and strolled
over and handed the poleto Ingrey.

“Bear thisfor atime. | don't want it dropped.”

Ingrey's|eft girrup included the smal metd cup of aspear rest.
He swung the pole up and seated it, and took up hisreinswith hisright
hand. His horse was far too tired by now to give him trouble.
Horseriver remounted, swung hisanimal around, and motioned for
them to follow.

They descended from the promontory in azigzag through a
thinning woods. At the bottom, Ingrey was compelled to dismount,
hand the banner back to Horseriver, draw his sword, and hack a path
for them dl through ahead-high hedge of brittle brambles that seemed
not just thorny, but fanged. A few whipping backlashes pierced even
his leathers, and the punctures and scratches bled flying drops ashe
fought hisway in. On the other side, at the edge of the dried marsh,
Horseriver dismounted again and unwrapped his banner at last.

The desiccated twine parted with faint puffs of powder ashis
knife touched it, and the brittle canvas cracked away. A discolored
nettle-silk banner unfolded, bearing the device of his house, the running
white salion on agreen fidd above three wavy bluelines; in thefading



light, more gray stdlion above gray lineson agray field, disappearing
into afog. Thistime, he made Faratake it. He murmured words Ingrey
could bardly hear and still less understand, but Ingrey sensed it when a
new, dark current sprang up between the two. The silent-silenced
-Fards backbone stiffened as though braced, and her chin came up;
only in her eyesdid pools of muted terror lurk.

Horseriver handed his mount'sreinsto Ingrey and took the
bridle of Farasblack cob. He led off thistime on foot, weaving hisway
oddly through the tussocks of yellow grasses. Ingrey saw why asthey
passed deceptive dark patches, sucking bogs letha to ahorse's heavy
step. Hetook care to steer his mount precisaly in the earl'swake. The
day'swarmth lingered in the air despite the dankness risng from the
marsh. But then the shadow of the wood, cast long by the setting sun,
crept out to meet them; when they passed into it, the sudden biting chill
of it turned their exhdationsto pale migt.

They approached the outlying oak tree, and the name of
Wounded Woods seemed doubly earned to Ingrey. The tree was huge
and old, but seemed blighted. The leaves till clinging to its withered
brancheswere not crisp, brown, fluted curls, but limp, blackened, and
misshapen. Trunk and branches seemed knotted and twisted far
beyond the rule for oaks-wrung like rags-and tumorous burls wept
sickly black ooze.

A warrior stepped from the tree. Not from under it, or besideit,
or behind it: he stepped from the trunk itsdlf as though passing through
acurtain. His boiled leather armor was rotten with age. From the haft
of his spear, upon which heleaned asthough it was an old man's S&ff,
an unidentifiable scrap of animal fur fluttered. His blond beard was
crusted with dried blood, and he still bore the wounds of his desth; an
ear hacked away, ax gashes splitting the armor, a dismembered hand
tied to hisbelt with abit of rag. A badger pelt was attached by its skull
to hisrusty iron cap, peering through sightless dried eyes, and the
black-and-white fur dangled down the back of his neck as he turned to
dowly scrutinize each of the three before him.

Ingrey grew aware only then that sometime during the passage



of the marsh they had stepped from the world he knew into another,
where such sights were possible; its congruence with the world of
matter filling hisfleshly eyeswas but afeint. Fara, too, was drawn into
thisvison; her body remained rigidly upright, her face blank, but from
the corners of her eyesafaint gleam of moisture trickled downward.
Ingrey decided not to draw Horseriver's attention to this, lest he
subtract her tears aswell as her voice.

Thewarrior straightened, and with his handless sump signed the
Five, touching forehead, mouth, nave, groin, and heart-though he could
not there spread hisfingers. “Hallowed lord, you come at last,” he said
to Horseriver. His voice was agroaning of branchesin abitter wind.
“We havewaited long.”

Horseriver's face could have been a carved wooden mask, but
his eyeswere like anight without end. “Aye,” he breathed.

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

T HE SENTINEL LED OFF, LIMPING, USING HISSPEARASA waking

stick. Horseriver continued to lead Fara. Her hand clutched the banner
poletightly, and itstremble and her horse's rocking were dl that gave
the limp flag motion in the breathless twilight. Ingrey's horse snorted
and sdled, and the mount he led yanked at itsbridle and dug in its
heds, eyesralling. Didiking thefed of both his hands encumbered, by
his own horse'sreins and by the other's, Ingrey dismounted and let the
animals go free. They whedled and skittered back past the tree, then,
too weary to bolt farther, put their heads down and began nibbling the
tough marsh grass. Ingrey turned and paced after the hallow king's
banner.

Asthey entered the margins of the woods, more revenants
stepped from the trees. They were astattered astheir sentry, or worse;
most were decapitated, and carried their heads, sometimes ill in
helmets, varioudy: tied to belts by the hair or braids, tucked under their
arms, over their shouldersin makeshift carrier bags made of rope or
rags. It took Ingrey's disquieted gaze afew moments to wrench from
their wounds and begin to take in other details of decoration,



wesponry, or garb that told of their kin identities. Or personal identities.
See my things that | have chosen; by them you shall know me,
slently cried belts, loops of necklaces, and furs and skulls and pelt after
pelt of the wisdom animas whose strength they'd hoped to inherit.
Everywhere, faded stitchery peeked out, on collars, on badrics, on the
hems of cloaks, on embroidered armbands. My wife made this, my
daughter, my sister, my mother. See the intricacy, see the colors
intertwined; | was beloved, once.

A tall soldier, whose head till balanced upon aneck half-cut
through and crusted with dark blood, sidied closeto Ingrey. He bore a
thick wolf pet over hisshoulders, and he stared at Ingrey inasgreat a
wonder asif Ingrey had been aghost and he aliving man. He reached
out ahand, and Ingrey firgt flinched away, but then set histeeth and
endured the touch. More than agugt of air, lessthan flesh, it left aliquid
chill initswake across hisskin.

Other wolf-skin-clad warriors clustered about Ingrey, and a
woman aswdll, gray-haired, stout, her torn dress elaborated with
twining dripsof gray fur, her looping gold armbands tipped with e egant
little wolf's heads with garnet eyes. Some of these could be my own
forefathers, Ingrey redized, and not just on the Wolfcliff Sde; adozen
other kins blood ran through his veins from foremothersaswell, ina
turbulent stream. It had disturbed him to think himsdlf anintruder ina
graveyard; it devastated him to suspect the fascination of the ghostly
warriorswith him was the excitement of grandparents seeing for the
first time achild they'd never hoped to look upon. Five gods help me,
help me, help me... to do what?

He blinked in astonishment when the growing parade wasjoined
by half a dozen dark-haired hacked-about men wearing the tabards of
Darthacan archers of Audar's day. They swung wide around
Horseriver, but crept up to Ingrey's heels. The other revenants did not
seem to mind their presence here; equal in degth for four centuries,
perhaps they had made their own soldier's peace. Audar, Ingrey had
heard, had carried out his own dead rather than burying themin this
accursed ground, sealed from men and gods, but the battle had been



gresat, and conducted largely in the dark; it was no wonder afew had
been missed.

Thewarriors flowed after the kingly banner like amuster of
mourners, ariver of sorrow; awhisper of supplication.

The bowl of the valley had turned shadowless with evening, but
the sky above was il pale, and the oak branches overhead interlaced
againg it like crooked black webs. Horseriver seemed to be aiming
generally toward the center of the wood, but not in astraight path; it
was as though he searched for something. A faintly voiced Ah told
Ingrey he had found it. The roof of branches thinned and drew back
around along low mound upon which no trees grew. Horseriver hated
besdeit, pulled Faradown from her wary cob, and helped her step up
the bank and plant the banner pole by her boot.

Released, the horse sdled nervoudy away through the trees,
somehow avoiding touching any of the gathering mob of curious
revenants. More than curious, Ingrey redized; agitated. Hisblood
seethed in the surf of their excitement. More and more came, crowding
up thickly around them, and Ingrey began to fed in hismarrow just
how many four thousand murdered men were. He tried to count them,
then count blocks and multiply, but lost his place and abandoned the
attempt. It failed utterly to aid his sweeting grip on reason anyway.

Horseriver knelt upon the mound, pushed aside athin screen of
sckly weeds, and ran hisfingersthrough the dark soil. “Thiswasthe
trench | wasburied in,” he remarked conversationdly to Ingrey. “1 and
many others. Though | never actudly spilled my blood a Holytree.
Audar was careful about that. That shal berectified.” He climbed
wearily to hisfeet. “ All shal berectified.” He nodded to the ghodts,
who dtirred unessily.

At the outer edges of the circle, late arrivals milled about; those
few who could, craned their necks. It seemed they spoketo each
other; to Ingrey, the voices were blurred and faint, like hearing from
underwater men calling or arguing on ashore. Ingrey touched the dirty
bandage on his right hand, hardly more than arag wrapped about to
keep knocks from paining the healing wound's tenderness. It wasn't



bleeding again, at least. Yet.

With difficulty, Ingrey cleared histhroat. “ Sire, what do we do
here?

Horseriver smiled, faintly. “Finishit, Ingrey. If you hold to your
task, and my banner-carrier holdsto hers, that is. Finishit.”

“Hadn't you better tell us how, then?’

“Yes” dghed Horseriver. “It istime.” He glanced skyward.
“With neither sun nor moon nor stars to witness, in an hour neither day
nor night; what more befitting amoment than this? Long wasthe
preparation, long and difficult, but the doing-ah. Thedoing issmple
and quick.” Hedrew hisknife from his belt, the same he'd used to cut
the throat of ljada's mare, and Ingrey tensed. Kingly charismaor no, if
Horseriver turned on Fara, Ingrey would haveto try to...He made to
lift hishand to his sword hilt, but found it heavy and unresponsive; his
heart began to hammer in panic at the unexpected congraint.

But Horseriver instead pressed the haft into Faras limp hand,
then took the banner pole and ground it deeper into the soil so that it
stood upright, if dightly tilted, onitsown. “Thiswill best be done
kneding, | think,” he mused. “The woman iswesk.”

Heturned again to Ingrey. “ Fard’-he nodded to hiswife, who
gtared back with eyes gone wide and black-“will shortly cut my throat
for me. Being my banner-carrier, shewill hold, for alittle moment, my
kingship and my soul here. Y ou have until her grip fails, no more, to
cleanse my spirit horse from me. If you do not succeed, you will have
the full, but not unique, experience of becoming my heir. What will
happen then, not even | can predict, but | am fairly certain it will be
nothing good. And it will go on forever . So do not fail, my roya

Ingrey's pulse throbbed in his ears, and his somach knotted. “I
thought you could not die. Y ou said the spdll held you in theworld.”

“Fallow it around, Ingrey. Thetrees, and dl the living web of
Holytree, are bound to the souls of my warriors, and support themin
the world of matter. These”-he gestured broadly at the clustering



revenants-“ creste my hallow kingship that binds them to me. My spirit
horse”-he touched his breast-“my power as a shaman, binds the trees
to the men. | told you that the hallow king was the hub of the spell for
invincibility, I do remember that. Cut thelink at any point, and the circle
unwinds. Thisisthelink you can reach.”

And you cannot? No...he could not. Horseriver was bound up
inhisown spdll, like akey locked insgdeits box. “ That's what thishas
al been about, then? An elaborate suicide?’ said Ingrey indignantly. He
struggled once more to move, to jerk his physical body into motion, but
achieved only a shudder.

“I suppose you could cdl it that.”

