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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.






 

 

Prologue

 

 

It is curious, how time and the mind work: Now and again it seems that the attack I saw from the walls of the King's City happened in another lifetime, that the journey from Koderra to the Caves of Aresada with its dangers and evils are a tale I have read from long ago, and not a thing that happened to me. As often, it seems a five-day—no more—since I saw my beloved Scythia die, since Nedao lost a way of life five hundred years old. 

But three years have passed since the Plain was taken; three years since Ylia—King Brandt's untried heir, Queen Scythia's barely skilled witch daughter—helped lead the survivors of that last battle through the mountains of Aresada: herself, King's Swordmaster, King's Bowmaster, three men at arms, an aged nurse and a nobleman's weak daughter. And I, the AEldra cat Nisana. 

Ylia was a child when we fled the Plain; she did not remain one long. She learned to lead because the helpless depended on her; she became strong because she must. Cold, distance and lack of food threatened us. Evil Mathkkra, hellish Thullen, and Lyiadd, their master, opposed us. Ylia gained both sword skill and full AEldra Power in the Foessa. 

We won through the mountains—with luck and growing skill and allies unexpected: the Guardians themselves; the Dreyz who are the naiads and dryads of legend. But in Aresada, Ylia's bastard cousin Vess had proclaimed himself King; he cried her witch and would not step aside. A Champion was found among Ylia's companions; Vess was defeated and exiled. 

The worst was yet before us. A remnant of Nedao hid in the Caves at Aresada with little food, less hope. Somehow, we stayed alive, but it was I who found the valley where we now live and prosper, I who found Galdan—a mountain hunter, Duke Erken's son, now Ylia's mate and Nedao's King. 

Lyiadd's Mathkkra and Thullen harassed us often, attacking herds and folk alike, but many were killed that fall during the Battle of the High Ridges, and for two years after we had peace. 

Ylia now bore Shelagn's Gifts: Sword, Shield and Horn bound to her by a testament a thousand years old. And in Galdan, she found support and still another weapon, for the haunted mountains that humans call the Foessa had imbued him with Power akin to hers but untamed. 

And so we waited and we watched and we prepared as best we could for the day the Three—Lyiadd, his consort Marrita, his son Vess—and their allies would set upon us again. 

There is a great deal of this tale I would gladly leave to another to tell. I am not often long-spoken, and much of it rekindles deep grief. But it is mine to relate; I, Nisana, the only AEldra of cat-kind to dwell among the Nedao, for I alone know the tale entire. And so, for the last time, let me begin. 


 

 

1

 

 

The towers were squat, built low and thick to shelter within the surrounding crags, and ancient. Few had survived the combination of weather, continuous sea wind, salt and years: Cracked, slimed stone jutted into a stormy sky, gutted rings straggled toward the bay. Several had disintegrated under their burden of years, stone buried under vine and shore-grass and drifted sand. One was impassable: The roof timbers, rotted through, had caved in to block the passages and rooms below. 

The bay was a natural harbor and so shielded from the worst of the winter storms by sandstone ledges behind the towers: Even so, the black-sailed, sleek ships anchored well apart, and they swung alarmingly as the wind rose. Two small rowboats were fled to the long stone mole on the inland side. Against the south arm of the harbor were other ships, ghosts of ships, as old as the towers themselves. Sails rotted on ancient masts. Of one or two, only the masts could be seen, the rest having long since settled to the bottom. 

Mountainous slabs of rock formed a protective arc around the welter of broken towers. More water then, and beyond that a stretch of sand widening like a spear-point, wedging toward buildings, green fields, low sandstone bluffs. Fogbanks hid the land beyond. 

Three of the great towers remained barely usable, and only in the most protected did light show. It stood well back from the water, so near the southern ridge one could touch tower and ledge simultaneously. Sullen candle-flame flickered in narrow, deep, glassed openings; heavy wooden storm-shutters blocked the lowest windows from without, barred many upper ones from inside. The sun, briefly escaping heavy cloud, glared mercilessly across drifting sand, greened stone, greyed wood, mildewed tapestries, then vanished again. Wind shrilled across the cliffs. 

