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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







PART ONE


Excursions




1


The summer I was fourteen, my uncle Jaxon took me with him on an expedition to hunt for aliora. I had only seen the fey, delicate creatures in captivity, and then only when I was visiting Castle Auburn. I was as excited about the trip to the Faelyn River as I had been about anything in my life.


I had been surly at first when Greta insisted that I could not go alone with my uncle such a far distance from the castle. “People will say things,” she pronounced in her hateful voice. “A young girl and an older man gone off together for three nights or more. It will cause talk.”


“He’s my uncle,” I pointed out, but Greta was not appeased. She did not like me, and I assumed her ambition was more to thwart my glorious adventure than to protect my reputation.


However, when I learned who my traveling companions were to be, I stopped complaining and began dreaming. Bryan of Auburn was everything a young prince should be: handsome, fiery, reckless, and barely sixteen. Not destined to take the crown for another four years, he still had the charisma, panache, and arrogance of royalty, and not a girl within a hundred miles of the castle did not love him with all her heart. I did, even though I knew he was not for me: He was betrothed to my sister, Elisandra, whom he would wed the year he turned twenty.


But I would be with him for three whole days, and say clever things, and laugh fetchingly. I expected this trip to be the grandest memory of my life.


The others who were assigned to us I accepted with passable grace, though only one had come my way often. Kent Ouvrelet was Bryan’s cousin, a thin, serious young man whom I had known since I first began visiting the castle eight years ago. Damien, a peasant’s son, was Bryan’s food taster, and never more than three feet from the prince. However, I could hardly say I knew him since he almost never spoke. The last member of our party was a young guardsman, tall, sandy-haired, lanky, and freckle-faced. He was new to the castle since my last summer there, and I did not even know his name until we set out.


Which was the hour before dawn, a time both dark and wet. We all met at the stables behind the castle, myself, at least, skidding on the slick cobblestones that spread a hard carpet around the entire grand citadel. I had tied my heavy black hair back in a thick braid and dressed in boy’s clothes (a more flattering look for my slim figure than some of my court gowns, and I hoped Bryan noticed).


Jaxon laughed when he saw me. “Don’t you look like the gatekeeper’s urchin!” he exclaimed, not letting this prevent him from giving me his customary bone-cracking hug. “What was Greta about to let you out in public dressed like this?”


“She wasn’t awake when I left my room,” I said breathlessly.


“Well, your sister’s maid, then. I can’t imagine that she—Come to think of it,” he added, breaking off to look about him in an ostentatious way, “where is that girl? Didn’t Greta tell me she would be coming with us to chaperone you?”


I gave him one long, guilty look as I tried to think of a response. There was no good answer: He laughed again, more heartily this time.


“She’s still sleeping, I’ll wager,” he said shrewdly. “Thinking that our little caravan’s not leaving till noon or some such hour.”


“Nine,” I said.


“Well, that gives us plenty of time to travel beyond reach. Bryan! Kent!” he shouted out the stable doors, as if expecting his voice to carry to the turrets and corridors of the castle. “Where are those boys? I should have hauled them out of bed myself.”


Five minutes later, as Jaxon and a sleepy groom double-checked the saddle packs on the horses, we heard footsteps running over the wet stone. Bryan was in the lead, tossing back his dark red hair and calling to someone over his shoulder.


“Told you I could outrace you, even in my boots,” he crowed and burst into the stables. It was as if dawn had come early and forcefully, an explosion of light. I caught my breath and fell back against the wooden walls. Three whole days!


Kent entered at a more leisurely pace, apparently having given up the challenge some distance back. “You win,” he said in an even, indifferent voice, as he pushed his straight dark hair from his eyes. “I think poor Damien fell down somewhere back there.”


Bryan shook his head. “I’ll never make a man out of him.”


“He doesn’t have to be a man, he just has to be a stomach,” Jaxon said, and then roared with laughter at his own joke. Bryan snorted, amused at this picture. Kent just looked around.


“Are we ready? Where’s Roderick?”


“Who’s Roderick?” I asked.


“Guardsman. Just up from Veledore,” Kent answered. He nodded over at Bryan. “My father won’t let the young prince off the property without some protection, so Roderick’s our sword.”


On the words, Bryan whipped out his own weapon, a wicked silver blade with a gorgeous filigree grip. “I’m sword enough for my own protection!” he cried, thrusting toward Kent and slashing his blade three times through the air. “If we’re set upon by rogues or outlaws—”


“Which I doubt, since there are no trade routes cutting up toward the Faelyn River,” Jaxon said dryly.


“I could defend myself,” Bryan continued, a little more loudly. “I could defend all of us.”


“Well, and don’t forget I’ve some skill with a sword myself,” Jaxon said, still in that same cool voice, “not to mention young Kent here, who’s even better than you are.”


“Who’s—he is not!” Bryan exclaimed. He fell into a fighting stance just two yards before Kent. “On your guard, then, man! Let me prove once and for all—”


“Lord, Bryan, just put away your sword and shut up,” Kent said impatiently. I almost jumped a foot in the air. I had never heard anyone talk to Bryan that way—so dismissively, so cavalierly. Usually everyone hung on his words as though diamonds would spill from his mouth. At least, that’s how the girls in the castle listened to him.


Bryan didn’t like the tone, either. He paused in his crouching dance forward and brought his sword up to his nose, bisecting his face. “Are you telling me you refuse my challenge?” he asked in an ominous voice. “Are you telling me you refuse to test my mettle against yours?”


“I’m telling you we should get on the road before the sun comes up and stop wasting time fooling around here,” Kent said. “You’re a great swordsman. Everyone knows it. If we’re attacked on the road, I’ll personally let you defend me.”


“If we’re attacked on the road—” Bryan began, but before he could finish, the last two members of our party hurried through the stable door. Poor Damien looked wet and bedraggled, as though he had fallen more than once. He held his head down and said nothing as he sidled in. Roderick glanced around once, quickly, as if to assess the situation in every detail.


“Sorry I’m late,” the guardsman said briefly. “The captain had some last-minute advice for me.”


“Well, are we all ready, then?” Jaxon demanded, touching each of us with his gaze. “All right! Mount up! Let’s get out before the sun actually rises.”


Everyone moved with alacrity except Bryan, who somewhat sullenly sheathed his sword and glowered at Kent. Who completely ignored him. Managing to pass by the prince on my way to my own horse, I whispered, “I think you’re the best swordsman in the eight provinces.” That made him laugh, and he looked quite sunny as we finally headed out through the stable doors.


The guardsmen at the gate saluted us, fists to forehead, and all the men except Bryan saluted back. I, too, raised a hand in the official gesture, wondering if the guards thought I was a boy as well. Probably not. Everybody knew everybody else’s business at the castle, and the servants knew more than anybody. We had talked of this expedition for weeks, and even the lowliest scrub maid had heard that I would be on it. Before Greta was even out of her bed, someone would bring her the news that I had left the castle in the company of five men and no female companion. I hoped it ruined her day.