“How many people did you actudly kill to arrangethis?” As
carelessly as you set me on ljada?

“Not as many asyou'd think. They do die on their own.”
Horseriver'slipstwisted. “And to say | would rather diethan to have all
thisto do over again both sums and fails even to touch the truth.”

Ingrey's mind lurched. “Thiswill bresk the spell.”
“It'sdl of apiece. Yes”

“What will happen to these, then?’ Ingrey waved about at the
crowding ghosts. “Will they go to the gods aswell?’

“Gods, Ingrey? There are no gods here.”

Itistrue, Ingrey redized. Wasthat part of what disturbed him
S0 deeply about this ground? The interl ocking boundaries of the spell,
thewill of thisunholy halow king, excluded Them. Had done so for
centuries, it appeared. Horseriver'swar with the gods had beenin
gdemate for that long, while hishost had dowly become instead his
hostages.

Horseriver pressed Farato her kneesand knelt in front of her,
facing away. He pulled her knife hand round over hisright shoulder and
briefly kissed the white knuckles. A flash of memory washed over
Ingrey, of hiswolf licking his ear before héd cut itsthroat.



The unmaking of thistwisted spell, the long-delayed cleansing of
Bloodfield, seemed no intrinsic sin, gpart from Wencel's self-murder.
Y et five gods had opposed this, and Ingrey could not seewhy. Not till
NOw.

Once broken free from the misfortunes of the world of matter,
the divines said, soulslonged for their godslike lovers, save for those
who turned their faces aside and chose dow solitary dissolution. And
the gods longed back. But thiswas no mutual suicide pact between
Horseriver and his spirit warriors. Even as hisfortressfell, he meant to
day hisimmortal hostages dong with him: eternd revenge, adeath
beyond death and adenid absolute.

“Youwill be sundered? Wait-you will all be sundered?’
“Y ou ask too many questions.”

Not enough. A very late one cameto Ingrey then. ljada, she
hed said, had given haf her heart to these revenants. They held it till,
somewhere here, somehow. What would happen to whatever piece of
her soul she had pledged when these lost warriors went up in smoke?
Could awoman livewith haf aheart?“Wait,” said Ingrey, then,
reaching deeper, “ wait!”

A ripple ran through the revenants asif they swayed in an earth
shock, and Faralooked up, gasping.

“And you argue too much,” Horseriver added, and drew Faras
knife hand hard around histhroat.

Blood spurted for three heartbesats while Horseriver stared
ahead, his expression composed. Then hislips parted in relief, and he
dumped forward out of Fara's grasp. She clutched the banner poleto
keep from faling atop him, her lipsmoving in asoundless cry.

Theworld of magic peeled away from the world of matter then,
ripping gpart the congruence, and Ingrey found hisvison doubled asit
had been in Red Dike. Wencel's body lay facedown upon the mound,
and Farabent over it, haf-fainting, the bloody knife falen from her
grasp. But upon the mound there arose. ..



A black stalion, black as pitch, as soot, asamoonlessnight ina
storm. Its nostrils flared red, and orange sparkstrailed from its mane
and tall asit shifted. It pawed the mound, once, and aring of fire
shimmered out around its hoofprint, then faded. Upon itsback a
man-shaped shadow rode astride, and the figure's legs curved down
into the horsg'sribs and united with them.

This brutal, ancient power was not at dl like Boleso'sthin,
miserable menagerie. | don't know what to do with this, and | have
no god on my side in this place. Frenzy reverberated in Ingrey's belly.
His beginning howl of terror transmuted in the voicing of it into abellow
of chalenge. Helegpt away from hisfrozen body, landing astonished
on al four paws, heavy clawsripping up thedirt in clots. Completing a
transformation he had only been half-able to effect, to mere man-wolf
mixture, the time before.

The stdlion snorted. Ingrey pulled back his black-edged lips
along hislong jaws, bared his sharp teeth, and snarled back. Histongue
lolled out to taste arank Sizzlein the air, like burning rotted hair, and
sdliva spattered from his jaws as he shook the toxic tang from his
mouth.

The galion stepped off the mound and circled him, tracking little
flames.

If I lose this fight, what returns to my body will not be me. It
would be Horseriver re-formed. With such a prize, no wonder Wencel
had not bothered to bespell him further in his cause. Ingrey was battling
for morethan hislife.

So.

Hecircled the stdlion in turn, head lowered, neck ruff rising, the
earth cool and damp under his pads. Fallen leaves crackled like real
leaves, and the sharpness of their musty scent amazed hisnose. The
gdlion swirled, itshind legslashing ouit.

Ingrey ducked, too late; one hoof connected with aheavy thunk
to hisfurry sde, and herolled away, yel ping. How could an illuson not
be able to breathe? He would have to pay asimplacable an atention



asin any sword fight, but now he had to watch four wegpons, not just
one. How do you kill a horse with your teeth? Hetried to remember
dogfights he had witnessed, boar-baitings, the climaxes of hunts,

Any way you can.

He gathered himsdlf on his haunches and launched himself at the
horse's belly, twisting his open jaws at an awkward angle. He scored
the skinless surface in along dash, and bardly madeit away from a
retdiating samping. The-not blood-uncanny ichor, ink-black fluid,
burned his mouth as the red snakes had, before. Worse. Hisjaws
foamed madly in pained response.

The ghosts crowded around in aring for al the world as though
they were watching aboar-baiting. Which beast were they betting on,
whom did they cheer? Not their lives but their souls had been wagered,
and not by them. That Horseriver rode himsdf to oblivion, to sundering
from the gods, was regrettable, but not even the gods could override a
person'swill in that matter. That hiswill overrode dl these other wills
seemed ablacker sin. [jada would surely weep, Ingrey thought
bleskly as he dodged the stdlion's snapping teeth, swung round at the
end of asuddenly snaky neck, ears back flat. And, Five weapons. |
have to watch five weapons.

Thisis going badly. Hewastoo small; the stallion wastoo
large. Red wolves hunted prey thissizein packs, not done. Where can
| get more me? Nothing of spirit could exist in theworld of matter
withouit. ..He eyed his standing human sdf, shivering mindiesdy on his
feet a the edge of the clearing. Dolt. Dupe. Useless son. All or
nothing, then. All.

He pulled strength from his body, al he could. The emptied form
swayed and collapsed onto a drift of leaves. Everything in the clearing
dowed, and Ingrey's dready-searing perceptions came ablaze. His
wolf-body felt at once both dense as the past and weightless asthe
future. Yes. | know this state. | have traveled this path before.

Hewas, abruptly, haf the size of the horse, and it shied back.
But dowly, so dowly, asthough it swvam in ail. His mind sketched his



drike at hisleisure, measuring the arc of hislegp. Thislooted strength
could not last. No time. Now.

He plunged forward and sank histeeth into the horse's neck,
shaking hishead wildly. He could not flip it back and forth asadog
shook arabhbit, but it went down under histwisting weight, and
something snapped and something spurted. Around them, the ghosts
dodged back as though to avoid a splash from some tainted puddie.

Thething in hisjaws dilled. Then melted away and ran down his
lipslikeahitefrom aniciclein winter. He spat and backed up.
Horse-shape became shapeless, amound, a puddie, a blackness
soaking into the ground like aspilled barrd of ink. Gone.

Wencd stood up, freed from his dark mount. On two bowed
legs. His shape was restored to humanity, but hisface...

“I'mglad | didn't usethat stag,” he remarked from one of his
mouths. “It would not have had the strength for this” Another mouth
grinned. “ Good dog, Ingrey.”

Ingrey backed away, growling. Across Horseriver's skull, faces
rippled, risng and sinking like corpsesin ariver. One succeeded
another haphazardly, dl the Earls Horseriver for four centuries and
more. Y oung men, old men, angry men, sad; shaven, bearded, scarred.
Mad. Y oung Wencel passed like abewildered waif, his dumb gaze
dighting on Ingrey in recognition and plea, though pleafor what, Ingrey
could not tell.

The body was worse. Cuts, scars, dreadful gaping wounds rose
and fell from the surface of the skin, every death wound Horseriver had
ever recelved. The burnswere the most frightening, wide patches of
red and weeping blisters, cooked and charred flesh. The stink of them
wafted across Ingrey's sensitive wolf-nose, and he sneezed and backed
away, whimpering for amoment and pawing hismuzzlelikeadog. This
was Horseriver, turned inside out. Thiswaswhat being Horseriver had
been like, behind that smooth ironic mask, the brittle wit, the jerky
rage, the apparent indifference. Every hour, every day, sunsetsfaling
like trip-hammers, time without end.



The eyeswereworst of al.

Ingrey stalked warily around the edge of the clearing, keeping
his distance from the mound and the Horseriver-aggregate, until he
cameto his own collapsed body. It looked disturbingly more pale and
dead than the headless ghosts gathered about looking on. He nosed it,
pawed at it, and whined anxioudly, but it did not stir. Did he even
breethe? He could not tell. In thiswolf-state, he realized, he had no
voice-and, therefore, no weirding voice. A critical aspect of his powers
seemed severed from him. Could he even get back in? Five gods,
what if | can't?

Had Horseriver planned this? With hiswolf and most of hisown
soul removed, Ingrey's silent husk was empty as an abandoned house,
and as available for squattersto moveinto. If the undoing of his spell
went awry, Horseriver might still have abody-heir, and now without
the complications that had worried him earlier. Ingrey glanced up at the
agonized thing that was Horseriver. No, that was not an end Horseriver
desired, but if heindeed found himsdf with it all to do over again,
well, he could. And judging by hislevel slence, watching Ingrey, he
knew it. Ingrey shivered and pawed his unresponsive body again.

Hoofbests and a frightened equine squeal sounded from the
woods, and Ingrey whirled around. Could the haunt-horse have
reanimated...? No, thiswas ared horse; he could fed the thudding of
itsgait through the solid ground as he had not the fiery footfals of the
other. The hoofbeats stopped, shuffled about in the leaf drifts; then
lighter footsteps rustled, running flat out.

The ghosts spun aside, opening an aide, and many lifted their
handsin clumsy salutes. And blessings, or troubled supplications, the
fivefold sign wandered awkwardly, when forehead and lips were hung
at abedt, and the hand moved only aside to navel and groin before
rising to the unbeating heart. Wolf-Ingrey's head lifted and he sniffed in
wildsurmise. | know that blissful smell, like sunlight in dry grass...

Running through the gap between the ghodts, |jada appeared.
She wore her dark brown riding dress, the jacket sweat-stained, her
gplit skirts splashed with mud, and al of it scored with littleripsas



though she'd galloped through athorn hedge. Wisps of dark hair clung
to her flushed face. She stopped short, and her gasping became acry;
then she staggered more dowly to where Ingrey's body lay and
dropped to her kneesbeside it, her face draining white.

“No, oh, no...” Sheralled hisbody over and gathered his head
into her lap, and stared down in dismay at the lifeless features and pale
lips “Too late!”

She cannot see me, wolf-Ingrey redized. She cannot see any
of us. Except for the very material Fara, till collapsed beside the
throat-dashed body of Wencel. |jada spared the couple a brief,
appdled glance, clenching her teeth in distress, then turned back to

Ingrey.
“Oh, love...” Shelifted hisfaceto her own teary one, and
pressed her lipsto his. Wolf-Ingrey danced around her in frustration,

for he could not fed those warm lips or taste that wasted honeyed
breath at al. Frantic, he pawed her deeve, then licked her face.