Light traveled across a low window, reappeared one level higher: A slender, golden-haired woman was climbing the winding stair that led to the topmost chamber. She held her dark furlined cape and mauve silk skirts close so they would touch nothing. At her insistence, the tower had been thoroughly cleaned. But they couldn't fight five hundred years of rot and neglect. 

A breath of roses followed her; cinnamon and clove scented the hall, but under all—and far stronger—was a reek of stale salt water and mildew, dead kelp and the faint but pervasive odor of dead fish. 

Marrita seldom noticed these things: Three years had inured her. Yet she was not reconciled to this place. Never that. 

She kept her eyes on the uneven stairs as she climbed; to do otherwise was to court an accident. With each step, the familiar litany ran through her mind, the vow was renewed: “For his mockery of my Lyiadd, the Sirdar my father will pay. The old fools who counseled I should not be allowed to wed my Lyiadd, they will pay. The Nedaoan woman who dared set steel against him will watch all she loves die before I kill her. Beware, Father! And Ylia of Nedao, I have not forgotten you.” 

Lyiadd. Three years and a half since she would have sacrificed anything, everything—her very life!—to save him. Three years since she'd brought him here—weak, ill, reft of Power and memory alike—since she'd sealed the bargain with the Sea-Raiders so as to gain time and safety for him, until his recovery could be complete. It would. It must! 

He was safe for now. No one would challenge the blackshipped Raiders in their own ports. And no one had believed the Nedaoan half-blood when she told her wild tale. Who would believe Lyiadd a renegade, who would believe he had found the long-deserted halls of the Lammior—the dreaded Night-Serpent of legend or that he hoped to tap the greater Power that was the Lammior's and to turn that Power against the Peopled Lands? 

Her father's Council might have searched, of course. But they would have found nothing but a deep, thickly forested bowl of a valley, inhabited by deer, bear and owls. Oh, ruins: There were those. Dead, empty piles of stone, with no sign of human inhabitants, no trace of Power, clean, evil or otherwise. She'd seen to that, for the Lammior's Power had left those walls with her, in her, and with her it would stay. 

But Lyiadd; he was becoming restless. The planning sessions were good for him, but he was still not completely healed and that made him irritable. He's as strong as time and care will make him, she realized. The transfer of the Lammior's Power from me to him will either kill or cure him. And I know he cares nothing for which way it goes, if life must otherwise drag as it does now. It was wrong, the way things were: He'd sought that Power for so long, going without sleep, without food, searching for answers, not finding them. And then Ylia's dagger had struck deep and Marrita—who'd never used her own AEldra skills save to keep her hair soft, her skin unlined—she had offered herself and had taken it all. Set the ceremony. 

She stopped on a wide, dry landing for breath, gazed across sand, fallen stone and the rotten hulks of five-hundred-year-old Nedaoan ships toward the grey, white-capped sea. She could sense more irritation than Lyiadd's, up there at the top of the stairs—Mal Brit Arren, Lord Captain of the Sea-Raiders; his constant companion Jon Bri Madden. 

Brit Arren's anger was palpable, his thought clear: It was none of his bargain that brought these sorcerers to the Great Isles, and he held himself to the letter of the bargain made between Marrita and his predecessor only by what he doubtless would call the honor of his kind. 

Impatience, anger—amusement. Vess’ amusement. Her mouth set in a tight, disapproving line. Three. It had never been meant this way, it was Marrita and Lyiadd, the two of them only, his to be the Lammior's unrelenting Power, hers to support, aid and back him, to solace him when he was worn, hers to... 

Vess. The hated Ylia's cousin, son of King Brandt's sister. 

Nala—Lyiadd's son. He was a slap in the face, a betrayal. 

She stopped, waited on the stairs until she could calm her temper: Lyiadd could still read her thought. And he knew the poor bargain he had for a son, but he would hear no word against Vess, from her or anyone else. 