We had not gone half a mile before I brought my horse alongside Jaxon’s so I could talk to him as we rode. Despite the fact that I adored Bryan with all my heart, my uncle Jaxon was the most important man in my life. And I rarely saw him, for the summers that I spent at the castle were his busy time; he was seldom there. A landowner, a trader, a hunter—and, Greta would say, a reprobate—he was a man who never stayed still for long.


“Thank you so much for inviting me on this trip, Uncle Jaxon,” I said prettily, though I had thanked him a hundred times already. “I’m sure it will be the most exciting journey of my life.”


He looked down at me with a wide grin showing through the thick bush of his beard. He was a big man, burly even in satin court clothes; when dressed for hunting, as he was now, he seemed massive and untamed and dangerous. His black hair, now beginning to gray, was tousled and nearly shoulder length; his eyes were a bright black, and wild as a wild boar’s.


“Do you think so?” he said, and laughed again. “I doubt we’ll so much as spot an aliora through the branches, let alone come close enough to catch one. But the ride should be pleasant and the weather’s fine, and it won’t hurt young Bryan to explore to the limits of his property. So, I don’t mind the wasted trip.”


“Why won’t we see any aliora?” I wanted to know. “Why won’t we catch them?”


“Because it takes stealth or guile, and a party of six doesn’t possess either one,” he said comfortably. “That’s all well enough, though. I don’t have time to be riding out to Faelyn Market with a few aliora in tow. Not this month. I’ll go back later in the summer and see what I can catch.”


He was the richest hunter in the eight provinces. He could live off his wealth acquired from this one harvest alone, but I had heard him say more than once that it was the thrill of the hunt, not the gold on the market block, that drove him again and again to Faelyn River.


“How many aliora have you caught? You alone?” I asked him.


“Exactly thirty. I’ve been doing this damn close to twenty years now, but I remember when a good year was catching three aliora all told, and a bad year was the third year in a row when I caught none. They’re as smart as you or I, Corie, maybe smarter. That’s what makes them so valuable.”


I glowed a little to hear him call me by my common name. At the castle, it was a rare pleasure for me to be so addressed. Greta always called me the more formal Coriel, and everyone else followed her lead. Except my sister, Elisandra. Like Jaxon, she had asked me early on how I wished to be addressed, and ever afterward, she had called me nothing else. It infuriated her mother, of course, but then, everything about me did. My existence troubled Greta. No help for that.


“Their intelligence and their rarity and their beauty,” I cited, for he had taught me that eight summers ago. He laughed again.


“And their gentleness and their teachability,” he added. “Yes, all these things have made the aliora greatly sought after—and me a wealthy man.”


“Greta is afraid you will die and leave all your money to me,” I said. Just recently I had overheard this conversation and had been impatient to have a chance to repeat it to my uncle. “She says the money and property should go to Elisandra instead.”


He looked at me with those bright trickster’s eyes. “Oh? And what do you think?” he asked.


I smothered my giggles. “I think my grandmother would turn into smoke from astonishment if I inherited a penny of your money,” I said. “She has the lowest opinion of you—and everybody in your family.”


Another sideways look. I couldn’t tell what he was thinking. “I would like to see your grandmother turn to smoke, I must admit,” he said. “Though, if I were already dead, it’s unlikely I’d have the chance. But hold a moment! She’s an old lady, ninety if she’s a day. I—”


“Sixty-five,” I said.


“I am a young man of fifty and will surely outlive her. So I will have to give you all my money while I’m still alive.”


I wrinkled my nose. “We don’t have much use for money in the village,” I said. “My grandmother usually barters her services when she needs anything in the shops.”


“Ah, but who’s to say you’ll always live in the village?” Jaxon asked. “Perhaps you’ll marry a fine young man and move off to his estate. Perhaps you’ll stay at the castle, wed to one of your sister’s friends. Then you’d need plenty of gold.”


I opened my eyes very wide. “Once grandmother dies, I’ll be needed in the village,” I said. “There’s not another wise woman for thirty miles. It’s hard on her even when I’m gone for the summers.”


“Time to train a new apprentice, then,” Jaxon said.


“I’m her apprentice,” I replied.


He laughed softly at a new thought. “No wonder she dislikes me so much, then! She’s afraid I’m taking you away. Well, but I’m not the only man who might do that. She has not realized just how pretty you are.”


I smiled at the compliment, and the talk turned to other things, but later I thought his words over and realized he was right. Eight summers ago, Jaxon Halsing had showed up at my grandmother’s cottage and changed my life completely. He was my father’s brother, he said, and my father was dead. He had come to honor a promise he had made at my father’s deathbed, that I would be found and brought to my father’s household, introduced to my scattered relatives and given some semblance of the birthright I was due.


“She’s a bastard,” my grandmother had said flatly. “And the child of a bastard at that. I don’t see her taking her place in some lord’s fancy household.”


“I promised my brother,” Jaxon had replied calmly. “She is his blood, after all. She deserves to be treated as such.”


My grandmother watched him with her narrowed witch eyes, familiar with all evil, all strong desires. “My daughter came upon him in the village tavern, fed him a potion, and seduced him against his will,” she said. “He was not the first man she tricked this way. She cared nothing for him, nothing for her daughter. I have not seen her myself for five years. I do not think your brother deserves the scorn he will get for siring such a child.”


“My brother is dead,” Jaxon said lightly enough, but he had loved his brother; that I learned later. “No scorn can be felt by him.”


“But to his legitimate daughter? Born to his lady wife?” my grandmother shot back at him. “What of their mortification and pain?”


“His lady wife would improve upon the application of a little mortification,” Jaxon said imperturbably. “And Elisandra—” He paused, and seemed to think it over. “I think she would like to have a sister.”


Even I had not believed that, credulous six-year-old that I was. But he had been right about that; Jaxon was right about many things. Following that first visit to the castle, where the royal family and their retainers lived, I had returned every summer. I could not exactly say I had been welcomed into this most sophisticated of societies, but everyone except Greta was at least civil to me. I looked forward to the visits, for I was infatuated with Bryan and I worshipped my sister and my days there were filled with pageantry and color. But I never forgot where I belonged. I never forgot that I was a bastard’s bastard, a wise woman’s apprentice, nobody special. Exciting though my days at the castle were, I knew that my own story would be a placid one.


WE RODE FOR three hours through the gentle green countryside that was so lush and so fertile that it made Auburn the richest of the eight provinces. Close to the castle were a number of small towns designed to cater to the gentry traveling toward the court, but farther out most of the land was privately owned. Acres and acres of abundant farmland would surround some majestic stone mansion, barely visible from the road. Such sights always amazed me. Cotteswold, where I lived most of the year, had few such noble estates. It was a poor country of hardworking farmers who would stare, as I did, at such wealth belonging to a few men.


Eventually we left the main road that would have taken us to Faelyn Market if we followed it the next hundred miles straight north. Instead, we turned in a northwesterly direction along a badly kept track, and headed toward the forested lands on the borders of Auburn, Faelyn, and Tregonia.