Her breath drew in sharply, and she lifted her hand to her cheek
and stared around. Had she felt some disturbing liquid chill, as he had
from the ghost's hand? He licked her ear, and her breath huffed out in
what might have been alaugh, under other circumstances; she scrubbed
at the ear asthough it had been tickled. Shelaid Ingrey's body out on
hisback, felt dongit-oh, if | might feel that touch-and frowned.
“Ingrey, what have they doneto you...?" Hisbody bore no visble
wounds, no crookedness of broken bones, but his rag-wrapped right
hand, he saw, was soaked with blood, and his|eather jerkin was
smeared dippery with it. |jadas frown deepened as she clutched the
gory hand to her breast. If I might only move those fingers... “Or
you to yourself?” she added more shrewdly. “Y ou tried something
brave and foolish, didn't you?’ Her gaze rose once more to Wencel's
corpse and Fara.

Horseriver snorted, and Ingrey spun around, growling. The face
of the moment stared across at ljada with amixture of astonishment
and revulsion. “'Y ou do keep turning up where you are not wanted,
don't you, girl?” he remarked to the air, or perhapsto Ingrey. ljada, in



any case, did not seem to hear him. “ Alwaysin ignorance, but does that
dow you? Tagte the betraya of the gods, then; | have dined onit for

ajges.

Heturned away and looked across at the gathering of ghosts.
“All herenow,” he breathed. Now the terrible eyes were distant,
removed, implacably camed. “But not for much longer, | swear to you,
beloved ones.”

Thelooks the revenants gave him in return were not loving,
Ingrey thought, but wary and dismayed. A faint trand ucence hung
about them, and Ingrey realized that they were dready starting to fade.
The ghost of aman fresh-killed, if he did not go a onceto the gods
through the gates of his deeth, might yet be redeemed from sundering
during the god-touched rites of hisfunerd, as Boleso's had been. Up to
apoint. But the sundering soon grew irrevocable, the soul, in that last
refusal, self-doomed to fade. That period of uncertain grace had been
prolonged for these, not for days or weeks, but for centuries. With their
link to the Wounded Woods now broken, they would not linger long,
Ingrey thought. Hours? Minutes?

|jada started to rise to go to Fara, but then gasped and sank
back down. Her hand touched her |eft breast, then her forehead; her
lips moved in surprise, then pinched in pain. Ingrey's whines redoubled.

The mob of ghosts shuffled aside once more, and a great-limbed
warrior strode forward. He wore abroad gold belt, and bore a
spearhead-tipped banner gaff, itsfurled flag stippled in grass green,
white, and blue. His head hung from the gold belt, tied on by itsown
grayed-ydlow braids. The grizzled head's gaze flicked up to
Horseriver, who started in surprised recognition, and raised his hand to
return asaute that had not, in fact, been given; the gesture faded at the
end asHorseriver belatedly redized this. The warrior knelt by ljada,
bending over her in concern, his hand touching her shoulder.

Ingrey danced anxioudy around the pair, hiswolf's head
lowering to the warrior'seye level. Thewarrior stared acrossat himin
some silent query. ljada's spine bent, and her grip on Ingrey's bloody
hand grew limp; it dipped from her grasp, and her own white hand fell



atopit. “ Oh,” she breathed, her eyeswide and dark. She was growing
gill more pae, amost greenish; when wolf-Ingrey licked her face now,
she did not respond.

Ingrey backed away and looked up. Then rose on his hind
limbs, resting one forepaw on the warrior's shoulder for balance,
sniffing; the man stiffened to support him. Something was skewered up
there on the narrow, willow-leaf-shaped spear point. A beating
heart...no, hdf aheart. But its rhythm was dowing.

He bowed low, |jadahad said. And placed my heart on a
stone slab, and cut it in two with the hilt-shard of his broken
sword.... The other half, they raised high upon a spearpoint. | did
not understand if it was pledge, or sacrifice, or ransom...

All three, thought Ingrey. All three.

Hedid not know what, on this eerie ground, hisactionsall
meant. But even with his voice muzzled, they were not without power.
He was not without power. | brought down Horseriver's horse, and
itisgone. Maybe | can do more. Horseriver plainly thought him spent,
histask over, his use used up. Meant to just leave him, perhaps, inthis
disarray of body and spirit, to die aone upon the ground when the
ghostsand al their magic drained away. And in and of himself, lone
wolf, he did not think Horseriver was mistaken. But | am not alone,
am |? Not now. She said it, so it must be so. Truthsayer. How was
it that | came to love the truth above all things?

“Shdl | dieof love, then? murmured |jada, snking onto Ingrey's
chest. “| alwaysthought that was afigure of speech. Together, then?
No! My Lord of Autumn, inthisY our season, help us...!”

There are no gods here.

But Ingrey was here. Try something else. Try anything.
Maybe the revenant captain had some power here aswell; he carried a
banner, after al, Old Weald sacred sign of rescues beyond desth and
the death of al other hopes. Ingrey whined, danced around the man,
scratched at his booted leg with one paw, then crouched and nudged
hislong nose repeatedly at the scabbard hung on the gold belt on the



opposite sde from his head. Would the revenant understand his plea?
The man swiveled his hipsto regard him, his sandy gray browsrisngin
surprise. He stood and drew the hilt shard. Yed Ingrey nudged the
hand some more, and turned to bite at hisown side.

The man could not nod, but he half bowed. He kndlt, and Ingrey
lay down with his pawswaving ridiculoudy intheair, hisbelly exposed.
If this can save her ... The sharp shard entered his chest in along
sweep.

ljada didn't say this had hurt! Ingrey strangled ayelp and
controlled atwigting jerk away. The ghostly hand descended into the
gaping gash in hiswolf-chest and emerged dripping red. The shard
edge diced across adippery object in the warrior's pam, and then the
warrior tossed something skyward. The bloody fist descended once
more, and Ingrey's wolf-salf seemed to bresthe again as the hand
withdrew emptied and the gash closed up inalong red line. Ingrey
scrambled upright on his paws once more.

High on the spear tip, awhole heart beat, picking up the pulse.

ljadainhaled sharply and sat up, blinking around. Her eyes met
Ingrey's wolf-gaze, and widened in astonishment and recognition.
“Thereyou arel” Her head swiveled, as she took in the mob of agitated
ghosts who had crowded up around this strange operation. “ There you
all are! You!” She struggled to her feet and curtseyed to the
bannerman, sgning the Five. “1 waslooking for you, my lord marshd,
but | could not see”

The ghost bowed back in deep respect. ljada's hand curled in
Ingrey's neck ruff, clutching and stroking the thick fur. He pushed up
into the caress. She looked down at him-not very far down, for hisbig
head came nearly to her chest. “How came you to be dl gpart like this?
What is hgppening here? Her gaze traveled around the clearing till it
caught on the multifaced Horseriver. “Oh.” Sheflinched alittle, but then
her back straightened. “ So that's what you look like, out of the
shadow. What are you doing on my land?’

Horseriver had composed himsdlf in an attitude of utter



indifference, but thislast jerked himinto rage. * Your land! Thisis
Holytree!”

“I know,” said ljada coolly. “1t ismy inheritance. For you are
finished withiit, are you not?’

Theform of Horseriver stiffened, and theironic mouth
murmured, “Indeed, we go. Alasthat you shdl find your enjoyment of
your legacy...brief.” That mouth smiled nastily, and Ingrey growled in
response. ljadals hand tightened in hisfur.

“And these?’ |jada glanced up at the gold-belted marshal, and
gestured at the gathered revenants.

“| anther last true hdlow king. Follow me, they must.”

“Into oblivion?’ she demanded indignantly. “ Shal they diefor
you twice? What kind of king are you?’

“| owe you nothing. Not even explanation.”
“Y ou owe them everything!”

He could not, exactly, turn away, with the faces chasing each
other around his skull, but he turned his shouldersfrom her. “It is done.
Itislong past done.”

“Itisnot.”

He whipped back, and snarled, “They will follow me down to
darkness, and the gods who denied us will be denied in turn. Oblivion
and revenge. They have made me, and you cannot unmake me.”

“l cannot...” She hesitated, and gestured at the banner pole
upon which the marsha-warrior now leaned, listening. Raising her face,
she pointed to the mound where Wencel's body lay huddled and Fara
knelt slent and staring. “ Y ou died, | think. Degath lays akingship down,
adong with dl dsealife accumulatesin the world of matter. We go to
the gods naked and equal, asin any other birth, but for our soulsand
what we've made of them. Then the kin meeting makesthe king again.”
She stared around at the ghosts, challengingly. “Do you not?’

An odd rustle ran through the revenants. The marsha-warrior



was watching with amost peculiar expression on hisface, an amalgam
of sorrow and unholy joy. It dawned on Ingrey then that this man must
have been the very first Horseriver hallow king'sroya banner-carrier,
who had died by hislord's sde a Bloodfield. His body was doubtless
buried in this same pit, for Horseriver had said his banner had been
broken and thrown in atop him. And thiswarrior would never have
givenit up dive. Theroya bannerman should have received the hdlow
kingship in trugt, to carry as steward to the next kin meeting, to be
surrendered in turn to the new king-but for the great, disrupted spell,
that had carried it ingtead into thisfar, unfriendly future.

“Youdied,” indgted ljada. “Thisisan Old Wedld kin mesting,
thelast of dl time. They can make another king, onewho will not
betray them beyond death.”

Horseriver snorted. “ Thereisno other.”

Therustle grew, racing around the mob likefire, then back to
the beginning. The marsha-warrior stood up straight, then saluted ljada
with that eccentric looping Sgn of the Five. The ghodtly lipsturned upin
asmile. Helet hisbanner polefal out of his hand; |jadas hand caught it

and gripped it tight.
Wait, thought Ingrey, we living ones cannot touch these
ghostly things, they run through our fingers like water ...

|jada grasped the pole with both hands and gave it a great yank.
Above her head, the banner unfurled and snapped out in no breeze.
Thewolf's head badge of the Wolfcliffs snarled upon it, black on red.

Ingrey blinked up through his human eyes and wrenched to his
feet, stunned. He was back in hisbody again, and it felt astounding.
Heinhaed. Hiswolf wasgone...No. He clutched his heart. It'sright
here. Howling joyoudy through hisveins. And something more... A line
ran between him and Horseriver: the current between Ingrey and ljada
that Horseriver had made, broken, and bound again to his kingship.
Tension seemed to reverberate back and forth along that line now, its
power ascending. The pull between them was massive, raining.

Horseriver reached down and yanked Farato her feet, and



clasped her hands around his banner pole. “ Hold!” She stared at him
interror and gripped as though her life depended on it. Grounded upon
that mound of desth and woe, the strength of the old kingship was vast.

Ingrey moistened hislips, cleared histhroat. Found hisweirding
Voice. “ What do you have to say, Fara?”

He could fed Horseriver's geas of slence fly away from around
her face like aspring of meta released, spinning away inthear. Fara
took a huge breath.

Horseriver turned to her, and Wence's face rose fully to the
surfacefor thefirst time. One hand reached out toward her. “Fara...?’
that young voice quavered. “My wife...?’

Farajerked asif shot with acrossbow bolt. Her eyesclosed in
pain. Opened. Glanced at |jada, at Ingrey. At the ghastly revenant

before her. “1 tried to be your wife,” she whispered. “Y ou never tried
to be my husband.”

And she lowered thetip of the banner pole to the ground, the
gray rag fdling in asilky puddle, put her foot upon the dry wood, and
snapped it in half.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

H ORSERIVER FELL BACK A PACE. HALF HISFACESSEEMED

contorted in rage. Others registered ironic resignation, disgust and
sdf-disgust, and one sad visage an ageless, dignified endurance. His
hands dropped to his sides, and the current between him and Ingrey
faded away like sparks burning out in the dark. The unspeakably
agonized eyes dared across a Ingrey, and dmost dl of hisexpressons
melted into abitter pity.