Had I given him a son... But she couldn't. That many years ago, she had feared to lose her form and beauty, to lose Lyiadd's love. But once she'd been certain enough of both her AEldra skills and his affection, she'd discovered the truth: Like many of her class, she was barren. 

She climbed the last of the circling stairs, crossed a torchlit hallway that curved like a new moon around Lyiadd's planning chamber. Seven broad stairs led to a heavy iron-bound door. It had been carved by a master crafter, but time and neglect had worn the designs to vague traceries. Beyond the door was another world, a room that was warm, high-ceilinged, well lit. Delicately patterned Ragnolan carpets overlapped to cover the floor. An exquisite Osneran tapestry obscured most of one wall. The only visible window was shuttered and barred against the wind and rain. Fire burned in a central pit, drafting through a covered hole in the roof. 

A chalcedonwood table was placed below the tapestry: Chairs of the same rare wood, comfortably cushioned, surrounded it. It had been crafted for a Lord's halls but no Lord would have taken it now: Stained and cut, its gloss destroyed by candle wax and ill treatment, it was strewn with the remains of a meal, maps, a chart pinned down by two jeweled knives, candles, winecups and two copper jugs. 

Three men huddled over one of the maps; they looked up as she let the door click shut behind her. “My apologies, if I have detained you. There were other matters to concern me.” 

The solidly built Mal Brit Arren cast an irritated glance at his younger companion. “Lady. Your convenience is ours.” 

Her eyes remained hard above a sweet smile. She seethed. Sea-Raiders! This Mal Brit Arren never failed to make clear to all Three of them, but particularly to her, that he tolerated them, but that he would never fear or respect them. 

The boy, Jon Bri Madden, was so young his moustaches were pitiful, his thick blond braid was still covered with the red scarf of a two-year novice fighter. The arrogant look on his face meant nothing, inside he was one cringing ball of terror. Brit Arren's gensyl, she thought viciously. She liked thinking such things, knowing neither man could guess what she thought. Of course, she was merely tapping the anger and letting it go with that kind of thought: Raiders occasionally took boys, but Brit Arren wasn't that kind. 

But he infuriated her, this boy Jon with his swagger and the sneer that curved his lips when he was away from the Three. It was the same sneer Brit Arren wore openly, even now. Wait, she promised herself and them. Wait. 

Mal Brit Arren sprawled in his chair, dagger tapping at the pinned chart. Nothing about his garb proclaimed his rank: His shirt and padded jerkin were filthy from spending his morning salvaging goods from the rapidly flooding Kraken, helping the crew beach her so the hull could be repaired. His oiled short cloak had already dripped a small lake about his chair; his thick red hair had dried in sticky, salty points. He glanced up to meet Marrita's eyes, looked away again as though disinterested. He'd been drinking; there was as much red as white around the compelling blue eyes. 

He resented waiting. They could use me out there. I'd be of more real use there than here. These Three didn't listen to him. Well, at least he had some ghost of an idea what They planned, if he was here. What was she doing that was so important, rearranging her hair? 

He dragged one of the jugs across the table, shoving a sextant, a gutted candle and several loose bits of thick paper to the floor. He ignored them, poured wine, slammed the jug back to the table. Then, with a derisive smile, he stood, filled another cup and handed it to her with a flourish. She took the cup and turned her back on him. 

Jon Bri Madden flushed, took an involuntary step toward her, but Brit Arren caught his arm and minutely shook his head. His eyes were hooded, blackly smoldering. Wait, he told himself in a corner of his mind he hoped They could not read. Wait. 

Marrita stopped to warm her feet at the fire before she slid into her chair. “Lyiadd?” 

A long-fingered hand caught hers, squeezed it, fell away. Lyiadd pushed his chair back, walked the length of the table for wine, stopped to stare into the firepit. She gazed at him from under long lashes, taking care that he neither saw nor sensed her at it. He was still too thin for her liking, though he'd regained much of his muscle. The somber red shirt was already too snug around his chest and upper arms, but the matching breeches he'd let hang over soft indoor boots were loose. 