Bryan was the one who demanded a halt, which I knew Damien and I both appreciated. I was determined not to be the one to slow the party down, so I had not volunteered the information that I was thirsty and in need of some private moments behind a bush. But I was not in as sad a case as Damien, who was unused to traveling. Bryan himself rarely ventured beyond the castle for an overnight expedition; when he did, he traveled in luxury, and Damien rode along in the coach. The rest of us were more used to the saddle.


“We’ll have a few bites to eat, then, while we’re stopped,” Jaxon said, and passed around hard rolls fresh from the kitchens. Damien took a small bite from Bryan’s bread at least ten minutes before Bryan would touch it; since he did not clutch his belly and fall to the ground, Bryan ate the rest of it.


Jaxon watched this with interest. “At the formal meals—yes, I understand that any number of people could pour poison into your food,” he said to the prince. “But here? We’re in the middle of the wilderness! No one around for miles!”


“Cooks in the kitchen have been traitors before this,” Bryan said darkly. “And everyone in the castle knew we planned to set out today. Anyone could have snuck into the bakery to fold poison into my bread.”


Kent had flung his long thin body to the ground, and now he lounged on the fading summer grasses. “And you yourself have carried the food around in your saddlebag all day,” he observed to Jaxon. “Plenty of opportunity there to do away with your future king.”


Bryan scowled at his cousin. “I didn’t mean to say Jaxon—”


“Oh, why not? I’m as likely as the next man to murder you,” Jaxon said cheerfully. “I just didn’t realize you suspected.”


Bryan’s frown grew blacker. “It’s not funny,” he insisted. “Do you know how many kings and princes have been done away with by treachery? My own father had a taster every day of his life—”


“And died when an edgy stallion threw him, so where’s the moral there?” Jaxon asked. “He’d have done better to worry less about spies in the kitchen and more about how to hold on to his horse.”


Bryan was furious now. “He—My father was a wonderful rider!” he exclaimed. “My father could outrace you any day of the week! He could ride any horse in the stable! Yes, and the wild stallions they brought in from Tregonia, my father could tame those in a day—”


Kent came to his feet, giving my uncle a level look. “Jaxon was only teasing you,” Kent said, putting an arm briefly around his cousin’s shoulders. Bryan shook him off. “Everyone knows what a gifted rider your father was. Also a great hunter. And a swordsman. The horse was lunatic. Everyone said so.”


“Yes, and the head groom shot it that very afternoon,” Bryan said. “It deserved to die.”


I hadn’t known this story. I felt sorry for the horse, but sorrier for Bryan, who still looked both angry and forlorn. I stepped closer to him, trying to think of some way to soothe him. “Are you much like your father, Bryan?” I asked. “You ride and hunt so well yourself. Do you resemble him? What was he like?”


He turned to me eagerly, pushing back that deep red hair. “Yes, everyone says so. I look exactly as he did when he was my age. My fencing instructor also taught my father, and he says I hold my sword just the way my father did. He says I make the same mistakes, too—but they are not many!”


Again, I caught that exchange of glances between Kent and my uncle, which annoyed me to no end. Did they have no conception of how hard it must be to be the young prince, trying to live up to the shadow of a dashing king, and watched on all sides for any sign of weakness or inability? I thought he should be encouraged, not baited. So as we mounted our horses again, I rode alongside Bryan for the next few hours, asking him questions and listening with unfeigned pleasure to his answers. I told myself that Elisandra would not mind; she had heard all his stories before, and she would want him to be happy on this ride. I knew that I had achieved the pinnacle of happiness myself.


We took a longer break at noontime, though this rest passed without incident. By this time, we were within sight of the forest, the great dark cluster of woods that spread from the river in every direction.


“Slower going once we’re in the forest,” Jaxon observed, bringing us all to a halt. “We’ll ride as far as we can, though we might get knocked about by a few low branches. Eventually we’ll have to walk.”


“How far in the forest before we reach the river?” Kent wanted to know.


“The rest of the day, I imagine, and we might not reach it by nightfall,” Jaxon said. “Best not to, in any case. You don’t want to be camping by the Faelyn River more than one night. Not in these woods.”


“Why not?” Bryan demanded.


Jaxon gave him a sidelong look. “Aliora,” he said. “They’d steal you as soon as we would steal them.”


Bryan sat up straighter on his horse, laying his hand upon his sword hilt. “I’m not afraid of a few scrawny aliora,” he said. “If one came to me in the middle of the night—”


“She wouldn’t try to win you away with brute force,” Jaxon said mildly. “She’d whisper in your ear—crazy things, lovely things—she’d paint you a picture of Alora so beautiful you would weep to be taken there. How many times have I woken in the middle of the night to see my hunting companions leaping to their feet, their faces covered with tears, and watched them go running across the Faelyn River no matter how I called to stop them? Charm and seduction are the weapons the aliora use on men. Your sword doesn’t stand a chance against them.”


We were all mesmerized by now. “Have you ever had an aliora whisper in your ear, Uncle Jaxon?” I asked.


He laughed. “Often and often. But I know how to protect myself. And as for letting one of them touch me—ah, that’s the fatal mistake to avoid, boys!—it’s never happened. None of them has ever laid a hand upon my head.”


Bryan’s eyes were huge. “What happens if they touch you?”


Jaxon turned slowly to look at him. “You don’t know? You came hunting aliora, and you don’t know the dangers? If an aliora touches you with the least little tip of her finger, you will be enchanted. You will rise to her call, you will answer to the sound of her voice, you will follow her across the river though you drown, though you never return to your family and your loved ones. If she lays her hand across your cheek …” He put his palm upon my face and, against my will, I leaned toward him, hypnotized. “If she feels the bone of your face with the flat of her hand, you will be dazzled—you will think of nothing else but her. She will put a fever in your blood that nothing can cure. You will splash across the river to Alora and never be heard from again.”


There was a profound silence when he finished speaking. I felt half-bewitched myself, and it was only Jaxon who had touched me. Kent was the first one to shake off the mood.


“But we have aliora all over the castle, and we touch them all the time,” he said practically. “There’s no magic in their hands.”


Jaxon pulled away from me and turned to look at Kent. “Their magic is inhibited once the golden cuffs are placed around their wrists,” he said. “They can’t abide the touch of any metal, but gold most especially. That is why I warned all of you to wear gold talismans—to protect yourself against the touch of the aliora. Did you do as I told you? Will you be safe?”


Damien and I instantly felt around our necks to pull out necklets and medallions of the finest gold. Kent extended his right hand, where he wore a fat signet ring bearing the Ouvrelet family’s crest. Bryan wore a haughty look and displayed no such amulet.


“I’m not afraid of the aliora,” he said proudly. “I wore nothing.”


Jaxon quickly smothered an expression of irritation. “I brought a couple of extra wristbands, you can wear one of them.”


“No,” Bryan said, shaking his head, “I need no protection against the lures of the aliora. I am the prince. I am not afraid.”