Ingrey found himsdlf clinging to ljadas banner polelest hefal
down. Theimmense flaring pressure of Horseriver's kingship was not
gone, exactly, but it seemed to become dispersed, asif pouring in from
al sdesand not just from the one quarter. And then there came a
moment of stillness, hushed hesitation, and theinward flow of thekingly



current seemed to turn, becoming an outward urgency. And with that
came adiffuse dread unlike any other he had experienced in these long
hoursfilled with fierce shocks.

“You shdl find,” bresthed Horseriver, “that ahallow kingship
looks different from theinside. And my revenge shdll be redoubled
thereby. And oblivion...shdl till bemine” Hisvoicefaded away ina
sgh.

Though Horseriver did not move from hisburia mound, he grew
distanced, silenced at |ast, like a corpse seen underwater. Stripped of
both his yoked powers-his great horse and his hallow kingship-he was
reduced to one revenant among the many, except for hisdire
multiplicity, an extradenseness that lingered about him. Yes, thought
Ingrey, he, too, is a ghost of Bloodfield, who died on this sacred
and accursed ground; heisno longer more, but he cannot become
less.

But what have | become?

He could fed the mystica kingship settleinto place upon him, in
him, through him. It did not make him fed as though heldd been suffed
with pride and power, replete and overflowing. It made him fed as
though dl his blood was being drawn out of him.

ljada and Faraboth, he redlized, were staring at him with that
same openmouthed awe tinged with physica desire that Horseriver had
ingpired. Such stares ought to make any man preen, surely. Instead, he
felt asthough they contemplated esting him dive.

No, not ljadaand Fara-well, yes, them, too-it was the ghosts
that alarmed him now. They crowded up closer asif fascinated,
reaching for him, touching himin chill liquid strokesthet stolethe
warmth from his skin. They were growing unruly in their urgency,
shouldering past and even climbing over one ancther, thicker and
thicker about him. Famished beggars.

Nothing of spirit can exist in the world of matter without a
being of matter to support it. Theold catechism rang through his
spinning head. Four thousand still-accursed spirits swarmed upon the



ground of Bloodfield, upon it but no longer sustained by it. Insteed,
they were al now connected to. ..

Him.

“ljada...” Hisvoicecameout awall. I cannot maintain them
al, | cannot hold!”

He was growing colder and colder asthe ghosts pawed him. He
grabbed for ljada's outstretched hand like adrowning man, and for a
moment live warmth, her warmth, flooded him. But she gasped as she,
too, felt the unholy pull of the ghosts insatiable hunger. They will pull
us both to shreds, drain us dry. And when there was no more warmth
left to give, hisand ljada's frozen corpses would be left upon the
ground, fog steaming off themin the night air. And al trapped here
would dwindleto oblivion in alagt, arveling cry of abandonment,
betrayal, and despair.

“ljada...! Let go!” Hetried to draw hishand back from hers.
“No!” Shegripped him tighter.

“Youmust let go! Take Faraand run, out of here, back through
the marsh, quickly! Therevenantswill consume us both if you do not!”

“No, Ingrey! That's not what ismeant! Y ou must cleanse them
asyou cleansed Boleso, so that they may go to the gods! Y ou can,
that's what you were made for, | swear it!”

“I cannot! There aretoo many, | cannot hold, and there are no
gods here!”

“They wait a the gate!”
“What?’

“They wait at the gate of thorns! For the master of thereaimto
admit them. Audar cursed and sedled this ground, and Horseriver held
it against the gods ever after in hisrage and black despair, but the old
kings are gone, and the new king isacclamed.”

“I am only aking of ghosts and shadows, aking of the dead.”
Soon to join my subjects.



“Open your ream to the Five. Five mortalswill bear Them
across the ground, but you must admit Them-invite Themin.” Shivering
now almost as badly as he was, she eyed the thronging ghosts, and her
voice went quavering up: “Ingrrreyyy, hurry!”

Terrified nearly to incoherence, he extended his senses. Yes, he
could fed the boundaries of his blighted relm around him in the dark,
anirregular circle encompassing most of the valey floor, saturated with
al the ancient woe of this place. It extended past the marsh, al the way
to thewall of brambles. Only now did he become aware that hisfirst
act asthe last living shaman of the Old Wedld this night had passed
without his own notice, when he had taken his sword and hacked his
way-all of our ways-through the towering thorns, breaking the
boundaries of Bloodfield.

Outside the gate hed made, amultiple Presence waited,
impatiently as supplicants on aking'sfeast day. How did one admit
Them? It seemed to call for hymns and hosannas, chants and
invocations of great beauty and complexity, poets and musicians and
scholars and soldiersand divines. Instead, They must make do with
me. So beit.

“Comein,” Ingrey whispered, his voice cracking, and then, |
can do better than that, “ Come in!”

The reverberation seemed to split the night in haf, and ashiver
of anticipation ran through the four thousand like a great wave crashing
upon adisintegrating shore. Ingrey set himsdlf again to endure, for al
that hefdt his strength pouring out in acataract. The ghostly jostling
settled, no less starveling, but with its desperation semmed by
astonished new hope.

IT SEEMED FOREVER BEFORE A HUMAN SOUND PENETRATED THE dark
woods, and afaint orange light drew near. A crackle and crash of
brush; athump and a muttered oath; some rolling argument cut short by
Learned Hallanas crigp cry: “ There, over there! Oswin, go left!”

What wasto Ingrey's eye the most unexpected cava cade



imaginable blundered into the clearing. Learned Oswin rode a tumbling
horse, with hiswife riding pillion, clutching him around the waist with
one arm and waving directions with the other. Prince Biast, a taggered
look upon hisface as he gawked a the milling ghosts, rode behind on
another worn horse, and Learned Lewko and Prince Jokol brought up
the rear on foot, Jokol holding atorch aloft. Lewkao's once-white robes
were mired to the thigh on one side, and dl were sweat-stained,
disheveled, and peppered with road dirt.

“Halana” ljadawaved thankfully, asif dl was now well. “Come
over here, quickly!”

“Y ou were expecting them?’ Ingrey asked her.

“We dl cametogether, pell-mell down the road for the past two
days. Five gods, what ajourney. The prince-marsha commanded
everything. | galloped ahead at the last-my heart was cdlling meto
hasten, and | was desperately afraid.”

Learned Lewko limped up to Ingrey and signed a hasty blessing.
Jokal trod behind with the sort of breathless, maniaca grin upon his
face that Ingrey imagined held have worn while facing astorm at ses,
hisboat climbing mountainous waves while dl the sane men clung to the
ropes and screamed.

“Ho! Ingorry!” he cried happily, saluting ghostly warriorsright
and | eft asthough they were long-lost cousins. “ This night will make
some song!”

“Areyou the mortal vessalsfor the gods, then?’ Ingrey asked
Lewko. “Areyou al made sants?’

“I have been asaint,” wheezed Lewko, “and it isn't this. If | had
to guess...” Hisglare around the densaly haunted clearing ended on a
narrow-eyed look at Ingrey.

Oswin and Hallana abandoned their blown mount and came up,
clutching each other by the arm over the uneven ground, staring at the
ghostly warriorsin wonder tinged with trepidation and, Ingrey would
swear, ablazing scholarly curiosity not far removed, inits own way,
from Jokal's ppalling enthusiasm.



“If | had to guess, Oswin,” Lewko continued to his
colleague-Ingrey sensed the tail of ahot debate- | think we are dl
made sacred funera animals.”

Oswin looked &t first faintly offended, then thoughtful. Hallana
giggled. The sound was overwrought but queerly joyous.

“Ingrey must cleanse my ghosts,” ljadasaid firmly. “I told you it
would be s0.”

Two days of debate, Ingrey guessed, but in acompany,
however odd, fearsomey well equipped for it. The gods have no
hands in thisworld but ours. Hand to hand to hand...

Biast spied hissgter, now sitting dumped on the long mound not
far from Wencel's body, and hurried to her, going to his kneesand
gathering her in hisarms. Their heads bent together; they spoke hastily
inlow tones. He held her as she shuddered. She did not, yet, weep.

“ljada” murmured Ingrey, “I don't think we had best delay, if
thisistowork.” Helooked around at the revenants, who had stopped
milling and jostling and now stared back a him in yearning silence. Asif
| were their last hope of heaven. “How dol...whatdol...” What
do| do?

She grasped the wolf's head standard in both hands and set her
shoulders. “Y ou're the shaman-king. Do what seemsright to you, and it
will be.” Beside her, the gold-belted marsha made a gesture of assent.

Four thousand, so many! It matters lesswhere | begin, as that
| begin.

Ingrey turned dowly around and caught sight of the tall warrior
with thewolf cloak he'd seen earlier. He motioned the revenant
forward and stared into his pae features. The ghost smiled and nodded
kindly, asif to reassure him, fell to one knee before Ingrey, captured his
left hand, and bowed his head. Fascinated, Ingrey extended hisright
index finger, down which atrickle of blood flowed from the soaked rag
wrapping his reopened wound, and smeared a drop across the
warrior's forehead. It disturbed Ingrey more than alittle that the ghost
felt solid to him now, not liquid as before, and he wondered what it



bespoke of his own changed state.

“Come,” Ingrey whispered, and the warrior's spirit wolf, so
ancient and worn asto be hardly more than a dark smear, passed out
through hisfingers. The warrior rose and lifted hisface to the watching
divines, then extended his hand toward Learned Oswin in agesture half
greeting, haf plea. Oswin, with an anxious Sde glance at Hallana, who
nodded vigoroudy at him, held out his hand to grasp the revenant's.
Thewolf warrior clasped it, smiled bestificaly, and melted away.

“Oh,” said Oswin, and his voice shook, tears sarting in hiseyes.
“Oh, Halana, | did not know...”

“Shh,” shesad. “It will bevery well now, | think.” She
moistened her lips and gazed at Ingrey as though he were across
between some famous work of Temple art sheld traveled daysto see,
and her favorite child.

Ingrey glanced around again, his eyes crammed with choices,
and motioned another warrior to him. The man knelt and awkwardly,
hopefully, presented his head held up between histwo hands. Ingrey
repeated the crimson unction upon the forehead, for whatever thislast
libation from the world of matter was worth, and released adark
hawk-spirit to fly into the night and vanish. Thewarrior reached for
Oswin again, and thistime Ingrey could see, just before he melted
away, that the man was made whole. The Father speed you on your
journey, then.

A woman revenant came forward, young-looking, carrying a
banner that unfolded to display the ancient spitting-cat sigil of the
Lynxlakes, akin that had dwindled to extinction in the malelinetwo
centuries past. When Ingrey took her hand, he was startled to fedl two
other tattered souls clinging to her through her banner. Her lynx was
sad and shabby, and the other two creatures so ragged asto be
unidentifiable, in passing away. He sgned her forehead in three pardld
carmine strokes, which seemed to suffice, for she rose and strode to
Jokol, who brightened and stood very straight, taking her hand to kissit
and murmuring something in her ear before she vanished. Ingrey swore
he heard afaint low laugh, suddenly merry, linger for amoment in the



ar behind her. Jokol for the Daughter, aye. The Lady of Sporing
gives notoriously abundant blessings.

The next was athin old man who went to Lewko, who stood
looking very reflective as the revenant passed through. Lewko for the
Bastard, naturally.

