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“She carries a daughter in her belly.” Lady Metrid almost spat the words.

The Lord Wichell of Tanderlain set down the goblet. “Are you sure?”

“Of course, I am sure,” she said. “I know.”

“A rival then.”

Lady Metrid turned abruptly and glared at him. “Of course, a rival.”

There was a sound from beyond the door and she glanced up. Someone went past, their footsteps echoing on the stone flags but no chink of metal. Just a servant.

A meeting between herself and Tanderlain was not forbidden, nor would it even be frowned upon, but it was not a connection she wanted known.

She had locked the door, she knew she had but once again she went to check it. The iron tongue was set firmly in its loop. It would take a battering ram to get in.

“Have a drink for your nerves,” said Tanderlain.

“One of us needs to keep their wits,” she said and sat opposite him. “Why are you helping me, Wichell?”

“Corlain is too powerful,” he said without a moment’s hesitation, “and if Veona does indeed provide a daughter, there is a good chance the Dragonblade will marry her to his son.”

“Liar,” she said without malice. “You did not even know she was having a daughter before now.”

“It is an unusual situation, Metrid, that a daughter should be such a powerful playing piece in our game. Women are usually worthless—” he gave her a twisted grin, “—present company excepted. Of course.”

“And now there are two on the board.”

“Yes, your little Hope.” He pulled a face. “I do think such an obvious choice of name was unwise. And the Corlain’s unborn.”

Metrid was silent and looked past him. She stared unseeing into the fire and whispered to herself. “Or the never-born.”

“Did you say something?”

She ignored him and went to the hearth. She lifted the long iron and prodded the fire with it. Sparks spiralled into the air and were drawn rapidly up the flue.

“Can you have her killed?” she said.

“My dear Metrid, much as I think that is an admirable idea, I am afraid I must decline the request,” he said, as if they were discussing the arrangements for a hunt. “If I were to acquiesce to your request it would put me completely in your power. And while I am happy to be your partner in mutually beneficial schemes. I will not become your zatek to lie at your feet, fetch a stick, or lick your hand.”

He stood and came to stand beside her where she crouched by the flames.

“If you want the mother and child dead,” he said. “You must arrange it yourself.”

<<>>

The Sanctuary building of the Sisters of Taymalin stood on a promontory surrounded, on three sides, by the waters of the lake of Canvor. It was a building some five hundred years old and it showed in the worn corners and repaired cracks in the stone from which it was constructed. The wood of the ceilings, window frames and doors was fresh, having all been replaced time and again as needed.

The main structure was a single storey, as befitted the humble beginnings of the Taymalin people themselves. The original building had been extended greatly over the years. Additional workplaces, stores, kitchens being built as they were needed without plan or pattern, but Veona loved it as a second home.

Veona had never taken the oath of a Sister, nor would she now she was married. She had thought of it when she was young but there were requirements of the sisters’ way of life she would never be able to tolerate: the shorn hair, to remember their time in slavery in the far past, and the celibacy. Yes, the celibacy especially. She shuddered at the thought.

Her ankles were swollen and aching despite everything she tried. She had spent too much time standing on them again. The Revered Malea, senior sister in the house, had told her to rest more but there were always those who needed help, even if it was only a friendly ear and a shared drink.

The sun shone bright but, at this time of the year, it did not make the air warm.

She was very close to her time and intended to remain here at the sanctuary for the birth then wait until spring, before returning home to Corlain. She missed her husband and, through his letters so loving and full of longing, she knew he missed her. She blushed as she recalled some of the words he had written, and then smiled. She rested her hand on her belly, so large now she felt she would burst.

This would be her first child, but she was not afraid. Here in the sanctuary, among the sisters and the healers, she could deliver her child—whether boy or girl—without fear. And she had assisted in other births so understood how it would proceed. The pain, however, was not something she looked forward to.

She turned her attention outward again. The edge of the sanctuary was a low wall, as ancient as the main building. Beyond it the ground dropped away to the lake waters. There was little wind and waves splashing the rocks were little more than ripples.

The lake was wide but the hills on the far side were easily visible as low purple mounds. The Kadralin people who had lived here before the coming of the Taymalin called it the Lake of the Earth Milk, not because it was white—on a cloud-free day like this it reflected the blue of the sky—but because the ley-circle of Canvor was beneath the surface and the lake turned white when the circle fed the sky.