“Well, and you’ll have very little to be afraid of, out here on the edge of the forest,” Jaxon agreed. “Though at times the aliora do venture out this far, but rarely at this time of year—”


Bryan’s face darkened. “What do you mean? If you think—”


“I think I’m head of this expedition, and responsible to your uncle for your well-being, and that if you don’t wear a gold talisman into the forest, and keep it on, you’re not riding in any party of mine.”


Bryan balled a hand into a fist. “And I say we ride on! You cannot tell me what to do! I am the prince, and I—”


Jaxon turned his back on him to address Kent. “Your cousin is very wearying,” he said. “Everybody mount up! We’re heading back to the castle.”


Dead silence greeted this pronouncement, broken only by the jingle of Jaxon swinging back into his saddle. On horseback, he looked down at us. “Well? Mount up. Time to head home.”


I found my voice first. “Uncle Jaxon!” I cried. “No! You promised. You said you would take me to the river to see the aliora—”


He kept one hand on his reins and spread the other in a gesture of futility. “And I’d like to, but not unless the prince is safeguarded. You and I will return some day, Corie. Just the two of us. Things will go more smoothly then.”


I turned to Bryan beseechingly, but Kent had moved faster. “Put on the damn bracelet and try not to ruin everything,” he said in a rough voice, punching Bryan on the shoulder. “Jaxon’s right, and you know it. My father would hang all five of us if something happened to you in the forest. If you won’t do it for yourself, do it for Corie. There’s some honor in being gracious for a lady.”


Bryan turned a smoldering look on his cousin, but Kent ignored him. “Give me the wristband,” Kent demanded of Jaxon, and Jaxon handed it over. It was a thick cuff, hinged at the middle and closed with a key, looking like nothing so much as a shackle. This was not an ornamental piece of jewelry; this was a fetter that would be clamped to the wrist of any aliora we happened to catch in the wild. “Hold out your hand,” Kent said.


“I’m not wearing that,” Bryan said through clenched teeth.


“Then we go home,” Jaxon said.


“Put it on,” Kent said, grabbing for Bryan’s arm.


Bryan slapped him away and danced backward. “I’m not wearing that—that slave’s chain,” he said more loudly. “I will wear gold, since Jaxon insists, but I will not dress like a prisoner.”


On the instant, I had stripped my own necklace from around my throat. It was a flat, heavy piece, a gift from Elisandra, and I rarely went without it. “Oh, Bryan, please, would you wear my necklet? I’ll wear the wristband—I don’t mind.”


Kent turned on me impatiently. “You shouldn’t have to—”


But Bryan interrupted. “I will be glad to,” he said in a stiff voice, and made me a small, formal bow. “I will accept the loan of the lady’s favor. I would not want to deprive her of the pleasures of our sojourn into the forest.”


I was instantly suffused with relief and exultation. Bryan to wear my necklace! And to return it, alive with the scent of his body! I had never been so happy to lend an object in my life. He even allowed me to fasten the chain about his neck, stooping a little so that I could close the clasp under the fall of his red hair. When he straightened, he bowed a second time, a little more fluidly.


“My thanks, kind lady,” he said, and gave me the smallest smile.


I turned back to Kent, who fastened the band around my arm. The gold felt sleek and rich against my skin, though the hinge scraped unpleasantly against my wristbone. I twisted it to a more comfortable position and gave Kent a blinding smile. He shook his head and grinned slightly in response.


Jaxon swung back to the ground, a most sardonic expression on his face. “Well, that’s all nicely settled, then,” he said. “Can we continue on with our journey?”


And then a most unexpected voice spoke up, slightly apologetic but more than a little ironic. “Sorry, noble sirs and lady,” Roderick said, “but I didn’t come equipped with gold. It hasn’t come my way that often,” he added, and I could have sworn I saw a hint of laughter in his hazel eyes.


I turned on him, reproof on my face and tears starting to overrun my eyes. “Oh, Roderick!” I cried, using his name for the first time. “How could you not tell us till now?”


He shrugged. “The king will not care so much if I’m snatched by the aliora,” he said. “I don’t mind risking the ride into the forest unprotected.”


But Jaxon was rooting through his saddlebags again. “Nonsense, I came prepared to reap a bountiful harvest,” he said, and pulled out a second shackle. He held it out to Roderick with a huge grin on his face. “Now you too can be a slave in the service of Coriel,” he said. “I trust it doesn’t offend your sensibilities.”


Roderick was grinning back as he snapped the fetter in a most businesslike way about his wrist. “I have none to offend, sir,” he said. “Thank you kindly.”


Jaxon swept the whole group with one comprehensive look. “Any more surprises?” he demanded. We all shook our heads. “All right, then! Into the forest!”


The track into the woods was much narrower than the road we had followed so far, though wide enough for two to ride abreast. Bryan, of course, waited for no one; he was the brave young prince, he wanted to show us all the way. Jaxon grinned and guided his horse in next. I found Kent beside me as I first rode into the green shadows of the wood.


“So how are you enjoying yourself so far?” he asked, ducking a little to avoid a low-hanging branch.


“Oh, it’s wonderful! Better than I had even hoped! Three days with—” I stopped abruptly and shot him a sideways look.


“Three days without hearing the dulcet tones of Lady Greta,” he completed suavely. “Yes, I can see where that would improve your life somewhat.”


“I don’t blame her for not liking me,” I said fairly. “But to tell you the truth, I don’t think she likes anyone except Elisandra.”


“That’s because producing Elisandra was the most significant thing she’d done in her entire life,” Kent said with an edge of cynicism. “A Halsing daughter! She’d fulfilled her destiny.”


This made no sense to me. “Why would she be so interested in bearing a Halsing daughter?”


“Because men of the royal family traditionally marry women of the Halsing line. It has happened for generations. And with Jaxon himself so adamant against marrying, it fell to Greta and your father to perform that particular duty.” He looked at me again, a sleepy smile in his gray eyes. “And then, who could believe the luck? Your father produced two daughters.”


I could not restrain my laughter. Jaxon glanced back at me but did not pause to ask what the joke was. “Oh, yes, the royal court was glad to learn the news about me,” I exclaimed. “I’m exactly the sort of bride they were looking for.”


“Don’t tell me it wouldn’t be a dream come true,” Kent said, still smiling. “All the girls are mad for Bryan.”


“Bryan is betrothed,” I said a little breathlessly. “It does not matter who else adores him.”


“Bryan has always been a little willful,” Kent said dryly. “It is hard to gauge how heavily his betrothal weighs on him.”


I frowned. “What? What do you mean?” But quickly thinking it over, I understood, and frowned more severely. “Don’t say such things! You are unkind to Bryan—you and Jaxon both. You tease him when you know it will only stir up his temper.”


“It is true he has a temper, but neither of us deliberately tries to rouse it,” Kent said a little more sharply than I expected. “He is to be the king, after all. He should learn to guard his emotions a little more closely.”


“Like you, I suppose,” I said in a huff. “You’re never edgy or out of sorts.”


He grinned lazily. “I am, all of the time. There is much about the way the world is ordered that does not please me at all. But I think it foolish to vent my displeasure on every poor soul who happens to cross my path.”