“Prince Biadt,” cdled Ingrey softly. “I'm afraid | need you here.”
Biast for the Son. Of course.

“I sugpect | will be least used, thisnight,” murmured Halana.
She cast ashrewd glance toward the mound. “I will sit with poor Fara
till you need me. | would guess she'shad atime of it.”

“Thank you, Learned, yes,” said Ingrey. “ She was treated most
miserably from first to last. But in the end she remembered shewasa
princess.”

Biast came forward to Ingrey's sde, studying him warily. The
entranced expression upon hisface when he looked at Ingrey was
laced with athread of defiance. In an attempt &t irony thet faltered, he
murmured, “ Should | cal you sire, here?’

“Y ou need not cal me anything, so long as you turn your hand to
thetask. Will Farabeadl right?’ Ingrey nodded acrossthe clearing to
where the princess sat huddled, watching grimly, as Hallanalowered
hersdf besde her.

“| offered to take her to where Symark and the divines servants
wait, but she refused. She says she wantsto bear witness.”

“She has earned that.” And it would make her the one person
besides Ingrey who had seen dl of Horseriver's actions from her
father's death to...whatever the end of thisnight brought. If he
survived, that could beimportant. And if | don't survive, it could be
even more important.

“Themost herewill beyours, | suspect,” Ingrey told Biagt. “The
old kings had two tasks: to lead their men to battle and to lead them
home again. Horseriver lost Sight of the second, | think, in his black
madness and despair. These warriors of the Old Weald-their duty to



their king is done; there remains only their king's duty to them. It'sgoing
to be’-Ingrey sighed-“along night.”

Biast swdlowed, and nodded shortly. “Go on.”

Ingrey looked around at the apprehensive revenants, pressing
close again, and raised hisvoice, though he was not sure he needed to;
within the bounds of Bloodfield, hisvoice carried. “ Fear no ginting,
kinsmen! | will not end my waich till your long waich isdone.”

A blond-bearded young man knelt, first of along string of such
youths, many desperately mutilated. Ingrey released creature after
creature: boar and bear, horse and wolf, stag and lynx, hawk and
badger. Biast studied each man, asthey passed through his hands, as
though looking in some disquieting mirror.

It had taken a cadre of Audar's troops two daysto day al these
here; Ingrey did not see how hewasto rdeasethem dl in anight, but
something odd seemed to be happening to timein thiswoods. Hewas
not sureif it was a variant upon what happened to hisflow of
perception in his battle madness-a shaman skill-or if the gods had lent
some element of Their god-time, by which They attended to al soulsin
the world both simultaneoudy and equdly. Ingrey only knew that each
warrior was owed amoment at least of hishdlow king'sfull regard;
and if the debt had not been Ingrey'sto contract, it had till falento him
to pay. Heir indeed.

Then he wondered which he would cometo the end of firdt, his
warriors or himsaf. Perhaps they would end together, in perfect
bdance.

The Darthacan archers came forward midway through the night.
Ingrey puzzled mightily over them, for they bore no spirit beastsfor him
to release. In what backwash of the uncanny their souls had been
caught up, by what concatenation of disrupted magic, god-gift, night
battle and bloody sacrifice they had been imprisoned here, he could not
imagine. He sgned them in hisblood dl the same, they thanked him
with their eyes dl the same, and he handed them off to their waiting
gods, al the same.



The Woalfdliff woman with the gold wolf's head arm rings gave
him akiss upon the brow in return for his blessing of blood, then,
gpparently in amoment of pure saf-indulgence, akiss upon thelips,
before she turned to Halana. Hislips stiffened with the chill of her
mouth, but her lipswarmed to afaint color, likeamemory of
happiness, so hethought it afair trade.

It wasin the dark before dawn, the stars and the waning
half-moon shuttered behind deep clouds, when he came to the bitter
end of histask. Some two dozen or so ghosts hung back, turning their
wan faces from the gods.

Ingrey turned to Oswin. “Learned, what shdl | do with these?’
He gestured to the revenants: unableto flee him, unwilling to cometo
him.

Oswin took a deep breath and said reluctantly, asif reciting an
old lesson, “Heaven weeps, but free will is sacred. The meaning of yes
is created by the ability to say no. Asaforced marriageisno marriage,
but instead the crime of rape. The gods either will not or cannot rape
our souls; inany case, They do not. To my knowledge,” the meticulous
scholar in him added.

These, too, died at Bloodfield; my duty to them does not
change. All the same. Ingrey unlocked hisvoice and ordered each
dark despairing revenant forward, and gave them their little gift of
blood, and freed their spirit beasts. And let them go. Most unraveled,
fading into utter nothingness, before they even reached the trees.

Two left now: the marshd-warrior, who had stood al night with
ljadaand the royal Wolfcliff banner; and the being besde whom-for
whom-he had once died at Bloodfield. It took most of Ingrey's
remaining strength to compe Horseriver forward to face him; they both
ended on their knees.

This oneis not the same. Horseriver's spirit horse was gone,
hiskingship rescinded, but the concatenation of souls remained,
generations of Horseriversill churning through his anguished form.
Tentatively, Ingrey reached for the shreds of Wencd in the mass, and



whispered, “ Come.” And, louder, “ Come!” A shudder ran through
the being in front of him, but no individua soul peded out. Ingrey
wondered if hed made atactical mistake; if he had attempted
Horseriver first, before held been exhausted by this night, could he have
taken gpart what Horseriver'slong curse had welded together? Or was
thissmply not within his earthly powers? He was dmost certain it was
not. Almost.

Some of Horseriver'sfaces, risng to the surface of that dreadful
skull, looked longingly toward the gates of the gods, the fiveill-assorted
persons who now leaned on each other in afatigue that nearly matched
Ingrey's. Others looked away, with al of Horseriver's bitterness and
rage and endless agony in their devastating eyes.

“What isyour whole desire?” Ingrey asked it. “Lost centuries
are not within my gift. The revenge of sundering these other soulsfrom
the gods | have denied you, for that was not the right of your hallow
kingship, but its betraya. What then isleft? 1 would give you mercy if
youwould takeit.” The gods would give you rivers of it.

“Mercy,” whispered some of the voices of Horseriver, looking
to the gates, and “Mercy,” whispered the ret, looking away. One
word, encompassing opposite and exclusive boons. Could Ingrey, by
any physica or magica strength, wrestle this divided being to any dtar?
Should hetry?

Time hed lingered for Ingrey thisnight, but time was running out.
If dawn came without a decision, what would happen? And if he
waited for dawn to carry the choice away from him, wasthat not itself
the same decison? If Ingrey fell into hisjudgment out of sheer
weariness, well, he would not be the first man or king to do so. He had
thought leading men into battle againgt impossible odds to be the most
fearsome task of aking, but this new impossibility enlightened him
vastly. He stared at Horseriver and thought, He must have been a
great-souled man, once, for the gods to desire him till, herein his
uttermost ruin.

Helooked around at the witnesses: three Temple divines, two
princes, a princess, and the two roya banner-carriers, the quick and



the dead. Biast'searlier little flash of princely jealousy was entirely
drained from hisface now. Not even he wanted the hallow kingship in
this moment. The marsha-warrior's watching face was without
expression.

Ingrey squeezed his aching right hand till the blood ran down his
fingers, and dribbled athick lineal around the tortured revenant's head.
And drew along inhdation of the foggy night air, and breathed o,
“Mercy.” And let Horseriver go.

Sowly, likethick smoke risng up from apyre, Horseriver
dissipated, until soul-haze could not be told from the hanging fog. The
marsha-warrior's dead eyes closed, for amoment, asif it would spare
him the knowledge with the sight. Of dl here, hewasthe only one
Ingrey was sure understood the choice. All the choices. The clearing
wasvery dlent.

Ingrey tried to stand up, failed, and tried again. He stood a
moment with his hands on hisknees, dizzy and faint. He did not think
he had lost enough blood this night to kill him, but the amount strewn
about on the ground and down his leathers was impressive nonetheless.
It always looks like more when it's spread around like that. Findly,
he straightened his back and looked at the last revenant, and at |jada,
gill holding up the wolf's head standard. High upon its stedl point, a
shadow-heart till pulsed.

He bowed to the marshal-warrior. “1 would ask one gift of you
in return, my lord bannerman. One moment more of your time.”

The marsha-warrior opened ahand in curious permission. All
my time now isyour gift, sire, his eyes seemed to say.

Ingrey stepped forward and closed his hand around ljadas
shoulder; she smiled wearily a him, her face pale and dirt-streaked and
luminous. Ingrey looked over thefive of the sacred band. Yes
..."Learned Oswin, Learned Hallana, would you come herea
moment?’

They glanced at each other and trod near. “Yes, Ingrey?’ said
Hdlana



“Would you each take one end of this, and hold it level. Not too
high”

A little gpprenengvely, they grasped the pole, asif uncertain a
firgtif it would present amaterial grip to them, and stood apart. The
Wolfdliff banner unfolded and hung down as though the great Wolf
bowed its head to the ground.

Ingrey turned to ljada. “ Take my hand.”

She touched hisright hand uncertainly, careful of the damp red
mess, but he squeezed her fingersin return, and then she gripped more
tightly. He turned them both to face the horizontal staff.

“Jump over with me” hesad, “if we shal bedliesin such nights
asthisand loversin al nights hereafter.”

“Ingrey...” She peered doubtfully at him, sdewaysthrough
escaped strands of hanging hair. “ Are you asking me to marry you?’

Moreor less, he started to say, and thought the better of it. It
wasonly more. “Yes. You should marry aking. Thisisyour great
chance.” He looked around; Oswin's sober face had lightened in
comprehension, and Halanas had broken into abroad grin. “The
company of witnesses could not be improved: three Temple divines of
good character, two princes-one a poet who will doubtlessimmortaize
this moment before welve made it hafway back to Easthome-”

Jokol, who had loomed closer to see and hear, nodded
ddightedly. “Ah, Ingorry, good work! Y es, jJump, jump, ljadal My
beautiful Breigawould likethis one, yes!”

“A princess...” Ingrey cast ahaf bow somewhat uncertainly a
Fara, now sitting up somberly on the edge of the mound; she returned
him agrave but not disapproving jerk of her chin. “And one other.”
Ingrey nodded to the marsha-warrior; Ingrey had not known ghosts
could be bemused, but this one's surprised smile blessed himin
advance for this unexpected last use of hislong-defended emblem.
“Y ou can have other ceremonies later, if you like,” Ingrey added to
ljada. “With better clothes or whatever. As many asyou want. Aslong
asthey'rewith me,” he added prudently.



“Oneor twoistheusud limit,” Oswin rumbled from hisend of
the pole, sarting to amile.

Ingrey opened his mouth to persuade further, but ljada extended
two fingers and touched hislipsto stillness. He wobbled alittle, ashis
knees nearly gave way, and she glanced aside a him thoughtfully. She
looked each way at Oswin and Hallana, reached out, and pressed the
pole down; the two divines obediently bent to lower the barrier to
something their somewhat palid halow king was sureto be ableto
Clear.

Looking at each other, Ingrey and ljada held hands and jumped.

Ingrey sumbled alittle on the landing, as his head was
svimming, but ljada steadied him. They exchanged one kiss, which
Ingrey began to make swift and promissory; |jada captured hisface
between her hands and made it more thorough. Yes, Ingrey thought,
pausing to fed the softness, the warmth, the faint hint of her teeth. This
isthe only living Now.

They parted, trading pensive smiles, and Ingrey retrieved the
gtandard. The pulsing heart had vanished from the spearpoint. But
which of us received back which half? Hewasn't sure he knew.