He came back to sit next to her. “Regarding our attack against Yls, and the timing of it—” 

“I have said before, it is impractical, at least until spring,” Mal Brit Arren said flatly. Marrita glared at him for the interruption. “Storms make the sea treacherous. The men who serve you are not seamen.” 

Marrita shifted. “We have waited so long, what is another winter? Lyiadd, give me your hands. She took them, closed her eyes. “We need wait no longer for the transfer, however. I will prepare for it at once.” 

“Good.” Lyiadd spoke casually but she felt his exultation. He tamped it, hard, and turned to Vess. “You have some of the Power, as much as we can give you at present, but more will be yours. You have much to learn. There must be no weak place in our three—fold strength when we set upon the Peopled Lands, for as soon as Yls is taken we must attack Nar. Are you still willing to lead your armsmen to the Plain, and to take Koderra and its surrounding lands back from the Tehlatt?” 

“I am.” Vess’ face was flushed. 

Lyiadd smiled. “With Koderra, Yls and Nar in our hands, there will be no escape for Nedao. I would say to take more of the Plain, but even with the blessing of Chezad, their war god, the Tehlatt are unlikely to let you far up the river.” 

“I know the Tehlatt,” Vess said grimly. He did, enough to still give him horrid dreams. They'd nearly killed him before Teshmor's gates that first night, when he'd helped Corlin's son escape with the warning for Koderra. They'd nearly had him more than once as he fled south to the temporary safety of the King's City. But then—Fool, to have spoken unthinking and so gained the enmity of your uncle, King Brandt! Well, that anger had not survived long, had it? He'd seen his way clearly, then; he'd left Koderra under cover of dark and smoke, made his way north through the Tehlatt to gain Teshmor's besieged walls. There had barely been time to spread what was still the false tale of King Brandt's death, to receive the homage of Dukes Corlin and Erken before the City fell. He'd had luck, though: Wounded and weak, he'd lain among the dead until nightfall, then crawled until one of his men had found him. 

Yes, he knew the Tehlatt. 

The thought of facing them again chilled his blood. But to have Koderra for his own... ! It should have been mine! My uncle had no right to leave Nedao to an untrained girl-child of eighteen summers, a half-blooded witch! That thought skidded to an abrupt halt, and he cast a sidelong embarrassed glance at the tall, pale-haired AEldran at his side. Father. AEldran, sorcerer, Father. He and Ylia shared more than either would ever have thought. 

Vess realized Mal Brit Arren was staring at him. He wanted to break Brit Arren, wipe that sneer from his face. He looked beyond the older man to smile at the younger; Bri Madden looked away quickly, his Adam's apple jerking up and down. That is right. Fear me, never dare to not fear me. I have plans for you. The boy would be his way to Mal Brit Arren. 

He brought his attention back to the present as Lyiadd dragged the map over. “It will take time to gather the Mathkkra and Thullen again. I cannot move until there are sufficient of them here, and here,” he touched rough country between New Nedao and Yls, between Nar and New Nedao, near Aresada. “Also here if possible, though I would rather not spread them thin.” 

Vess was still sceptical of those creatures Lyiadd and Marrita discussed so casually: A Nedaoan never really believed in what he couldn't touch, and Vess had yet to see either. At the same time, he was keenly aware of the Power Marrita had conferred upon him and Lyiadd was teaching him to use. If that was possible, anything was. 

“With Nedao cut off, Yls reft of Power and therefore helpless, we can take Nar like we would pick ripe fruit. And Nedao—” 

“Nedao's army was worthless three years ago, and the Tehlatt had most of it. Nedao has no chance against us,” Vess said. 

“Perhaps.” Lyiadd closed his eyes briefly. His chest still hurt, particularly when the weather was chill and damp. Ylia's knife had severed muscle, sliced into his right lung. He still remembered none of that, but the proof was there whenever he drew a deep breath. “I do not leave anything to chance against her. Remember my experience, if you encounter her.” Silence. “Remember your own.” 