“Bryan does not vent—”


He flung up a hand for peace. “And Bryan is still young. I am three years older than he, and I have learned some calm in those years. Perhaps by the time he weds your sister and takes his crown, he will be ready to be a good king—still quick in temper, but quick in thought, too, and moved to easy generosity. He has a great deal of energy, which a king needs. What he lacks is the means to control it. But that may come with time.”


I gave him another sideways look, this one more considering. He was, after all, so close to the throne himself. “Do you wish you had been named king instead?” I asked him outright. Greta says I am rude; Grandmother says I have no guile. I suppose they mean the same thing. “Your father is regent for Bryan—do you wish he was regent for you?”


He looked straight ahead at the path before him. “You realize that if something were to happen to Bryan before he bore an heir, I would be king—my father abdicated all hope of the throne when he agreed to be regent. So do I wish I was to be king? That is not the question I ask myself. I ask myself, Would I be a good king? Would I be quick-witted and generous of spirit and full of that boundless energy? Or would I be clumsy and stupid and dulled by my own prejudices? I try to be a good man, since I am alive at all, and hope that that teaches me what I would need to know if I was ever faced with a higher challenge. Some days I am more successful at it than others.”


I did no such thing as sit there with my mouth open, though I may as well have, since I felt as if my mind was gaping. It had simply never occurred to me to wonder what kind of person I was, what kind of person I wanted to be. I had not envisioned this as something I had any control over, just as I could not alter the round shape of my face or the dense black curl of my hair. If I wanted to be angelic and sweet-tempered, could I achieve that? I thought my grandmother would laugh if I mentioned such a notion to her.


Now Kent was watching me. “I didn’t mean to silence you completely,” he said. “Or are you trying to keep from saying I have made no headway at all?”


I shook my head to clear away the cobwebs and grinned up at him. “I was wondering if I could turn myself into someone Greta would like,” I said with a laugh. “Who could I model myself after?”


“Lady Greta herself,” he suggested. “She seems tolerably well pleased with her own personality.”


“No, if I wanted to be like anyone, it would be Elisandra,” I said.


But now Kent, unexpectedly, had turned sober. “I would not take Elisandra for my model if I were you,” he said.


I was completely taken aback. “What? Why not?” He only shook his head in answer. I exclaimed, “I thought you admired her!”


“More than anyone I know, perhaps. But that does not mean I think you should try to be her.”


“Why not?” I said again, and this time he replied, giving me a small, crooked smile that did not make him seem happy in the least.


“Perhaps it is because I like you the way you are.”


That did not seem like the truthful answer, but before I could press him again, Bryan called out a warning of bad trail ahead. Jaxon immediately swung off his horse and pushed ahead of Bryan to examine the track before us.


“I think we’ll be on foot before long,” Kent said. “Just as well. The way seems to be getting narrower all the time.”


And, indeed, ten minutes later when we resumed our journey, we were all dismounted and Jaxon was in the lead. The way was rough with exposed roots and the occasional bramble, not to mention unexpected patches of mud, but I did not really mind. I had spent plenty of time on trails like this, hunting herbs with my grandmother. However, I made sure I did not fall too many paces behind Kent, and glanced behind me now and then to see if Damien and Roderick were still nearby. Damien had his eyes trained on the ground and looked comprehensively miserable. Roderick—who caught my glance every time I looked his way—grinned and nodded encouragement. Despite the fact that he had scarcely spoken this whole day, I found myself liking him just for the cheerfulness of his face.


We continued in this way for more than an hour before Jaxon called another halt to rest. This time, there was even less conversation than before, except when Roderick asked Jaxon how much longer we would continue.


“Another two hours, I would think,” my uncle replied. “We should stop before nightfall and take a little time to make camp. No use exhausting ourselves before we’ve reached our destination.”


“I know you brought provisions,” the guardsman said, “but the woods are full of game. Would you like fresh meat?”


Jaxon eyed him speculatively. “We’re making a considerable noise with our passage,” he said. “I doubt there’s any game for three miles all around us.”


“Well, if I see something, then,” Roderick said, and let it go.


Soon enough, we were back on our feet and back on the trail. I was tired enough by this time that I would not have minded dropping to the mud, curling up in a small ball, and sleeping right there in the middle of the trail. But Jaxon forged on ahead, and we all followed. I watched my feet and tried not to think about feather beds.


I glanced back less often during this stretch of the journey, but when I did, Roderick was missing. I halted my horse and waited for Damien to catch up.


“Where is he? Did he fall? Should we go back?”


Damien shook his head as if he were almost too exhausted to speak. “Hunting,” he said breathlessly. “Said he’d catch up.”


“What if we lose him?”


Damien shrugged. “He seems,” he said in a thin voice, “able to care for himself.”


I hesitated, still troubled, and wondered whether I ought to call out for Jaxon. But Damien nudged me forward. “They’re gaining ground,” he said, and I wearily set myself in motion again. Roderick would be fine, I knew it; just looking at him you could see his easy competence. It was just that I would not want to be alone in these woods myself. I did not want to abandon anyone else to such a wretched fate.


Roderick still had not caught up with us by the time Jaxon mercifully called a halt. It was some hours before nightfall, but he had come across a shallow clearing not far from the trail, wide enough for us to build a fire and pitch three tents.


“Time to make camp,” he said. “Where’s Roderick?”


“Hunting, Damien says,” I replied.


That caught Bryan’s attention. “Hunting! I could have caught us some game if we needed more provisions.”


“I think he was just bored,” Kent said gently. “He’s a country man. Used to rougher land than this.”


“Well, he’s supposed to be guarding me. How can he guard me if he’s off somewhere looking for game?”


I couldn’t help myself, I smiled at my prince. “But Bryan, he knows your sword is as good as his,” I said earnestly, and I meant it. “He knew he didn’t have to be worried for you.”


“Well,” Bryan said, mollified a little, “he probably won’t catch anything this afternoon. Not with all the noise we’ve made.”


“Doesn’t matter,” Jaxon said practically. “We’ll need a fire anyway. Who wants to gather firewood and who wants to pitch tents? And who wants to dig a pit for garbage?”


It was clear by the expression on Bryan’s face that he didn’t think the prince should have to do any of these tasks, but since it was clear from Jaxon’s voice that everyone would have to do something, he made his choice. “I’ll build the fire,” he said.


Jaxon pointed. “There. We’ll put the tents around it. Corie, let me set up my tent first, and then I’ll help you with yours.”


“I can settle myself, thank you,” I said, and proceeded to unstrap my bags from my horse’s back. Jaxon could set up Bryan’s tent if he was so eager to be helpful.


In fact, I was the only one of the group to have a tent to myself, since naturally none of the men could sleep beside me and the maid was back at the castle. Bryan had not been happy to learn that he would have to share his quarters with someone else, though he had agreed to allow his cousin to join him. The other three would crowd into a third tent, unless Jaxon slept under the stars, which he expressed an interest in doing. I didn’t mind sleeping in the open myself, unless it rained. In my experience, a tent did very little to keep away insects or shield you from the cold, so you might as well settle on the hard ground and stare up at the fizzing night sky. But a tent had been provided for me and a tent I would use, and in fifteen minutes I had it snugly pegged in place.