The marshd-warrior knelt on one knee, undid hisgraying braids
from hisgold belt, and held his head up before him. Ingrey kndlt, too,
and shook down one last generous splash of blood to smear acrossthe
furrowed brow. The old spirit stallion he released was very worn, but
Ingrey thought it must have been afinefast beast initstime, for this
night it flew.

The marshd-warrior rosewhole: herolled hisshouldersasif in
relief and nodded solemnly at Ingrey. He then turned and reached for
Learned Oswin's hand, and, not looking back again, was gone.

Thered darknessflowed in across Ingrey's eyesfor thefirst
time that night; only then did he becometruly aware that he had been
seeing, with unnatura clarity, by ghost-light for most of the hours past.
Jokol grunted and hurried to stir up asmall fire, unnoticed by Ingrey,
that he had evidently built to warm Fara sometime during the night while



waiting for devotees of hisLady to present themselves. The orange light
licked up to gild thetired faces that now huddled around it.

Biast nodded cautioudy to the Wolfcliff royd standard which
Ingrey till clutched, draped upon it for support. “What are you going
to do with that?’

What, indeed? He straightened up and stared at it, discomfited.
It felt as solid under his hand as the Horseriver staff Farahad broken,
but it had not come from the outer world, and Ingrey doubted he could
carry it back there, beyond the borders of the Wounded Woods. He
was equaly doubtful that it would survive the dawn, presaged by afaint
gray tingein the migts that drifted through the gnarled trees. Ingrey's
hallow kingship was more bounded by space and time and need than
Biast perhapsredized, or the prince-marsha would not look so
unessily a him, Ingrey thought.

Hewas disinclined to hand his standard humbly to Biagt,
paliticaly prudent asthat might seem. It was Woalfdliff not Stagthorne, it
was athing of the night not the day, and anyway, anyway...Let him
earn hisown.

“Inthe Old Wedld,” said Ingrey, “the roya banner-carrier
guarded the standard from the desth of the old king to the investment of
thenew.” And now | know why. “Then it was broken, and the pieces
burned on the pyre of the dead king, if events made such ceremony
possible.” And if not, he began to suspect, someone had madeit up as
best he could out of inspiration, urgency, and whatever came to hand.
Helooked around alittle vaguely. “ljada, we must cleanse this ground
aswdll, before we leave this place. With fire, | think. And we must go
soon.”

“Before the sun rises?’ she asked.

“Thet fedsright.”

“Y ou should know.”

“l do.”

Shefollowed his gaze around. “My stepfather's forester said



these trees were diseased. He wanted to fire the woods then, but |
wouldn't let him.”

“Will you dlow me?’
“Itisyour redm.”

“Only till dawn. Tomorrow it isyoursagan.” He glanced aside
at Biadt, to seeif hetook the hint.

“Perhapsitisaswaell,” sghed ljada “Perhapsit is necessary.
Perhapsitis...time. What, um,” she moistened her lips, “what of
Wencel's body?’

Learned Lewko said uneasily, “1 don't think we can carry it out
with us now. Our beasts were used hard yesterday, and will have
burden enough getting us back to the main roads. Someone will haveto
be sent back for it. Should we build alittle cairn, to protect it from the
wild beasts and birdstill then?’

“Thelast Horseriver king never had hiswarrior's pyre,” Ingrey
said. “No one here did, except for afew trapped in burning huts that
night, | suppose. | don't know if burying them dl in pitswasa
theological act of Audar's, or part of hismagic and curse, or just
military efficiency. Themore| learn of Bloodfield, the more think no
oneredly knew, even a thetime. It islate; it isthelast hour. We will
firethewoods.” For Wencel. For all of them.

ljadamoistened a cautious finger and held it inthe air. “The
wind'salittlein theeast, such asit is. It should do even if therain
doesn't comeon.”

Ingrey nodded. “ Biagt, gentlemen, can you help Fara get out?
Can someone collect the horses?’

“I can do that!” said Hdlanabrightly, and took everyone but
Oswin aback by stepping up onto the mound, turning to the four
quarters, and caling loudly and rather materndly through her cupped
hands, “Horses! Horses!”

Oswin looked atrifle pained, but appeared not in the least
surprised when after afew minutes a crashing and crunching through



the undergrowth announced the arriva of their severd abandoned
mounts, trailing reins and snorting anxioudy. Jokol and Lewko, a
Ingrey's nod, had quietly collected more dry deadfdl from the margins
of the clearing and discreetly piled it around Wencel's body. Lewko
took charge of Wencd's purse, rings, and other items of interest to his
future heirs at law. ljadatucked the broken pieces of the Horseriver
banner atop the pile. Hallana helped the widowed princess mount her
horse. The company straggled into the foggy shadowsin the direction
of the marsh. Faranever |ooked back.

Biast did, whedling his horse about to watch as Ingrey poked up
thefirewith agtick. “Will you two bedl right?’

“Yes” sad Ingrey. “Makefor the gate of thorns. We will catch
you up.”

Gravely, |jadatook the standard, backed afew paces, and held
the black-and-red banner in thefiretill it caught alight. She handed the
gaff to Ingrey. Ingrey gripped it tightly in both hands, closed hiseyes,
and heaved it skyward. He opened his eyes again, grabbed ljadas
hand, and prepared to dodge whatever fdll back. If anything.

Instead, the staff spun up and burst into a hundred burning
shards, which rained down dl around.

“Oh,” said ljadain atone of surprise. “1 thought we would have
to walk through the woods with torches for awhile, finding dry brush
piles...”

“I think not,” said Ingrey, and began to tow her toward Biadt,
who was staring back wide-eyed in the growing yellow light. “But it's
timeto go. Yes, definitely.” Somewherein the woods behind them,
something very, very dry went up with aroar and afountain of sparks.
“Briskly, even.”

Biast's horsejittered despite its weariness, but the
prince-marsha kept pace with them as they wound through the
misshapen trees back toward the marsh. He eyed Ingrey and ljada asif
trying to decide which of them to pull up behind him on hishorse and
gdlop for it, if thewind shifted. Happily, in Ingrey's view, because he



did not have the energy for another argument tonight, the faint breeze
didn't shift, and thering of fire crept out from its center at no more than
awaking pace. They reached the edge of thewoodsif not well in
advance of the flames steady destruction, sufficiently so.

|jada supported Ingrey asfar asthe gate of thorns. Then Biagt,
watching him stumble, climbed down off his horse and boosted Ingrey
aboard instead, and led the beast. They needed no other lantern than
the digtant burning to climb the zigzag path up the wall of thevdley.
They reached the open promontory to find that all the others had
gathered at ameager campsite prepared by Symark, Ottovin, Bernan,
and Hergi.

Lewko helped Ingrey down from Biast's horse. Ingrey was
shivering badly now, in the dawn cold. Seeing Lewko draw Ingrey's
arm over his shouldersto escort him to the campfire, Halana
abandoned Fara, who was being hovered over by Hergi aswell, and
hurried to them. Ingrey found her low mutter of Dratsab! more
aarming than his own weakness.

Shefrowned medicaly. “Get him hot drinks and hot food,
swiftly,” she ordered Bernan and Oswin. “ And whatever blankets and
cloakswe have.”

Ingrey sank down on a saddle pad, because standing was no
longer quitefeasible.

“Has he spent too much blood?’ |jada asked her in worry.

Halanareplied, alittletoo indirectly, “Hell bedl right if we can
get him warmed up and fed.”

Hergi appeared with her leather case, and Ingrey endured yet
another washing and rebandaging of his crusted right hand, though the
wound was closed-again-and the bruises green and fading. Others
bustled about with what seemed to him needless excitemernt,
scavenging food and blankets and building up thefire. Ingrey wastired,
breathless, and dizzy, and his chilled shaking threatened to spill the
odd-tasting herb teafrom his cup before he could get it to hisnumb
lips, but ljada plied him repeatedly with refills and what bits of fare the



camp could supply. Better till, she huddlied under his blankets with him
to share the warmth of her own body, warming his hands with hers.
Eventudly the shudders stopped, and then he was merely very, very
tired.

“How did you come here?’ Ingrey asked Learned Lewko, who
sat down to keep him company and share abit of dried fruit someone
had produced from a saddlebag. “| could not send a message, after we
|eft the king's deathbed, though | wanted to. Horseriver held both Fara
andmeinthrdl.”

“I had escorted Hallana to interrogate ljada that night. We were
talking together when ljada became most upst, ingsting something dire
must have just befalen you.”

“I could not fedl you anymore,” ljadaput in. 1 feared you had
been killed.” Shewould have inched closer, but they were out of inches
aready; her arm around him tightened instead.

“Horseriver stole our bond.”
“Ah!” she bresthed.

Lewko raised acurious eyebrow at this, but elected to go on
with hisnarrative. “Lady ljadains sted we go investigate. Halana
agreed. |...decided not to argue. Y our Rider Gesca also decided not
to argue, at least not with Hallana, though he followed aong for the
sake of hiswarden's duty. We dl four walked up to Horseriver's
palace, where they told us you had gone to the hallow king's bedside.
Then up to the hallow king's hall, where we found Biast at hisfather's
deathbed saying you had all gone back to the earl's. We knew we had
not missed you in the dark. Halana got, well, the way she gets
sometimes, and led usto the earl's stables.”

“That must have been quite ascene,” Ingrey remarked.

“To say theleadt. Biast had been unconvinced of anything
untoward beyond hissister'susud illness, till then. From that point on,
no one could have been more urgent in pursuit. Hallana hurried off to
fetch Oswin and Bernan and their wagon, and found Prince Jokol
talking to Oswin-he till wants adivineto carry back to hisidand-and



she brought everyone. | was uncertain about taking this unruly mob
upon the road, but, well, | can count to five. At least”-Lewko
sghed-“Jokol didn't bring hisice bear.”

“Did he want to?’ Ingrey asked, bemused.

“Yes” said ljada. “But | talked him out of it. Heisavery sweet

Ingrey choseto let that pass without remark.

Lewko continued, “That was the point at which | decided the
gods must be on our side-how does one say five gods help Them
whenit is the gods?just imagine this samejaunt with theice bear.” He
shuddered. “ Fafawould have had to ride in the wagon, | suppose,
athough the beast isbig enough to ride.” He blinked for amoment,
looking reflective. “1 wonder....do you suppose thiswhole quest for a
divine was aploy on the beautiful Breiga's part to get rid of the bear
beforeit ended up deeping at the foot of her marriage bed?’

ljadas eyeslit, and she giggled. “ Or worse, on it. Possibly. She
sounds a determined lady. For pity's sake, don't suggest that in Jokol's
hearing.”

“I wouldn't dream of it.” Lewko rubbed the grin from his mouth
and continued, “Biagt thrust everything in Easthome onto Hetwar's
shoulders, which | think are sturdy enough to hold them. Wewereon
the river road pelting north not four hours after you three had |eft
Easthome. After that it was all commandeering Temple courier horses
and roya mail station remounts, and taking turnsresting in the wagon,
al theway to Badgerbridge.”

“Y ou took the main road straight there?’ said Ingrey,
considering amental map. “ That would have saved sometime. We
took alesser track when we turned west, for secrecy | think.”