Remember! Against all odds, she'd reached the Caves, challenged him for the crown, set that child Brelian against him, one of Nedao's greatest swordsmen! He'd lost because he'd been wounded, not due to the boy's skill, he knew that, And so he'd found himself afoot, deserted by his men. He'd finally been forced to accept charity—and sanctuary—from the Chosen, while she wore Brandt's crown. If not for his father, he might still be hugging the braziers in that chill hall in Osnera. He'd remember, when he took her apart a slow finger-worth at a time. “She had luck,” he said. 

Lyiadd shook his head. “A moment. Brit Arren, there's nothing further we have to discuss, if you wish to leave.” It was a dismissal, but one as between equals. 

“Wait.” Marrita's voice stopped him. “There are things I need.” Brit Arren leaned against the door, stared back at her impassively. “Get me silver mushrooms, a smoke pot and a small bag of Ragnolan herb. Mud and water from the footprint of a grey sea-bird, this last untouched by hands. Gather it in a dish or a spoon and transfer it to a corked or lidded jug. And,” she finished cooly, “an infant.” 

“A what?” He started; his fingers dug into Jon's arm and kept him from retreating. 

“An infant. Newborn or near it. Unmarked, for I cannot use one with gold rings already in its ears.” She laughed. “A female child, of course.” Jons relief was so visible she laughed again. “Not an important child, not a boy.” The laughter was gone, wiped from her face as though it had never been there. “Bring these tonight, at moonrise, to my room in the base of this tower.” 

“You'll have it, all of it,” Brit Arren assured her grimly, and propelled Jon out the door before him. 

Vess waited until the door clicked behind them. “What didn't you want him to hear, Father?” 

“Things they do not need to hear. Watch against overconfidence concerning Ylia. She is more than your uncle's daughter; she is the ally of the Folk. She is the confidante of the Guardians, the heir of Shelagn. Like Shelagn, she is Catalyst.” 

“I—” Vess frowned. Guardians? Folk? “Who is Shelagn?” 

“She was once the Catalyst by which the Lammior was defeated. Ylia could destroy us all.” 

Marrita nodded; she knew. But she had plans of her own for Ylia. A dead woman could not be Shelagn's heir. 

“I won't underestimate her,” Vess said. But as Marrita brought Lyiadd wine, Vess let his eyes close and he drifted into a familiar pattern of thought. It had come to his dreams one night, remained to tease his waking hours now and again. If someone undid her, destroyed her Power ... If she became once again the fumbling, weak creature she had been in Koderra ... If someone were to break her ... If somehow she were his. 

If only he had spent time with her before the Tehlatt had fallen upon Nedao, if only there had been time and a way! If only he had made a way under her defenses, seduced her instead of wasting his time on nobles’ daughters and assassination attempts against Ylia! She had hated him, distrusted him; but she would have loved him, if he'd wanted it. She would have wed him, not Erken's grubby son, she would have named him equal and King! 

Ylia. Sweet cousin. He called up a vision of her compliant, the way he could make a woman—as Lisabetha, Lord Corlin's lovely young daughter, had become, longing for his attentions. Willing to do anything to keep his love once it was hers. A way, there must be one! He passed that over for the moment, thought of her in his power. He would court her, overwhelm her, until he had what he wanted: half of Nedao, himself as her consort. If she named him King, if he had the right by naming and by conquest! He would be kind, he would not dispose of her even then, what man would be such a fool? Her hair was red-gold, her skin like warmed cream, her body... 

He looked across the table at Marrita. How could his father love such a cold-blooded woman? Even her beauty would be no consolation! Only devotion to Lyiadd kept them from each other's throats. 

Well, he would not always be under her watchful eye, serving as student to her teacher. Yls would be theirs, Nedao his. And as his strength and his Power increased— 

Wait, he promised Marrita silently—her, himself and one other—from deep in the innermost recesses of his mind. Wait. 

Strength of will: So many folk across the Peopled Lands and beyond them had so much strength of will to carry out their desires. And such varied ones: My Ysian, blistering fingertips to learn bow at her age, walking and riding in all sorts of weather, so she could return to beleaguered Nedao. Vess, casting aside prejudice and fears to embrace Power, so he could clasp Nedao's crown to his twisted bosom. The Nedaoan people, learning to fight, taking up new trades and new lives after the fall of the Plain. 