Just as I had turned to offer assistance to the others, Roderick materialized from the trail behind us. He had three game birds slung across his saddle, tied together at the feet, and a pair of rabbits over his shoulder.


“Had a little luck,” he said, when Jaxon admired his kills. “Should feed us all.”


Bryan looked miffed, but Damien and Kent crowded around Roderick to help him dress the game. That left me to set up a spit across the fire and see what else Jaxon had brought in the way of food. Despite the frequent breaks for refreshment along the way, I was suddenly starving, and the smell of the roasting meat made me nervous with hunger.


Although it seemed like hours later, it was really not too long after the fire started that we were ready to sit down to our meal. We all ate like barbarians, devouring bread, meat, and dried fruit without saying a word. Only Bryan ate with caution, ten minutes behind the rest of us, after Damien had tasted his food. Even I thought this was a little too cautious, since only the five of us could have had a chance to poison the food before he ate it, but perhaps we were among the people he suspected of having designs on his life.


Well, he had already as good as accused Jaxon of considering such treachery. Kent had admitted to me that he would inherit the throne if something happened to the prince. And who knew anything of the young guardsman, so fresh from Veledore? Perhaps he was right to risk nothing, even at a campfire in the middle of the woods.


Jaxon was the first to finish, emitting a loud belch and leaning back against his saddlebag in loose satisfaction. “Ah, that was a good meal,” he sighed. “Hunger is the spiciest seasoning.”


Kent raised his canteen in my direction, since we had nothing so fancy as wineglasses at our disposal. “A splendid job done by the chef,” he said, although all I had done was turn the meat on the spit.


I gestured at Roderick. “And the hunter.” Roderick grinned, shrugged, and said nothing.


Jaxon reached behind him and pulled up an oddly shaped fruit or tuber, something that glowed deep red in the tricky light of the fire. “Found this earlier as we were riding along,” he said. “Any of you know it?”


Kent took it from his hand, examined it, and passed it along. “No,” Kent said. “Is it edible?”


Bryan gave it a cursory look and handed it to Damien, who almost immediately laid it in Roderick’s palm. The guardsman looked at it curiously, turning it over and hefting it to gauge its weight.


“Nothing I’ve seen,” Roderick said, and gave it to me.


“It’s edible,” Jaxon said, answering Kent, “but worth your life to eat it if you aren’t careful.”


I smothered a yelp and dropped the smooth, waxy globe on the ground before me. Jaxon laughed.


“This dayig fruit’s the sweetest you ever tasted—like honey and strawberry and melon all packed in one,” he said. “You could gorge yourself on it and not care if you ate another thing in your life. Only grows a few places in the eight provinces, this being one of them. But nobody farms it and nobody harvests it, because you can’t sell it. Everyone’s too afraid to eat it.”


“Why is that?” Kent asked.


Jaxon held out his hand, and I laid the dayig in it. He’d pulled out a pocketknife, and now he slit the fruit in two. “See that?” he asked, holding up one of the halves. The inside was feathered with oblong white seeds too numerous to count. “Poison, every single one of them. Eat just one of these seeds, and you’ll die in ten minutes. Fifteen at the most.” He shook his head. “Pity, for the fruit is the most wonderful thing I’ve ever tasted.”


Kent took the dayig from him and studied its interior structure, holding it closer to the fire to get a better look. “If it’s so dangerous to eat,” he asked, “how is it you know how it tastes?”


Jaxon’s laugh boomed out. “Because I ate it several times before I knew what the risks were, and obviously the meal had been prepared by a careful hand. But let me ask a question of all of you. Say you wanted to try a dish of dayig fruit—but you knew the seeds were poison. What would you do? How would you avoid the chance of death?”


“I would have my taster eat several bites first,” Bryan said instantly. “Only if he survived would I try the food.”


Jaxon nodded. “Fair enough. What about the taster—eh, Damien? Suppose you weren’t eating on Bryan’s behalf. What would induce you to take a bite?”


Damien looked pale and defiant by firelight. “Nothing,” he said. “I would not take the chance.”


“Even for the most delicious forkful of your life?”


Damien shook his head vigorously. “Not even then.”


Jaxon looked at me. “Corie? I know you’ve got courage.”


I took the dayig back from him and tilted it this way and that. Under my grandmother’s tutelage, I had learned the names and properties of a good number of poisons, and this was not one I was familiar with. I half-suspected he was tale-telling, just to watch our reactions, but I intended to show some caution nonetheless. “I’d want to know if any antidotes existed before I risked the poison,” I said. “If I had the remedy at hand, I’d probably sample a portion.”


“There’s a good answer,” Jaxon approved. “Kent? What about you?”


Kent laughed. “I’d eat it,” he said, “if I prepared the recipe with my own hands. I would trust myself to remove every last seed.”


Jaxon liked that answer best of all, though Bryan snorted. “Cook for myself,” the prince said. “I never expect to see that day come.”


“Well, then, resign yourself to the services of a taster the rest of your life,” Jaxon said pleasantly. “But I do think every person’s answer illustrates something about the individual.”


“You haven’t answered,” Kent pointed out, but I spoke up before my uncle could.


“Neither has Roderick,” I said.


Roderick looked over at me in surprise, though a smile quickly gathered up the corners of his mouth. “I can’t imagine anyone going to the trouble of preparing a fancy dish to kill me off,” he drawled. “I’m more likely to die with a sword in my belly or a knife in my back.”


Jaxon roared with laughter and the rest of us smiled. I urged, “But if you were offered such a concoction—”


He merely shook his head. “It will never happen. I don’t fret over things like that.”


“So how about you, Jaxon?” Kent asked again. “What would you do presented with the dilemma of the sweet and bitter fruit?”


Jaxon took the dayig half from me and balanced it in his hands. “Why, what I’ve done before,” he said, and crammed the entire portion in his mouth. The rest of us gasped with horror as he chewed noisily and swallowed. I half expected him to fall dead at our feet within the minute, but the instant his mouth was clear, he began laughing again.


“I’ve never seen such faces,” he said. “If I only had a mirror so you could stare at yourselves.”


“Uncle Jaxon!” I burst out. “The seeds—the poison—you’ll die—!”


“It was a lie, meant to test us,” Bryan said loudly. “Your uncle Jaxon makes a game of all of us.”


“Not so. The poison’s very real, as you’ll find out soon enough if you try it,” Jaxon said. “It’s just that I’ve a hardy dislike of being at somebody else’s mercy. So over the years I’ve fed myself the fruit a little at a time, seed by seed by seed, till I grew immune to its toxin. Now I can eat a whole one and its hundreds of seeds and suffer no ill effect. But more than one”—and his grin gleamed through his beard—“and I am sick for days. I have learned to be content with that little taste, though that I am determined not to give up.”


“Nothing could taste that wonderful,” Damien said with conviction.


