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"How good to be out of the forest!"  Mistress Nell raised her face to the sunlight.  "Even for us—but you, you must be glad indeed, to see the duchy."

Charity nodded, knowing Mistress Nell would take it as eagerness.  The merchant train wound along the dusty road.  To either side, ditches spread, choked with wildflowers in yellow and purple.  Ahead, a village had fields and pasture, and a hill with a manor house, where she would be delivered like any package.  Her hands twitched.  If she could be delivered.

She wondered whether the merchants would leave her in the road if not.  They might.  The coins had only paid to bring her here, not to bring her away again.

Chickens squawked from the caravan's path.  A pig lumbered aside, and children turned from play to stare, curiously.

"You will impress Lord Martin with your manners.  So chary with words, not gabbling all the time."  Mistress Nell laughed.  "Fine one to talk, aren't I?—gossiping my head off—but he will be taken with you.  Lovely manners, lovely face—you have beautiful blue eyes."

Charity smiled sadly.  And black hair.  Like a wild beast's, other girls said.  Mistress Nell might dream of a poor orphan girl from tales, but she should have noticed that Charity did not look like the tales.  And a rider must have broken off to ride to the manor house, for men already rode for the caravan from it—she looked down at her hands and waited.  Her horse clopped over the bridge with the rest.

"Over here, Lord Martin."

Charity cringed.

With the merchant came a man who held a familiar letter, its seal broken.  Dark, tall, and lean, his features sharp—she had remembered his looks.  He wore somewhat richer clothing, with rings glinting on his hand, and had grown plumper, smoothing his edges.

Not as handsome as before, said an irreverent thought. Charity looked down.  Still entitled to disparage the daughter of a shameless braggart.  When Lord Martin had been a page, there had been a problem with his steed—or so her father had claimed, and bragged of having helped him.  She had not heard all of it, but she had seen the scorn on Lord Martin's face. 

Now, he could disclaim her wardship.

"His daughter."  Her father's story flooded from the merchant.  Lord Martin listened without so much as blinking, with not a hint of distaste in his face, however much she studied it.

Did I imagine it? Charity wondered.  She swallowed.  The way he looked from Father, the derision—the shame I felt?

Lord Martin said, "You favor Sir Arnold in looks."

His voice had not changed.  Charity bobbed her head and murmured something.  Not, though it was true, that she looked more like her mother.

"I will commend you to Lady Blanche.  The duke's house has a place for a gently reared lady."

She curtseyed, which was mannerly and hid her face.  She wished he had laughed in her face.  Then she would have known what was happening.

* * *
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Lord Martin warned his captain, Godfrey, that after her long journey, they should not set a hard pace.

"And watch for the bandits.  They've tried to take hostages."

Godfrey, his face unreadable, nodded.  "This way, m'lady."

Charity sent her horse after his.  She told herself that all was well, that it was one thing to refuse her as his ward, but having taken her on, he could not repudiate her again.

It still did not quiet her nerves.

Men-at-arms closed about them.  Within minutes, the greenwood surrounded them, hiding the village.  Birds sang, now and again.

"Watch for bandits."  Godfrey snorted.

Charity glanced at him, but his gaze was on the road ahead.

"Gone to hell since the wolf.  But do what we tell you, milady, and we'll keep you safe—from wolf and bandit."

Charity murmured her gratitude.

"What'd you tell her that for?" said a man-at-arms.  "Wasn't the wolf.  Was the fire."

Charity glanced at him.

"Fire nearly burnt Lord Martin alive."  He shook his head.  "Never the same since, everyone can tell."

"Not everyone," said another, spitefully.  "Lord Martin can't tell.  He thinks he's the duke's right hand."

"He's been a good master, Hugo," said Godfrey.  "He's always been. . . strange.  Vanished for days.  And you're still here."  He kicked his horse's sides; it surged ahead.

"If the duke," said Hugo, his voice low, "worried 'bout the duchy as much as 'bout his friend, we'd have no trouble.  The wolf can't be to blame for it all.  Can't cause trouble with the crops, can't make wells go bad—"

"A devil-wolf," said another man.  "Magic gets loose, everything goes wrong.  Bet you it caused the fire."

Charity nodded meekly.  Dappled sunlight fell on the way as a breeze tossed leaves, and they rode about a bend.  She could tell them something else strange, but if Lord Martin kept his secrets, so would she.  Especially as no one would believe her.

And she should not trouble herself about this wolf.  It was the duke's place to attend to a peril so fraught with mystery.  Not hers.  It would only draw more gazes to her—her curiosity had done that before—and a minor little maiden could hardly prosper then.