“Y es. There appeared never to be any doubt about where we
were going. Such adeluge of dreams! | did not seewhy, until...well. |
have now seen why. We traded the wagon for fresh mounts and
outraced the prince-marshal’s escort out of Badgerbridge; they may yet
catch us up, if they have not lost themsalvesin ljadasforest, here”



ljada nodded thoughtfully, as she considered this possibility.
“The forester iswith them; they will find their way eventudly, maybe by
another pass.” She glanced out over thevaley. “The smoke must draw
them, if nothing dse”

Hallana motioned to |jadafrom across the camp, and ljadarose
to see what she wanted. Ingrey stretched and, finally warmed to
comfort despite a headache, clambered up to wander to the edge of
the promontory and gaze out over the bowl of Holytree-Bloodfield-The
Wounded Woods. My kingdom of All-That-Was.

He unclutched the blanket from around his neck and sat onit, his
armswound about hisknees, and stared into the graying gulf of mist
and smoke. The earlier hot bright yellow that had seared the dark was
dying down to asullen red ring, black in the growing middle. The
bloody light reflected off the undersides of the charcoa-colored clouds;
far off, Ingrey heard afaint rumble of thunder reverberate through the
sarried hills, and the heavy scent of the coming rain mixed in hisnogtrils
with the stink of smoke. He wondered if the morning after the origind
massacre had looked and smdlled like this, and if Audar himself had
als0 paused upon this spot to reflect on what clashing kings had

wrought.

Biast strolled over to stand beside him, hisarms crossed, staring
out likewise, asif sociably. The prince-marsha was alittle too drawn to
bring off theilluson, but Ingrey spread hishand ininvitation
nonetheless, and Biast sank down next to him. Biast'stired sigh was not
feigned.

“What will you do now?’ Biagt inquired of him.
“Seep, | hope. Before we must ride.”
“I meant more generaly.”

| know you did. Ingrey Sghed, then asmdl smileturned his
mouth. “ After that, | shall pursue a courtier's supreme ambition-”

He made the dightest of pauses, to give Biast timeto tense.
“-and marry arich heress, and retire to alife of ease on her



country estates.” He waved about at the enclosing hills.
“Ease? Inthiswaste?”’
“Well, she may find atask or two to which to turn my hand.”
“Shemay,” said Biagt, surprised into achuckle.
“If sheisnot hanged.”

Biast grimaced and waved away this concern. “That will not
happen. Not after this. If you do not trust in me and Hetwar, well, | do
think Oswin and Lewko will have athing or two to say about it. Among
such afdlowship, some sengible path to justice must be found.
And’-hisvoice grew hesitant not in doubt, but in akind of

dhyness-“mercy.”
“Good,” Ingrey sighed.

“Thank you for saving Faraslife. More than once, if shetellsme
true. Making you her guard wolf was one of my luckier decisions, if
luck it was”

Ingrey shrugged. “1 did no more than my duty to you, nor less
than any man's duty to his conscience.”

“Any man could not have donewhat | saw you do last night.”
Biast stared at hisfeet, not meeting Ingrey's eyes. “If you choseto be
more now-to reach for my father's seat-1 do not know who could stand
againg you. Wolf king.” Not I, his bowed shoulders seemed to add.

Now he comes to it. Ingrey pointed outward. “My kingdom
measured two miles by four, its population included not one bresthing
soul, and my whole reign ran from one dusk to one dawn. The dead
did but lend my kingship to me, and in the end | handed it back. Asany
king must do; your father, for one.” Although not Horseriver: one root
of the problem had lain in that, to be sure. “Y ou, too, prince, come
your turn.”

Upon consideration, Ingrey's geography lacked adimension, he

decided. Eight square miles by four centuries-or more, for al of the
history of the Old Weald had surely concentrated itsalf upon this patch



of ground that fatal night, to be so thoroughly didocated thereefter.
Like the abyss beneath the deceptive surface of alakethat thisvaley
floor resembled, time went down unimaginably far benesth this ground-
all the way down. My domain islarger than it looks. He decided
not to trouble Biast with these reflections, but said only, “If any kingship
lingerson me, thislittle reelm will content it.”

Biast's shouldersrdaxed visbly, and hisface lightened, at this
oblique assurance that the wolf-lord of darming powers desired no
more exalted part in Easthome poalitics. He scanned the horizon,
perhaps looking for signs of his bedraggled escort making their way
down one of the other gaps, found none, then picked up afew pebbles
and tossed them meditatively over the edge.

“Tell metrue, Lord Ingrey,” said Biast suddenly. Heturned to
look Ingrey full inthe face for dmogt thefirst time. “What makesthe
hallow kingship hallowed?’

Ingrey hesitated so long in answering, Biast began to turn awvay
again in disgppointment, when Ingrey blurted, “ Faith.” And at the
puzzled pinch of Biast's brows, clarified: “Kesping it.”

Biadt's lips made an unvoiced O, as though something sharp had
pierced him through the heart. He sank back wordlesdy. He said
nothing for arather long time. They sat together in more companionable
slence asthe glimmering fires crept across the ground below, inthe last
deconsecration of Holytree and Bloodfield's belated pyre.

EPILOGUE

NGREY LEFT IJADA'SFOREST THAT AFTERNOON CLINGING dizzly

to his saddle, his horse towed by one of Biast'slate-arriving
guardsmen. He spent most of the following week flat on hisback in
ljada's stepparents house in Badgerbridge. But as soon as he could
stand up without blacking out, he and ljada were married-or married
again-in the house's parlor, and then he had her fair company by night
aswell asday in his convaescent chamber. Some things one didn't
need to get out of bed to accomplish.



Prince Biast and hisretinue had hurried back to Easthome and
the princes duties there; news of his eection as hallow king arrived the
day after the wedding. Prince Jokol and Ottovin lingered just long
enough to enliven the wedding party, and to amaze the town of
Badgerbridge, then took horse on the southern road to return to their
ship.

Hallana, too, with her loyd servants, returned immediately to her
children at Suttleaf, but Learned Oswin waited with Learned Lewko to
escort |jada, till technicaly under arrest, back to Easthome. Even with
their support, the whedls of the Temple and King's Bench ground
dowly, and it was some days thereefter before the inquest returned its
find verdict of self-defense. Oswin adroitly put the pleasfor
dispensation for ljadas and Princess Faras spirit animalstogether in
one document, with identical arguments, whatever arm wrestling went
on behind the scenes that made Learned Lewko smilewryly, the dua
digpensation was forthcoming shortly after the verdict.

Fara sttled swiftly into avery private widowhood, under her
brother's protection. If her spirit horse rendered her lessaprize for
some new politica marriage, she seemed more grimly pleased than
regretful. Her sick headaches did not recur.

Just exactly how Lewko and Oswin between them produced a
divinefor Prince Jokol, Ingrey never found out, but he and ljada did
come down to the docks to bid the idand prince and his comrades
farewdl. The young divine looked nervous and clung to the ship'srail as
though he expected to get seasick going downriver, but seemed very
brave and determined. Fafa the ice bear, in amove of swift wit on
someone's part, was gifted to King Biast as an ordination present, and
took up residence on anearby farm, with his own pond to swimin.

Withd, snow wasflying by thetime Ingrey and ljadarode out of
Easthome free, on the southeastern road toward the Lure Valey, with
Learned Lewko's expert company. Ingrey spurred them al onward
despite the cold. That he wastoo late about this businesswas all too
probable-but that he might be just too late seemed unendurable. They
cameto the confluence of the Lure and the Birchbeck on the winter



solgtice, the Father's Day, an accident of timing that gave Ingrey's heart
hope despite his reason and the learned saint's advice.

“| FEARIT ISA FOOL'SERRAND, COUSIN,” OPINED ISLIN KIN Walfdliff,
castlemaster of Birchgrove. “In dl theten years| havelived here, I've
never seen or heard tell of ghostsin thiscitade. But you are certainly
welcome to make yoursdlf free of the placeto hunt them.” Idin eyed
Ingrey and histwo companions uneasily, and yawned behind hishand.
“When you tire of cagting about in the dark and cold, warm feather
beds await you. Mine calsto me; pray excuse me.”

“Of course” said Ingrey, with apalite nod. Idin returned the
courtesy and took himsdlf out of the great hall.

Ingrey glanced around. A couple of good beeswax candlesin
slvered sconces cast awarm honeyed flicker over the chamber; afire
burning low in the stone fireplace drove back some of the chill. Beyond
the window dlits, only midnight darkness lurked, though the gurgle of
the fast-flowing Birchbeck, not yet frozen over though its banks were
rimed with ice, came up faintly through them. The room was much the
same as on the fateful day he and hisfather had received their wolf
sacrificeshere, and yet...not. It is smaller and morerustic than |
remembered. How can a stone-walled room grow smaller?

ljadasaid in aworried voice, “ Y our cousin seemed very
reserved al through dinner. Do you think our spirit animas disturb him?’

Ingrey'slipstwitched up in abrief, unfelt smile. “Perhapsalittle.
But | think mostly heswondering if | mean to use my new influence at
court to take back his patrimony.” 1din was only alittle older than
Ingrey, and had inherited his seat from Ingrey's uncle somethree years
past.

“Would you wishto?’ ljadaasked curioudly.

Ingrey's brows bent. “No. Too many bad memories haunt this
place; they overtop my good ones and sink them. | would rather leave
them dl behind. Savefor one”

ljada nodded to Lewko. “So, saint. What does your holy sight



reved? Isldin right? Are there no ghosts here?”

Lewko, who had been doing his accustomed imitation of a
ample, humble, and nearly invisble ordinary divine sncethey'd arrived
that afternoon, shook his head and smiled. “In an edifice thisold, large,
and long occupied, it would be more awonder if there were not afew.
What do your shaman sensestell you, Ingrey?’

Ingrey lifted his head, closed hiseyes, and sniffed. “From timeto
time, it seems| smdl an odd little danknessin the air. But a thistime of
year, that's no surprise.” He opened hiseyes again. “ljada?’

“| am too untutored to be certain, I'm afraid. Learned?’

Lewko shrugged. “If the god will touch metonight, any ghosts
nearby will be attracted to the aura. Not by any spell of mine, you
understand; it just happens. | will pray for my second sight to be
shared. Thegodsarein your debt, Ingrey, ljada; if only you can
recaive, | think They will give. Compose yoursalvesto quietude, and
we shall see” Lewko signed himself, closed hiseyes, and clasped his
handsloosdly before him. He seemed to settleinto himsdlf; hislips
moved, barely, on hisslent prayer.

Ingrey did hisbest to quell dl desire, will, and fear in hisown
mind; he wondered if just being very, very tired would be enough,
ingtead.

At length Lewko opened his eyes again, stepped forward, and
wordlessly kissed firgt ljada, then Ingrey on their foreheads. Hislips

were cool, but Ingrey felt astrange welcome warmth flush through him.
Heblinked.

“Oh!” said ljada, looking with interest around the chamber.
“Learned, isthat one?’ She pointed; Ingrey saw afant paeblob
floating pagt, circling in toward Lewko, scarcely more subgtantial than a
puff of breath in frosty moonlight.

“Aye” said Lewko, following her gaze. “ Thereis nothing to feer,
mind you, though much to pity. That soul islong sundered, fading and
powerless.”



Toimply that Ijada, who had shared the terror and triumph at
Bloodfield, might fear aghost seemed absurd to Ingrey. Hisown fears
lay on another level. “Learned, could it be my father?”’

“Do you sense hiswalf, as you sensed the spirit animaswithin
the others?’

“No,” Ingrey admitted.

“Then it issome other, long lost. Dying beyond degth.” Lewko
sgned the Fiveat it, and it drifted back into thewalls.

“Why would the god lend usthissight, if there was nothing to
see?’ said Ingrey. “1t makes no sense. There must be more.”