“Oh, but it could,” Jaxon said, and caught up the other half from where it lay on the ground. With his pocketknife, he scraped all the seeds out, then cut a sliver of the ruby fruit and offered it to Damien.


The taster shivered and leaned backward. “No. Thank you. No.”


Jaxon offered the slice to Bryan. “A taste? It’s safe, I assure you.”


Bryan came fluidly to his feet. “I think this game has gone on long enough,” he said. “I’m for bed.” And he stalked the few yards over to his tent.


Jaxon watched him go, then shrugged. “Anyone else?” he asked.


“I’ll try a piece,” Kent said, holding out his hand. When he put the dayig in his mouth and chewed, an indescribable expression crossed his face. “Ah,” he said finally. “I understand why you would risk so much.”


“Let me try some,” I demanded, and Jaxon peeled off a piece for me. I ate it, and everything Jaxon had said was true. Honey and wine and late summer flowers and the special cake that your grandmother bakes to celebrate your birthday—these things and more were rolled into the taste of this one small piece of fruit.


“Let’s pick some more,” I said, when my mouth was free for more mundane things, like speech.


“We’ll look for it tomorrow,” Jaxon promised. “But be very careful when you bite—”


“I’ll have another taste right now,” Kent said.


“Give Roderick a piece,” I suggested.


Again, the smiling look of surprise on the guardsman’s face. “You don’t have much left,” he said. “I wouldn’t want to deprive you.”


I leaned across the fire to lay the slice in his hand. “I’m a country girl myself,” I said with a smile. “I know what it’s like to have a rare treat. Eat it.”


He thanked me and ate, then his eyes widened with astonishment. Wiping his mouth he said cheerfully, “I know what I’ll be hunting for tomorrow,” and we all laughed.


There was a sliver left, and it was in my hand. Once again, I turned to Bryan’s taster. “Damien?” I asked. “The last piece?”


But he shook his head and, like Bryan, climbed hastily to his feet. “Not tonight,” he said. “I’m tired. I think I’ll go to sleep.” And he headed to the other tent set aside for the men.


So we cut the remaining slice into four tiny pieces and each took our final share. But even the wonderment of the dayig fruit couldn’t keep me awake much longer, for I yawned through my final swallow.


“Bedtime for me, too,” I observed, rising. Then I laughed. “Snug and comfortable in my own roomy tent. The rest of you will be a little crowded.”


Jaxon shook his head. “I’ll be sleeping by the fire,” he said. “I prefer it.”


Roderick nodded. “Me, too.”


Kent glanced at the two of them. “Then so will I,” he said. “Bryan will prefer the solitude anyway.”


Jaxon hauled his sleeping blankets out of his saddlebag. “Whoever wakes in the night, throw another branch on the fire,” he said.


The others also began unrolling their blankets and looking for flat places to spread them. I stooped over to kiss my uncle on the cheek.


“Goodnight, Uncle Jaxon,” I said. “Goodnight Kent—Roderick. I hope you all sleep well.”


Five minutes later I was curled in my own blankets, not entirely comfortable on the cold ground. I wondered if the others would stay awake a few hours, talking idly around the glowing fire. I wondered if they would send me back to my tent if I ventured out to join them, laying my blankets alongside Jaxon’s for additional warmth. I wondered if we would really find more dayig in the morning, and if there would be enough to have a whole one for myself. I fell asleep.
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In the morning, some of the glamour of the adventure had worn off. Nothing like insufficient sleep on a damp and rocky bed to dim your excitement on a journey. We all thrashed about for privacy in the woods and wished we had more water for washing. The men had kept the fire burning all night, so we were able to have a hot meal for breakfast, but only Jaxon was made truly cheerful by this fact. I was irritable, Kent was taciturn, Damien was withdrawn, and Bryan was downright sullen. It was hard to tell if Roderick had any sort of mood upon him; he did not seem like the type to inflict his humors on his companions.


We were all just as happy to leave the camp behind when Jaxon gave the signal to march out. Once again we went on foot down the pathway, in single file even when the trail was wide enough to accommodate two. No one particularly felt like talking. Once again, Roderick disappeared for brief periods of time, departing and returning with so little fuss that I was never sure when he was with us and when he was not. The great trees dripped incessantly upon us—drops of water from ancient dews, bits of bark and dead leaves, curious insects, feathers, seeds. The sky, barely visible through the thick mat of branches overhead, looked far away and mournful. In the distance, birds called and unidentifiable animals chittered and growled. My feet stuck in the mud with each new footfall and had to be pulled out with a conscious effort. I considered flinging myself like a rolled saddle blanket over my horse’s back, head flopping down on one side and legs down the other, and cursing away the rest of the journey.


We traveled awhile, stopped briefly, traveled on. I lost track of time and distance, so I had no idea how long we had been on foot before I caught the faint, distant rumble of rushing water somewhere before us. I glanced around to see who else had noticed. Roderick, directly behind me, smiled when I caught his gaze.


“Rapids, do you think?” I asked.


“Sounds too loud for rapids,” he said, and I realized that he had not only caught the noise long before I had, but assessed it automatically. “Falls, probably. Didn’t know there were any on this stretch of the river.”


“Do we cross the river?” I asked.


Roderick shook his head. “Not this party,” he said. “Maybe if your uncle was by himself.”


“And, anyway, it’s dangerous to cross this river,” I said a little breathlessly. “Aliora on the other side.”


“Aliora on this side, too, if the stories are right,” Roderick said, looking a little amused. “Though I doubt we’ll see them. We’re safe enough.”


“Safe!” I exclaimed. “We have come hunting them. It’s they who ought to worry about being safe.”


He looked at me a moment as if he had some contradictory thought in his head, but he made no answer. Just then, Bryan brought his horse to a stop. As he was following directly behind Jaxon, he brought the whole line to a halt.


“What’s that? That rumbling noise?” Bryan demanded.


Jaxon looked back over his shoulder. “The Faelyn River,” he said. “You’ll see it in a few moments. Come on.”


We all picked up the pace then, for ahead of us we could see a dazzling white expanse of blankness that must mean a break in the interminable wall of trees. The river ahead, yes, but at the moment we were even more interested in seeing sunlight.


In another ten minutes we were free of the woods, which splintered into smaller stands of trees as the land sloped down toward the water. The banks were both mossy and muddy, so we skidded a bit, but we didn’t mind that. All of our attention was on the river.


It wasn’t particularly wide, as rivers go—I had seen broader, more impressive waterways in Cotteswold. The things that held our attention were the current, racing along so quickly that it foamed joyously past every rock and submerged log, and the color, a brilliant blue that at first we mistook for a reflection of the sky. But the sky overhead was a milky white, strung with filmy clouds and leached of color. The river was a jewel of its own making.


Kent took a deep breath. “I’ve never seen—down by the castle, it doesn’t look like this.”


“No, and nowhere else that you come across it,” Jaxon agreed. “But these are enchanted waters, running across magical ground. Taste it here and it’ll taste strange to you. You won’t be able to say why—but you’ll never forget its flavor.”