The Brothers who specialised in the prediction of such events had said that the Earth would feed her children in the sky from here in the next two days. The ley-circle here, though inaccessible to the people, was very large and when Mother Earth fed the sky it was a great and wonderful mystery accompanied by ritual, feasting and festivities. People were already gathering despite the weather.

The circle at her home of Corlain was not as large, but it was the most powerful in the Kingdom of Faerholme after Canvor, and it was accessible. It was her husband’s duty to protect it from attack, as well as defend from invasion through it.

The baby kicked hard and she gasped with the pain. It must be a boy, and he was eager to be out.

“Not long, my son,” she said softly.

“Veona?”

The Lady of Corlain turned and greeted her friend with an awkward hug over her bump, and a smile. “Metrid, I did not know you had come. How are Jaymis and Hope?”

“They are well, thank you.”

“And your husband?”

The chill that seemed to spread from Metrid might only have been the breeze coming in from the lake.

“Lokan is busy with his affairs.”

Veona shivered.

Metrid removed her wrap and threw it across Veona’s shoulders. “You should get inside, and get off your feet. I know what it’s like.”

They walked across the stones worn smooth and rounded by countless feet towards the main building.

“How did you get here?” said Veona. “No kichesa could travel in this cold.”

“We have acquired a pair of horses.”

“You have horses? Taniel has spoken of getting them as well. What are they like? I hear they do not mind the cold like a kichek?”

“They like it as much as we do, Veona, which is to say they prefer not to be in it. But their skin is covered in hair that keeps them warm. They are more like us, and less like the Slissac, may their name be forever cursed.”

“I would very much like to see them.”

Metrid smiled. “Not today, my friend, you must rest. But perhaps tomorrow.”

ii

There was a time in the dark of the night that the astronomer-brothers did not know. Or if they did, they did not speak of it. And why should they?

The giving of milk by the Earth was a time of such gratuitous potency that the very rocks could be warped. When the Taymalin had first stolen their knowledge from their Slissac masters and escaped to these lands, they had built their homes and fortresses around such ley-circles as they could find.

It did not take them long to discover their error when the power destroyed everything they built, disrupting the patterns of anything caught within its sphere. So they made their dwellings and cities a short distance away and took what power they could as a water carrier brings only a small amount of the river to quench the thirst of his customers.

But there was another knowledge. Where the milk was light, there was also a power in darkness. And with that understanding, patterns could be forged to distort reality in more subtle ways than the raw energy of the milk.

Metrid had been taught that knowledge.

It was close to midwinter and, without the moons of Colimar and Lostimal to share their light, the night was dark as pitch. Metrid clambered down the steep slope towards the water. She needed to get as close as she could to the ley-circle.

She had been here before and at a similar time. The flat stone was as she remembered it, as she had been told the first time. She had come down to look at it in daylight and seen the scratches made in its surface by etching tools that had slipped. Just as she had added to them when hers slipped in the dark and the rain.

This night remained dry though the wind had strengthened and its frigid blast drained the heat from her body.

Her first work had been crude but through the years she had learnt how to manipulate a person’s thoughts with patterns that few others knew. The patterners only ever concerned themselves with gross physical arrangements. The skill she possessed affected things that no one could see, that no one knew could be manipulated.

She brought out a leather pouch and emptied the silver child’s bracelet on to the stone. This would be fiddly work, it was so tiny. But the patterns she needed were etched upon her mind just as she would cut them into the reverse of the name plate.

The child would die, so would Veona, and their deaths would be a tragedy.

Then nothing would stand in her way.

<<>>

“They are beautiful, Metrid,” said Veona.

“But they still smell as bad as kichesa.”

Veona laughed. “That’s because they are over there.” She pointed at the stalls nearby where the mottled and shiny skins of the lizard-like creatures moved. They snuffled as they chewed their way through the hay.

“Can I approach it?” Veona asked the horse-keeper that Metrid had brought with her, he was one of the Kadralin by his looks. The staff at the sanctuary had no idea how to look after a horse, but they watched from a distance.

“They at peace, hey.” His manner of speaking confirmed his origins. “Not the rear, the head. Here, missy!”