Galdan, who fought the block that kept him and his wild Power apart. Together, he and I struggled against the dread fear he might never be able to use more of it than he did. 

But it was pleasant for once to hear no stubborn argument when I said, “Try.” 


 

 

2

 

 

The wind wasn't half as loud within the thick walls of the Chosen sanctuary; it wasn't a tenth as cold, either. Ylia thanked the young novice who showed her into the small guest receiving room. It was tightly shuttered and almost unbearably hot after outside. She draped her snow-whited cloak across a chair to drip, and scowled at it. One of the seams was leaking. 

She never visited Grewl so late at night; but the storm had blown up suddenly from a few fat flakes to a thick, swirling mess it was hard to see through; with a wind that went right to the bone, through lanolined wool, fur lining, thick stockings and waterproofed leather boots. And though she'd never admit it to anyone, Galdan included, it had been a long and hard six months since Berdwyn's birth. She still felt the fixed of it, times like this. Odd that Selverra three years before—her firstborn—-hadn't taken such a toll of her. 

She stripped the thick mitts from her hands and moved to warm them at the grate. Grewl came in with a small tray holding two small cups. “Lady. You must have been caught by the storm, it's no night for a visit.” 

“Not an intended one.” She gave one last shiver as the heat of the brandy coursed through her. “I'm sorry for the inconvenience.” 

“It's no inconvenience,” he assured her with a smile, and stretched his feet out to the fire. She watched him. She worried about him, lately: He was old and so much responsibility had been thrust on him so late in life. Now, without him, there would be factions within the house. Grewl had kept problems at a minimum, despite edicts from their main house in Osnera, despite the one attempted take-over she knew about. 

He looked healthy, though. He seemed to have adjusted to the weight of leadership and to have found peace, though he had never wanted such power; and had only taken control when it became clear he must. 

“Have you any needs?” She was beginning to feel her toes again; they itched. 

Grewl shook his head. “None. We won't need more paper until Nar gets through this spring. We've enough even with all the copying and the school.” 

“Other things for the school; then?” 

“Nothing.” Another comfortable silence. She could hear the whine of wind through trees, the occasional hard splatter of wind-driven snow slamming against the shutters. 

“I'd better leave soon; I'll be stranded here if it gets deep, and they'll worry.” She could leave her horse, bridge to the Tower. Grewl knew that. But Ylia never used AEldra Power on Chosen land. The fanatic Jers had been ejected from Nedao three years ago and there were no such strict adherents to Osneran policy still in Nedao. But many of them believed magic to be wrong, whatever its kind, however it was used. 

Ylia paused half-way to her feet. There was another sound, rising above the wind. Grewl heard it too, and with a speed that belied his years he crossed the room to fling open the door. Ylia came hard on his heels. 

Horns. She heard them clearly now, echoing through the hall, Erken's patterns spelling out the cry for help: Mathkkra. Aid to Village Dessa, we are beset; Mathkkra! 

Dead of winter, a grandfather of a snowstorm and Mathkkra after Nedaoan sheep! 

She dove back through the door to catch up mitts and cloak. Horns bellowed out nearly overhead: Chosen sentinels were passing the cry toward the City. 

“Mathkkra,” Grewl whispered. Ylia passed him at a dead run. “Where?” he shouted after her. She paused at the outer doors, shouted, “Dessa!” and sped into the night. 

The cold caught her as though she'd never been warm; a bundled Chosen shoved the door closed behind her, a second brought her horse from the visitor shed. Snow whirled around them, the building was no more than a black shape and the two priests indistinct forms. In the partially enclosed catwalk overhead, a priest shouted translations of the calls to his companion. Horncry was all around. She vaulted into the saddle and pressed her unwilling, skittish horse through the gates. 

What light there was in the courtyard was behind her, and wind drove the snow sleet-hard into her eyes. It burned her face. ‘Galdan! Nisana!’ She sent an urgent, powerful mind-search for both of them as soon as she was on the road. 