Lewko looked around the now-empty chamber. “Let usmakea
little patrol around the castle, then, and see what turns up. But
Ingrey-don't hope too hard. The ghosts of Bloodfield had great spdlls
and al thelife of that dire ground to sustain them beyond their time.
Lord Ingdef, | fear, had none of that.”

“He had hiswoalf,” said Ingrey stubbornly. “It might have made
some difference.” At histone, ljadas hand found his, and squeezed,
they left the chamber arm in arm, and took the opposite directionin the
corridor from Lewko, the better to quarter the castle while this gift of
second sight lasted.

In the bleak winter darkness the castle was cold and dank even
without ghosts, but Ingrey found his night sight keener than heretofore.
They paced the corridors and chambers, ljadatrailing her hand over
thewalls. Exiting the main keep, they circled the buildings dong the
inner bailey wal; in the shadows of the stable, warm with the breath
and bodies of the horses, ljada whispered, “L ook, another!”

The pademig circled them both asif in anxiety, but then faded
agan.

“Wasit...?" asked ljada

“I think not. It wassmplelikethefirst. Let usgoon.”

Asthey trod across the snow in the narrow courtyard, Ingrey



muttered, “| amtoo late. | should have come earlier.”

ljadals hand, gripping hisforearm, gaveit alittle shake. “None
of that, now. Y ou did not know. And even if you'd known, you had not
yet come to your powers.”

“But it rides me to know that there might have once been atime
for rescue, and it dipped through my hands. | scarcely know whether
to blame mysdlf, or my uncle, or the Temple, or thegods...”

“Blame none, then. My mother and father both died before their
times. Y es, they went to their gods, which was some consolation to me,
but-not enough. Never enough. Degath is not a performance to rate
oursalves upon, or berate ourselves upon either.”

He squeezed her hand in return and bent to kiss her hair in the
moonlight.

They madetheir way up the inner steps of thewall and dong the
sentry walk to the battlement's highest point, above theriver, and
paused to look out across the steep valley of the Birchbeck. The water
of the stream rippled like black silk between the stedl sheen of the
gpreading ice dong its banks. The snow cover on the dopes caught the
light of the westering moon in a pale blue glow, webbed with the bare
tree brancheslike charcoa strokes, save where stands of black fir
marked the rises, or clusters of holly made mystery inthe dells. The
bare boles of the birches blended with the snow and shadows, eluding
theeye.

They stood for atime, gazing out. |jada shivered despite her
woolens, and Ingrey wrapped himself around her like acloak. She
smiled gratefully over her shoulder. You warmme just as much asl|
warmyou, love...

For once, Ingrey sensed the revenant before ljada, dthough she
fdt him tiffen and ingtantly turned her head to follow hisglance. A few
paces away floated a shape like mist in the moonlight, denser than the
others had been, dongated, dmost a man length. Within it, another
shadow lurked, like smoke shrouded by fog.

Ingrey's arms spasmed around |jada, then released her. “Fetch



Learned Lewko, hurry!”
She nodded and sped away.

Ingrey stood slent, scarcely daring to breathe, lest thisimage
fade or fleelike the others. A head end it seemed to have, and feet, but
he could not discern any features. Hisimagination tried to paint it with
hisfather'sface, but achilled redization came over him that he no
longer remembered exactly what Lord Ingaef had looked like. His
father's appearance had never greatly mattered to Ingrey; it washis
solid presence that had warmed, and his rumbling voice, resonating in a
chest to which achild-ear pressed, that had promised safety.

Theilluson of safety. | might now become a father in my
turn, and | cannot give such perfect safety. It was always an
illusion. Will my own children forgive me, when they find out?

Rapid footsteps scrunching through the snow and heavy
bresthing heralded the return of 1jadawith the divine, making their way
up the steep steps to this high point. Lewko paused at the top, gazing
past Ingrey at the smoky revenant. “Ingrey, isit...?

“I...” Ingrey started to say, | think so, but changed it to, “Yes. |
am sure of it. Learned, what should | do? | wanted to ask athousand
questions, but it has no mouth. | don't think it can speak. | don't even
know if it can hear me.”

“I believeyoureright. Thetime for questions and answers
seems past. You can only cleanseit, and releaseit. That iswhat a
shaman does, it seems.”

“And when he's cleansed and released, will the Father of Winter
take him up? Or is he sundered beyond recall ? Are there no rites you
can offer to help him?’

“He had hisfunera riteslong ago, Ingrey. Y ou can do what you
can do, whichiscleansehim; | can pray. But if it has been too long,
there will not be enough of him l&ft to assent to the god, and then not
even the god can do more. It may bethat al you can doisrelease him
fromthisthral.”



“To nothingness.”
HAye.H

“Like Horseriver.” Horseriver's hatred of irrevocable time made
more sense to Ingrey now.

“Somewhat.”

“What isthe use of me, if | can send four thousand
stranger-souls to their proper gods, but not the four-thousand-first that
matters most to me?”’

“I do not know.”
“And that isthe sum of Temple wisdom?’
“It isthe sum of my wisdom, and dl thetruth I know.”

Was Temple wisdom like afather's sefety, then, anilluson? And
it dways had been? Would you rather Lewko told you comforting
lies? Ingrey could not walk back through that vell of time and
experienceto achild'ssight again, and wasn't sure he would if he could.
|jada stepped forward and laid a hand upon his shoulder, lending the
comfort of her presence, if not the comfort of some more desirable
answer. He let himsdf absorb the warmth of her body againgt hisfor a
moment, then touched her hand for release and stepped forward.

From apouch on his belt he fumbled out afine new penknife,
purchased in Easthome for this moment. The thin blade reflected the
face of themoon in abrief blink. Ijada gritted her teeth dong with
Ingrey ashetook it in hisleft hand and pressed the edge into hisright
index finger. He squeezed hisfist and raised hishand to the top of the

fog-shape.
The dropsfdl through onto the trampled snow in a spatter of
amall black circles.

Ingrey's bresth drew in, and he clutched the knife harder.
Lewko barely caught his arm as he made to stab his hand more deeply.

“No, Ingrey,” Lewko whispered. “If adrop will not blessit,
neither will abucketful.”



Ingrey exhaed dowly as Lewko let go again, and tucked the
knife back in the pouch. Whatever of hishalow kingship lingered in his
blood, it seemed it had no power over this. | had to try.

Hetook along, dow, last look, wondering what to say. Fare
wel seemed amockery, be at peace little better. He moistened hislips
inthefrody, luminousair.

“Whatever you thought you were about, the thing you began
hereisfinished, and donewdl. Y our sacrificewasnotinvain.” He
thought of adding | forgive you, then thought better of it. Fatuous,
foolish, hardly to the point now. After amoment he merdly said, “I love
you, Father.” And, after another, “ Come.”

The dark wolf-smoke spun out from the pale fog and through his
fingers, and away.

More dowly, the frost-fog dissipated aswell, with alast faint
blue sparkle.

“The god did not take him up,” Ingrey whispered.

“Hewould if He could have” Lewko murmured back. “The
Father of Winter, too, weeps at thisloss.”

Ingrey was not weeping, yet, athough little trembles ran through
his body. He could feel the second sight fading from his eyes, the gift
returned. ljada came to him again and tied a strip of clean linen around
hisfinger. They wound their arms around esch other.

“Wadll...” Learned Lewko signed them both. “It isfinished.” His
voice grew more gentle. “Will you not come in out of the cold, my lord

and lady?”’
“Soon,” sghed Ingrey. “Moonset over the Birchbeck isworth a
shiver or two.”

“If you say 0.” Lewko smiled and, with anod of farewell,
clutched his coat about himsdlf and made hisway down the steps,
careful now ontheice.

Ingrey stepped behind ljada and rested his chin on her shoulder,



the both of them Staring out over thevalley.

“I know this was not what you'd hoped, with Lord Ingaef,” said
ljada after atime. “1'm sorry.”

“No, it wasn't. But it was better than nothing, and vastly better
than never knowing. At least al is concluded, here. | can go and not
look back.”

“Thiswasyour childhood home.”

“It was. But | am not achild anymore.” He hugged her alittle
fiercely, squeezing a breath of alaugh from her bdly. “My home hasa
new name, and sheiscaled ljada. Therewill | abide.”

Her warm laugh now was voiced, enough to make moon-mist
before her lips.

“Beddes” hesad, “I expect Badgerbridge iswarmer in the
winter than Birchgrove, am | not right?’

“Inthevaleys, yes. Thereis snow enough on the upper dopes,
should you missit.”

“Very good.”

After adozen dowing breaths, he added, “He did not seem to
bein any great pain or torment. So. | have seen my fate. | will not fear
it”

ljada said thoughtfully, “Mine and Fards, too, if you do not
outlive usto cleanse our soulsinturn.”

“| scarcely know which order dismays me more.” Heturned her
to face him, and stared in worry into her eyes, wide and dark with a
faint amber rim in the blue shadows. “I must pray | may go lagt,
mourning and unmourned. | don't know how I'll bear it.”

“Ingrey.” She placed her chilled hands on either side of hisface,
and brought it directly before her intent gaze. “ A year ago, could you
even have imagined, et done predicted, standing here being what you
now are?’

“ NO_”



“Neither could I have imagined me. So perhaps we should not
be so sure of our future fate, either. What we don't know of it isvastly
larger than what we do, and will surely not stop surprising us.”

His thoughts sped back to that night in Oxmeade, where the
black fit had come upon him and he had so nearly cut his own throat.
He gtill was not sureif that had been Horseriver'sdoing, or al hisown. |
would have missed all this. “I met four thousand unexpected souls
who would agree with you, banner-carrier.”

“Then let their vote rule your mind inthis, aswell.”

“Ah.” The blesk midnight mood was|osng its hold upon him, in
favor of her wool-wrapped warmth.

She added, “It ispremature to call yoursdlf the last shaman, too,
| think. Y ou yourself could make more great beasts and spirit mages.”

“I would not send any other into this state unless | knew they
could find away out again.”

“Indeed. And do you think the Temple must ways oppose the
old forest magics? If they came in some fresh version, reformed to our
new days?’

“That would take much thought. Five gods know weve seen the
troubles the old ways can cause.”

“Y et the Temple manages its sorcerers, and not perfectly. Look
at poor Cumril, for one. But they manage well enough to go on with.
And we both know divines who are capable of much thought, now.”

“Huh.” Hiseyesnarrowed in ahint of hope.

“Y ou are very arrogant, wolf-lord.” Her hands gave hishead a
tiny, reproving shake.
“Ah? What now, sweet cat?”’

“How can you say that multitudes yet unborn shal not mourn
you greetly? It isnot yoursto dictate their hearts.”

“Do you prophesy, lady?’ heinquired lightly, but even ashe
spoke ashiver ran through his belly, asthough he had heard aweirding



voice.
She shrugged. “L et us agree to endure our fates, and find out.”

Her lipswerewarm, like risng sunlight chasing an icy moon. She
rubbed her face againg his, sighing contentedly. But then added, “Y our
noseiscold, wolfling. Y ou are not so hairy that | tekethisasasign of
hedlth in you. If we are ever to be ancestors and not just descendants,
perhaps we should return to that feather bed your cousin promised us.”

He snickered and released her. “ Aye, to bed then, for the sake
of our pogterity!”
“And | can thaw my feet on your back,” she added practically.

Ingrey yipped in mock-dismay, and was graced with her fairest
laugh yet. The sound lifted his heart like apromise of dawn, inthis
longest night of the yesar.

Arminarm, they descended the snowy steps.
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