He tossed a wrinkly summer apple in her direction. She caught it without thinking, and was glad none of Taniel’s armsmen were here. They would have beaten him for being so forward. But she smiled and approached the horse’s head. It snuffled at her having caught the smell of the apple. She held it out and the animal had crunched and swallowed it in a moment. Veona laughed and laid her hand gently on the side of its head.

She turned to Metrid. “It’s soft and warm.” She closed in and put her arms around its neck while it tried to investigate her clothes for more apples.

Metrid smiled. “I’m sure you two will be firm friends.”

<<>>

They sat together in the refectory among the other travellers and visitors. Although the quality of their clothes set them apart from the majority of the people there, it was accepted that one’s rank beyond the walls of the sanctuary had no significance inside.

And, thought Metrid, it was a lie. While most sat at benches on long tables, she and Veona along with other dignitaries, including those of the sisterhood, sat on individual chairs with better quality utensils and cups.

Everything was a lie. And she was the greatest of them in this room. But that put her above them. They thought they knew, she knew they did not.

“I have brought a gift for the child,” she said to Veona once they had finished eating. She brought out the leather pouch. “Hold out your hand.”

Veona did so and Metrid emptied the tiny silver bracelet into her palm.

“It’s lovely,” said Veona draping it over two fingers and turning the name plate with a finger of the other hand. “What are the patterns?”

Metrid shrugged. “Good luck with a long and healthy life.”

Veona laughed again.

She laughs too readily, thought Metrid. Like a child. But she smiled as well.

“Do you have anywhere you can keep it? It should be close to your skin.”

Veona unclipped her own necklace and looped the end through the bracelet and tied it up again. “I will keep it close to my heart.”

“That will be best,” said Metrid.

iii

Veona had been dreaming of summer in Corlain and her husband’s touch when she woke in the dark. She had not slept well any night since discovering she was with child, and it had become worse as the months passed. It was not that she did not love her unborn child, but she was tired of carrying the weight with her day and night. Along with her continual need to pass water.

Like now. The pot was only below the bed but the air was cold and the wind was sending freezing blasts through the shutters, though they were locked up tight. She wished she was back in her own bed with her husband but she was trapped here now until winter broke.

Her child would be three or four months old before Taniel could see his first-born. She wanted to go home. The stones of the sanctuary seemed unfriendly now.

She had never been separated from him for so long before, not since they had been wed and she had gone to live at Corlain with him. She had been an untouched bride then but he had been gentle with her. The horror stories of a bride’s wedding night that she had heard from her maid, and even her elder sisters, had not come to pass.

Taniel had not been entirely sober, and neither had she, but he was not beyond reason. He had seemed to know what was required, and she was not entirely ignorant—another blessing of having older sisters, though she could never be sure when they being truthful and when they had been joking. It had been a strange experience and not entirely unpleasant.

She smiled at the memory. With practice they had become more skilled and less embarrassed with one another. But it had still taken two years before she conceived the first time. That child had been lost quickly and she had grieved for the life unknown.

There had been other times when her cycle had paused and she wondered if she had fallen. She had ceased to tell Taniel for he would become as desperate as her. And the lack of child would cause him as much grief as her, if not more. She had become used to it, but Taniel felt himself a victim to something he could not control.

But then this one. She ran her hand across her belly. Thankfully the child was asleep now, more than once she had been woken by his kick.

I want my husband.

The pressure to relieve herself became too much. Reluctantly she threw back the linen sheet and blankets and the cold air leaked through her nightdress. The stone floor was covered with rugs but her feet still froze as she squatted awkwardly.

It is too cold for my child here, she thought. I want to go home.

<<>>

Metrid joined her as she broke her fast.

“How are you sleeping?” she asked.

“I believe the dark around my eyes tells you all you need to know,” Veona said, realising she sounded petulant and childish. “Not well, I admit. Please excuse my ill-humour.”

“There is nothing to excuse. I was angry all the time when I was near to term with Jaymis,” she said and patted Veona’s hand. “My husband and servants feared to come near me lest I bite their heads off. You bear this remarkably well.”

“I hope I do not bite anyone’s head off.”

“You are entitled to. Only another woman who has born this burden could possibly understand.”

Veona took another spoonful of the porridge that was the standard morning fare, though it was pleasantly sweetened with honey. Metrid fetched her own bowl, as was the custom here with no servants to fetch and carry because that had not been the way when Taymar and the people had escaped their slavery.