Their horses clopped on.

Soon boughs spread so thickly overhead that nothing grew beneath, and the dead, drab leaves swamped the forest floor where no earth could be seen, and nothing grew.  A squirrel skittered through the dead leaves, and Charity let out her breath.  She doubted the wolf caused forgetfulness.

Lady Blanche, she reminded herself, turning her gaze back to the road.  A castle needed women to sew, spin, or weave.

She wished she had asked how long the journey would be.

The road went about a bend, up a slope, and then down into a hollow.  Here, brush pressed in from either side.  The silent guards pressed about her, watching the trees, unnerving her.  Every birdcall had Charity stiffening and forcing her hands to slacken again.  Her horse pranced from the motions, and she wished she could see enough of the sun to guess how much time had passed.

An arrow whistled through the company.  Swords sprang out, and men leapt to the fray as if they had forgotten her.  Charity bit her lip.  Stay out of the way, she thought as her heart hammered; the most foolish maiden would know enough to do that.  But robbers appeared all about, leaving no corner to hide in.  Her horse snorted, tossing its head.  She patted its neck, trying to calm it rather than make it realize how nervous she was.

A man fell before her horse.  An arrow had sliced through his arm, and blood spouted, splattering her horse's legs.  The horse reared, whinnying, and bolted into the woods.  Branches slapped at Charity, and she clung as best she could.  Shouts echoed behind her, but her horse only ran faster, losing them behind her, drowning the sounds of battle.  She ducked under boughs, until the horse swerved beneath a branch too low for her to dodge.

The ground struck her back.  She rolled and lay face down and aching in the moss.

The hoof beats faded, and faint sounds of battle reached her.  Fighting for breath, she felt where the bough had struck, and that the moss had been dotted with acorns, but she pushed herself up to her knees.  Nothing refused to move.

Something crashed through the brush, and Charity froze.

An unkempt man stumbled onto the horse's track.  Blood oozed from his left shoulder, and he held a knife that glittered and bore blood.  Charity took in his ramshackle clothing, the filth, the ragged hair and beard, and scarcely dared to breathe.  A smile split his face, and the knife rose.

He can not mean to attack me here, Charity thought, scrambling back; Lord Martin's men must be on his trail.

He came closer.  Her stomach lurched.  He could hold her hostage, and perhaps he could drag her with him.

She clambered to her feet.  Ferns pressed against her legs, her breath was too short to scream, and she heard no other footsteps.

A growl came from beside her.  Color leeched from the bandit's face, and Charity glanced sideways.  A charcoal-gray wolf stood among the ferns.  With yellow eyes, it stared at the bandit, and all its teeth showed.

Charity's heart seemed to stop in the dead silence.  The devil-wolf?  Her hands went to the tree to steady herself, and she felt even paler than the bandit looked.

A whimper from the bandit started her heart again, to hammer in her ears.

The wolf's shoulders bunched.  The bandit crashed through the ferns.  The wolf sprung after, and Charity stood alone in the oaks.

She still had not caught her breath.  After a minute, she realized the sounds of battle had died down—and the sounds of footsteps came after.  Her breath gushed out.

"Damsel Charity!"  Godfrey strode through the forest.  "You are well?"

"Bruised," said Charity.  "My horse—"

His hand sliced through the air.  "No matter."

"There was a bandit," she said, "but—"  She looked at Godfrey.  A wolf.  She did not think she believed it herself.  With all the secrets in the duchy, she could keep her own.

"—you frightened him off."

But as Godfrey led her back to the road, she wondered whether she could leave this matter of a wolf alone.  It had come to look at her.

* *  *
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Sunlight and chatter filled the ladies' solar.  Charity sat with some mending in her lap, glad of the safety, even if Lady Blanche fussed.  The duke's aunt, she had learned that much.

"Such an ordeal," said Lady Blanche.

"I feel much better now," said Charity.

Lady Blanche shuddered.  "So dreadful—so much has gone amiss—these bandits were not half so bad before the devil-wolf—the huntsmen swear it must hunt them—but they can not catch it."  She shook her head.  "How is your sewing coming?"

Such a calm questions.  Charity held the cloth out.

Lady Blanche looked it over, at first a glance, and then a deeper study.  Charity felt calmer than before; the castle did need women to sew.

"I shall give you finer work," said Lady Blanche.  "Perhaps you should make something for your guardian—Lord Martin lost much of his clothing in that fire."

A horn sounded outside.  Embroidery and mending were tossed aside, and women and girls surged about the windows, laughing. 
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