Roderick was glancing up and down the small stretch that we could see before the river curved out of sight and back into the forest. “Where are the falls?” he asked.


Jaxon gestured upstream. “Quarter of a mile that way. Sort of a rough hike, though the sight is magnificent. Think it’s loud now! You can’t talk over the sound of rushing water.”


Bryan, too, was looking around. “So, where are the aliora?” he wanted to know.


Jaxon laughed and pointed across the river. The woods grew instantly thick on the other bank, crowding down toward the water and stretching away limitlessly into darkness. “Somewhere over there,” he said. “How far from the river is a matter of some speculation, for no hunter has gone that far—and come back.”


There was a short silence. “No hunter has found the aliora settlements and come back,” Kent repeated. “What makes you think they went looking?”


“Well, we all went looking, one time or another,” Jaxon said. “I’ve tried more than once to find the fabled home of the aliora. Never came across it, though I went fifty miles into the forest once. Who knows how I missed it? Perhaps it was just a mile to the east of me, or ten miles to the west. Perhaps I strolled right through it, but the aliora had taken on fabulous disguises and looked to me like nothing so much as a stand of trees and a fall of ivy. Perhaps Alora is a hundred miles beyond where I made my final camp. All I know is that I could not find the place the aliora call home.”


“So? Then none of the other hunters found it, either,” Kent said.


Jaxon tilted his head to one side, as if he was unconvinced. “Did they not? Cortay was a hunter every bit as good as me, not a man likely to get lost in the woods. He set out to find the aliora one summer, and never came back. Same with Fergus and Elliot and five others I could name you. Brave, smart, strong, ruthless men, all of them. Went looking for the aliora and never came back.”


As always, when Jaxon spoke in that slow, lyrical storyteller’s voice, I felt my heartbeat race and my throat close with tension. “What happened to them, Uncle Jaxon?” I whispered.


He shrugged. “Who knows? Twisted an ankle and fell to the forest floor, unable to walk for help, and died there. Got eaten by wolves or lynxes. Fell sick of a fever. Tumbled into the river and drowned. There are many ways a solitary man can perish in the forest.”


“But?” Kent said.


Jaxon shrugged again. “But I think some of them found Alora and were prevailed upon to stay. Perhaps they were thrown into chains and bound into slavery. Perhaps they succumbed to the glamour of that place, the bewitchment of those aliora voices, and they threw down their weapons and petitioned for admittance. I only know that, once lost, these men have never been recovered—and Fergus, at least, has been missing for fifteen years. A long time to be gone for a man who meant to come back.”


I put my hand on my uncle’s arm. It was the hand with the golden fetter. “Perhaps he was not careful,” I said in a small voice. “Perhaps he did not wear his gold charm when he went hunting. But you’ll be safe—you’ll be careful, won’t you, Uncle Jaxon? You’ll wear a gold band always, you’ll not stir a step without gold around your wrist? You won’t let the aliora mesmerize you and carry you away?”


He laughed down at me, covering my hand with his big warm one, and the brief spell of the story was broken. “I’m safe,” he promised me, but I noticed he did not answer the question. All of us had been forced to wear gold into the woods, but not once had Jaxon showed us a talisman of his own. Did he fear that wearing the gold would prevent him from getting close enough to an aliora to catch one? Or was he, like Bryan, so sure of his prowess that he scorned to stoop to the measures that would keep him protected? I vowed right then to stick closely beside him while we were in the woods, to guard him with my own body, my own gold, whatever weapons I had.


Jaxon patted my hand once again, then turned toward his horse. “Let’s make camp here. Strip down the horses, have something to eat, clean ourselves up in the river.”


Kent glanced from Jaxon to the water and back to Jaxon. “But—the river,” he said cautiously. “If it’s enchanted, as you say, are we safe to step into it?”


Jaxon nodded. “Oh yes. Swim in it, drink from it, it’s just water. Sweeter and purer than any water you’ll ever taste again, but there’s no harm in it. I’ve drunk from it many times.”


We all hesitated a few moments, covering our uncertainty by unloading the horses and setting up a rough camp. But, now that we were free of the dismal overhang of the trees, we began to grow hot in the summer sun, and the turquoise water looked unbelievably enticing.


“Oh, fine, I don’t care if I am bewitched,” I said finally, and began stripping off the outer layer of my clothes. I hadn’t exactly packed for swimming, but I was wearing a dark shirt under my man’s jacket, and it hung to my knees. Modesty enough with my uncle as chaperone, don’t you think, Greta? Yes, I think so, too!


I was the first one in the water, Kent and Roderick right behind me. The river was not as cold as I’d feared, so it must have lain quiet in the sun a mile or so before it raced down the falls, but it was frothy as a cauldron bubbling over the fire. It boiled past me with a delicious tickling effect, and I squealed with chill, sensation, and delight.


“Careful! Don’t go too far in!” Kent shouted, splashing over beside me and spraying water everywhere. He had stripped to his breeches, and as he strove with the river, his pale chest seemed more well-muscled than I had expected. “It’s probably deep farther in.”


“I can swim!” I called back.


“Not in this current!” he replied.


So I was careful to go no farther than my feet could find a purchase on the sharp rocks of the riverbed. Roderick had instantly dived for a handful of those same rocks, and now he came up, his sandy hair sleeked back from his face. The sudden severity of the hairstyle threw his broad cheekbones and strong chin into relief; he looked like nothing so much as a model for good, sturdy, yeoman strength. I watched him as he began skipping rocks into the lively water. The current swallowed his first two stones on his first two throws, so he adjusted his stance and sent the next one skipping downstream, along the face of the moving river. This time the rock leapt back into the air, two times, three, four. He had got the trick of it already.


Jaxon and Bryan joined us in the water, both of them splashing around mightily. Damien hung back on the shore, watching somewhat plaintively but afraid to jump in. Myself, I was delighted with a chance to get clean, and I ducked under the water again and again so that my thick hair would let go of its day’s store of dirt and twigs. Every time I surfaced, I found Kent nearby.


“I’m not going to drown!” I informed him over the steady roar of water. “You don’t have to be ready to snatch me to safety!”


“You look so small—like the current could sweep you away!” he called back. “I’ll just stand right here.”


We played in the water till we all started shivering, then climbed back out to warm ourselves in the sun. By this time we were all starving, so luncheon was the next item on the agenda. It was only then it occurred to us that there wasn’t much else to do but wait.


Bryan was the one who brought that up first. “So, now what do we do?” he wanted to know. “How do we find the aliora?”


Jaxon lay back on his blanket with a sigh of pure contentment. Roderick had found three dayig during his foraging that morning, and those of us who weren’t afraid to try them had split two for lunch. “We wait for them to find us,” Jaxon said. “We stay here very quietly, and watch for them to come to the river. Usually one will come alone, first, to make sure all is safe. Then they’ll come in twos and threes, and splash in the water just as we did. Eventually, they’ll come over to this side of the river, searching for food or fruit or—who knows—maybe even for dayig. I’ve never asked. I’ve just taken them unawares.”
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