“I want to go home,” said Veona suddenly, as if the words were simply bursting out of her of their own volition.

Metrid did not react but finished her mouthful. “With winter here, that is not possible.”

“But you came, with your horses.”

“Yes, but the journey is not one that can be made by a woman in your condition,” said Metrid. “You know that. You are so close to your time that it could happen while you are on the road.” She took another mouthful of porridge. She had not sweetened hers. “Taniel could not live without you, and to lose his only child as well?”

“I know you are right,” said Veona. But I have to go.

She was not sure when the desire to be with Taniel in Corlain had become the intention to go. But it was there, an unflinching thought.

“I would like to see the horses again.”

Metrid gave her a gentle smile. “Of course, you can visit them any time you like. Any time at all.”

<<>>

Time crawled as Veona waited on the night. The pressure and desire to leave grew stronger with every moment that passed—and they passed interminably slowly. She had not made many preparations for the journey, there were inns along the way where she would be able to eat.

The first snow fell that day turning the world into a frozen landscape of white. It did not change her plans apart from gathering more clothes to wear.

After the midday meal she had gone to the stable. The servant had told her the horses were named after the two moons, both were female, he said “mares”. Holding the neck of the smaller one, Colimar, that she had taken a liking too, she had the man explain about the horse’s tack. It was similar to that used for a kichek, but catered for the different physical structure. Where a kichek stood and ran on its hind legs, the horse always stayed on its four hooves. There was a saddle that sat in the middle of its back.

The snow had presented a complication. She had intended to use the carriage they drew but that was impossible through drifts. She must ride the animal’s back and her pregnant state meant she could not possibly sit astride.

She had become almost frantic as her plans were thwarted. She must leave tonight, get back to Corlain and be with her husband. In the end she had asked the horse-keeper, as indifferently as possible, how they managed to ride them.

A special saddle for ladies in dresses. She expressed her interest and he demonstrated how it would be used. And, though he was reluctant given her condition, they arranged bales of hay so that she was able to climb on its back.

She even walked the animal round in a circle within the confines of the stable. It was a very curious arrangement but seemed secure enough. Finding the rhythm of the animal at a walk had not been difficult and she was confident she could travel.

In three days or less she would be back at Corlain.

<<>>

The snow-white world turned to night.

According to the predictions, Mother Earth would feed the sky this evening for a short time. When there was to be a significant event it would be presaged a full day before. Everyone would be watching that, and there would be some revelry; no one would miss her until the morning. Perhaps not even then. She would be well on her way before anyone thought to pursue her. When they arrived at Corlain, she would be able to greet them with a smile.

She could hear people heading out, bundled up against the cold, talking excitedly about what was to come. Living at Corlain she had seen many feedings and did not mind missing one.

The voices through the door stopped and she could only hear the murmurings from outside.

She gathered everything she needed and checked her necklace and Metrid’s gift. They were safe beneath her layers of dresses and cloak.

Once outside the cold cut like a dagger. Veona scanned the courtyard for people. There was no one. Footprints in the snow lead away round the buildings towards the lake. No one to see her. No one to stop her.

Making the best speed she could without slipping, she reached the stable and set about saddling the horse. Its breath made clouds of moisture as it snuffled at her, but it did not seem to mind. The saddle was much heavier than it had looked when the keeper had lifted it.

She feared straining herself for a moment but her desire to leave would not be denied. She got it in place and tied up the straps as tight as she could. The hay bales were still in place, so she brought the horse round by its rein and climbed onto its back. It accepted her weight without complaint.

The horse-keeper had suggested that for a woman it was a good idea to use a switch to goad the horse. A man, he explained, would use his heels. She accepted his advice and gave the horse a light touch on its flank. As it moved forward she pulled it round and headed towards the door. Like a kichek it was wise enough to understand her intention and headed out into the night.

As Veona reached the open gate—the sanctuary was never barred—the sky went brilliant white. The snow-covered world ahead of her shone with illumination. She did not need to look back, she knew that columns of white light flowed from the waters of the lake into the sky to where Colimar and Lostimal hung. The first overlaying the second.

The light flickered, switching the landscape from white to black and white again. Then it was gone and there was shouting and cheers from behind as she headed along the road that took her towards the Cormack river, which she must somehow cross before being truly away from here.

iv

Metrid watched Veona leave the sanctuary from the shadows of a doorway across the courtyard. The pregnant woman had taken a long time over her preparations and Metrid was growing impatient, wondering if she had learnt enough from the servant.

It was a difficult thing to arrange, she could not be sure Veona would not simply walk out, but there must be no evidence of her own hand in this. It must all seem to be Veona’s own desire.

But it had all proceeded according to her plan thus far.

She left the shadows and headed around the outside to where the crowd were gathered. The feeding had ended but people liked to talk, and there was much excitement about what would happen tomorrow night.

Metrid did not care. The moons would go down tonight, following the sun, and in the pitch dark of the night she would make sure Veona of Corlain and her unborn daughter died.

“Metrid?” a woman’s voice cut through the noise.

“Revered Malea,” she said, turning to the senior sister. And, since this sanctuary was attached to the royal city of Canvor, Malea also outranked every other senior sister in the land. “It is all quite exhilarating, do you not think?”

Malea smiled. “Have you seen Veona?”

“I have not seen her here,” she said. “Perhaps she is resting.”

“Yes, in her condition that is most likely.”

“She could deliver any day now,” said Metrid.

“I’m sure she would prefer sooner rather than later.”

“No doubt. The final days are very tiresome, as well as tiring.”

“Indeed.”

Pleasantries satisfied, the Revered Malea walked away. They had never liked each other in all the years they had been acquainted. Both sought power, though in different ways, and to Metrid’s mind, and probably Malea’s, it was only a matter of time before their purposes intersected.

But not tonight. Veona was doomed and there was nothing Malea could do about it.

However, her questioning did provide an opportunity, Metrid realised. It was necessary, a little later in the evening, to announce Veona’s disappearance. Malea had provided an excellent reason why Metrid would go to check on her friend because, she could say, Malea’s words had worried her.

But first she went to her room and prepared her own clothes.

It was mid-evening when she went to Veona’s room and knocked on the door. She enquired in louder and louder tones whether Veona was well, or in need of assistance. As she did so she attracted the attention of other guests and gathered a concerned crowd around her. Eventually she tried the door handle and found it open.

Veona was not in her room and people searched for her. Particularly outside in the snow, worrying that she may have fallen. Metrid smiled at their concern.

Then her horse-keeper arrived. He had not been privy to the plan—his honesty was a requirement. He confessed Veona’s behaviour and what she had asked of him during the day and told her the horse was gone. Its hoof-prints leading out into the dark.

“Go now and saddle the second horse for me. Make up for the damage you have done!”

Metrid found Malea and relayed the news.

“I am going after her.”

“In the night and the dark? I shall send some men.”

“Send your men, Malea, but I will go ahead on horseback. I am far more skilled than she and can travel faster than the men. I will find her.”

And Malea had given her blessing to Metrid.

The horse was saddled by the time Metrid arrived and she mounted easily using the saddle designed for men. The horse-keeper had also prepared a lantern on a pole so she could light her way and follow the tracks.

The snow was both a blessing and a curse. It made it easier for Metrid to follow Veona, but equally it was easier for the men to follow her. She must hurry to be sure she had enough time to do what was needed.

The tracks led towards the crossing at the Cormack. The road was well kept and, while the snow was thick, it lay evenly and the edges of the road were marked by regularly placed sticks and poles.

The snow had stopped falling and Veona’s horse’s tracks were clear. Metrid urged her horse into a slow trot. Not only would Veona have been travelling more slowly, her horse was the smaller of the two. Metrid would catch her.

As Metrid approached the crossing point, the river’s constant roar grew louder. The crossing was achieved by a great raft attached to each bank by ropes wound around enormous capstans. The raft lay drawn up on the shore, clearly it had not been used. The patterns in the snow became confused. Metrid was no tracker and here there were multiple feet crossing and recrossing, obliterating any sign of hoof prints.

The river itself tumbled violent and endlessly from the north. This was the furthest point downstream any person could cross before the Cormack widened and entered the lake. The weather was so cold that ice was crusting along the shoreline.

There was an inn this side and another, much larger, on the far side. She dismounted and led the horse towards the entrance. Firelight glowed from behind the windows on the ground floor, and no lights showed above.

Metrid tied up the horse, it would be fine for a short time, and pushed open the door to the inn. Warm air engulfed her. The ground floor, neatly arranged with benches, chairs and tables was almost empty. The only light came from the grate where a fire flickered, outlining the silhouettes of figures gathered around it.

One of them turned then said something urgently to one of the others who also glanced. The first figure stood and hurried over to her as she closed the door.

“My lady,” he said puffing up, “do you search for someone?”

“She has been here?”

The innkeeper shook his head sadly. “I did not know what to do, the lady wanted to cross but we explained it could not be done.”

“Is she here now?”

“She was frantic and would not listen to reason.” He was wringing his hands as if hoping he was not about to be punished. “She set off on the horse again.”

“Which way? What did you tell her?”

“The nearest crossing point upstream is four hours travel after the river has divided.”

Metrid was familiar with the terrain but she merely thanked him and asked him to show her which way the other had gone. She remounted and let him guide her back away from the river to where a smaller track ran north.

“Is she due soon?” he asked as she gathered up the reins.

“It is the reason we are so concerned,” she replied and, with the refueled lantern held high, she headed off into the dark once more.

v

The wolves lay silent in their den. Curled around one another for warmth, their minds intermingled one with the other as if they were all part of a single creature. Their stomachs were full and they were content. The adults had brought down a large animal that had provided food for the entire pack.

As they were only animals, they had already forgotten this was not their usual territory. And they were unaware that any wolf-pack in such a human-populated area was wiped out as soon as it was detected.

The male and female that led the family had chosen to move. And the pack went with them. There was no decision involved, the desires of the matriarch and patriarch were the desires of the pack. They all felt it. And when those in charge became too feeble to maintain their control, their place was taken by the ones who could. It was their nature.

It had been a long journey to reach this place but they were only animals and the distance had meant nothing.

The patriarch lifted his head in answer to the summons. A wolf spoke to him, one stronger than he was and so he obeyed because that was his nature.

The pack was not hungry; they were content to remain here in the warmth of this small cave. But the new commanding wolf had different ideas. It was time for the strongest of them to hunt again, even though it was deepest night.

So the patriarch climbed to his feet and a cub rolled off him to lie comfortably between the legs of a female. Around the cave, five other males also stood.

They padded silently from the den into the cold and the snow, but with their shaggy grey and brown coats, it made no difference to them. The world was all shadow but that was not a thing that concerned them. They did not need to perceive the physical world; to them the patterns of all the things about them, living or not, were visible.

They were only animals and they did not differentiate between what they saw with their eyes, smelled with their noses, heard with their ears, or perceived with their innate magic. It was simply the world about them. Day or night, it made no difference.

The patriarch knew, because he had been told, their prey moved nearby. They had only to find it.

<<>>

Veona’s horse plodded on. The track she followed was bordered on each side by trees and bushes. She could barely see but the horse seemed to be able to tell when it was on the road. The sky was clear with stars like diamonds against velvet; just enough light to see by.

Every now and then she passed like a ghost through a hamlet. Lights gleamed from windows and reflected off the virgin snow. She was desperately cold and tired. Every one of those houses offered warmth and a chance to rest yet she could not stop. She must get home to Corlain, to her husband.

Her belly spasmed and she cried out in pain. The horse’s ears flicked back at the sound. Her voice was lost in the stark snow-covered branches. She tried to resist but it seemed her body had decided for her.

It did not matter. She would bear her child here in the wilds and carry him back to his father. There was another spasm but she kept moving despite the pain. She remembered the reason she had been at the sanctuary was so that she should have the most skilled assistance when her time came. That intention struck her as foolish now, she should never have left her home.

There was nothing more from her belly. It was, as the midwives had explained to her, simply a practice; her body readying itself for the work that must be done.

She went on and passed through another hamlet. The lights in this one were all extinguished and it slept. Beyond it, the horse slowed as it tracked up a hill.

The horse’s pace slowed as it climbed and there was a tremor in its muscles. When they reached the flat summit, she allowed it to rest.

A ring of boulders had been arranged around the top. Each one of them was distorted into melted shapes with a glassy surface where they faced inwards.

A ley-circle, she thought. She found one that was a suitable height to use in dismounting the horse. With her weight gone, the horse scraped at the snow with its hoof to expose the grass which it then ate.

Although it was a ley-circle, it did not possess a great deal of power. She could feel nothing. Not that she was a master patterner, just a healer which was more an instinct about how a pattern should be in an injured body part and the desire to put it right.

Her legs were very stiff and did not want to obey her. She walked up and down a little to ease them. There was something different about her body, the baby had moved. Walking was difficult.

She cried out again as a contraction pulsed through her. She could barely stand. When it passed she felt faint and staggered back to where the horse was pawing the ground. It had stayed near which was a kindness; she was sure a kichek would have wandered off, though in this cold it would be dead.

Veona looked up at the stars only to double over with another contraction. Her scream echoed through the empty night. When she could think again, Veona fetched the horse and brought it back to the boulder. She knew she could not ride but she wanted it close for its warmth.

She took off her cloak and placed it on the ground by the boulder, pulled the horse close clinging to its bridle and one of the saddle straps. Then she squatted on the cloak and let her body have its will.

To be born within a ley-circle, it was an omen for her son.

vi

Metrid was distracted by the screams and lost her concentration. She felt her control of the wolves slipping. She had to remain focused, Veona was giving birth which meant she was no longer on the move.

There had been a hamlet a short distance back. There was the possibility Veona’s cries of pain would reach that far, and they might even investigate. She must hurry.

She urged the horse to a quicker pace and concentrated on the lead wolf. They were easy to manipulate once you knew the trick, but it was not a trick you learnt by accident. She had had a good teacher.

The lead wolf accepted her command once more and she encouraged some urgency. The animals moved more quickly in this direction. Veona had not gone as far as Metrid would have liked but this would be sufficient.

The light from Metrid’s lantern swamped the starlight and her eyes had not adjusted. The hill came as a surprise but the wolves reached it on the other side at roughly the same time. Veona screamed again, and then Metrid could hear her panting and mumbling words to herself.

The horse shied. It must have smelt the wolves. Metrid cursed and dismounted. She took the lantern and clambered up the hill on foot.  It was harder to focus while walking and the wolves simply matched her on the other side.

Then there was another noise, this time from behind. Some way behind she could see figures on the track carrying torches. Beyond them, the same distance again, a lot more torches. Armsmen moving at a ground-eating pace.

Metrid redoubled her efforts in climbing.

She reached the summit. Across the flat top she saw five pairs of eyes reflecting her lantern light. There was a scream from Veona, long and drawn out. Veona’s horse spooked at the wolves and Metrid saw Veona lifted for a moment as the animal pulled away, then fall on her face. The horse thundered past Metrid catching her a sideways blow as it did, knocking her lantern to the ground.

It went out.

Never mind.

There was too much happening. Metrid could feel the wolves wavering. They were not hungry and they were uncertain why they were here.

Metrid took a deep breath and closed her eyes. With the wolves so close it was easier to connect with them. She dominated the leader and the others followed. Their prey was lying on the ground. It was wounded and they could smell the blood. That was what they must kill.

The wolves spread out as they advanced.

Veona rolled on to her back and groaned with the effort of pushing. Metrid recognised it from her own birthings. The child was only moments from being born. Not that it mattered.

She urged the wolves in, egging them on, driving their nature.

Veona gave another long scream that mutated into a groan.

The wolves pounced. Metrid could see nothing except shadows but the sound of ripping flesh and the death of Veona. While in her mind it felt as if she herself was tearing out her rival’s throat.

A baby cried. She tried to make the wolves attack the babe but they were too engrossed with the flesh of the mother. An unexpected surge of dark power distracted her.

Then something hit Metrid from behind, knocking her to the ground. A form ran past her waving a torch and shouting at the wolves. Her focus was gone but the bloodlust kept the wolves at their task.

Two more figures rushed by. They attacked the wolves with their fire, beating them across the head. The wolves broke away snarling, ready to take on the attack, though they did not like the flames.

More men came up behind shouting and yelling with more torches. Armsmen travelling light ran up with swords and maces.

The wolves fled.

The baby cried again.

<<>>

The Lady Metrid was praised for her bravery but the Revered Malea looked on her with suspicion. And the child was female just as Metrid had known it would be.

The remains of Veona, packed in ice, and the child, with a wet-nurse found by Metrid herself, were carried back to Corlain.

There was nothing Metrid could do against the child for the present without arousing further suspicions.

But there was time. Plenty of time.
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