'Here, girl!’ That was Nisana, of course; Galdan could not hear her mind-speech unless they touched. ‘We can hear the horns. Galdan's gone downstairs to order horses.’ 

'No. Find him, tell him I said to get some men together and hurry! Tell him to let the guard ride out, but you bridge Galdan and those men out to Dessa. The snow's piling up, you know how deep it gets in those box canyons!’ 

No response; the cat had broken contact. Ylia urged her horse forward. 

The wind was building ominously, keeping pace with the horns that still echoed across the valley. Mathkkra—a clutch of half-starved creatures—had attacked one of the other side holdings after a three-day blizzard, late at night. Village Bennan lost two sheep out of the winter pens and two herders before Erken's armsmen could get through to them; the drifts had been formidable. If Lyiadd's behind this, he couldn't have chosen a better time to harass us with his filthy blood-drinkers, she thought furiously. 

She clutched at mane as the horse floundered in deep snow; they nearly tumbled into a drift. No help for it; it was too bad she'd chosen to ride this young four-footed idiot instead of her best mare, who'd survived enough bridgings to take them in stride. This poor colt was shying at everything in sight, spooked by the wind, letting her know exactly how displeased he was to be out in the storm. He was pretty, but pretty wasn't going to count for much out here. Well, his first lesson was on its way. “Brace yourself, horse.” She wrapped both arms around his neck, hooked her fingers together in a hard grip and bridged. 

The horse whinnied wildly and stopped cold; Ylia was disoriented from the bridging. She flew over his neck, fortunately into deep snow. By the time she fought free and staggered to her feet, he'd already bolted. 

"Damn!" She rubbed caked snow from her eyes, dragged sword and dagger from under the cloak that was wrapping around her legs. The small shield was already in place on her left forearm. There was a fire somewhere up the road, creating ominous shadows; a woman's frightened shriek rose above the storm and horns. ‘Nisana! Where is Galdan?’ 

'On his way. I could have told you that animal would never bridge,’ the cat added sourly. 

'You might have told me before he threw me,’ Ylia retorted. She was heading for the village; the snow was blowing across the road, ankle-deep at its worst. A flare of AEldra Power between her and the first houses, and a tight knot of men were suddenly there, swords drawn, arms linked. At once they began to separate: Galdan, there, Levren on his left. Brelian's arm linked through Levren's. Golsat had braced himself against their shoulders, arms woven behind their backs. Six of the Elite Guard, old hands at bridging, were already running to aid the villagers. Ylia ran with them. 

Mathkkra were pinned against the sheep pens, in the shadows between houses. Their white bodies and the pale hides they wore blended with the snow, making them hard to see. But they were not a small band of starving stragglers, and they were fighting hard. Normally, they feared fire, particularly the AEldra Baelfyr. But even when Ylia sent it among them from both hands, they held. Gods. They haven't fought like this in three years! There wasn't time to worry it just now, though, and no more room to chance Baelfyr; Ylia blocked a short sword with the bronze shield, brought her blade down across the creature's neck. It fell, two more replaced it. Galdan's accustomed presence against her left shoulder was not only welcome, it was absolutely necessary for several long, chill moments. 

She and Galdan fell back as Levren, Golsat, their archers and the Dessan herders shot a thick volley of arrows into the enemy. Too many of the shafts missed. Levren bellowed orders, the archers took an extra moment on release and the second volley was more successful. 

“Father is on his way with half a company,” Galdan shouted, when he could finally spare the breath for it. “This is not amusing, the nasty things are too hard to see!” 

“Think they planned it that way?” 

“Funny woman! Watch your open side!” 

“I have been. Watch your own!” 

The enemy finally broke and ran. Villagers and armsmen, the village headman and his wife, Nedao's Lord and Lady all stood in the silent square and stared at each other in the aftermath. The wind had fallen, the storm was easing. Dead Mathkkra were everywhere. 

Sheep milled in their locked pens; young herders ran to check on them. The headman's wife stared down at a small many-limbed body almost on her furred boots, Her lip curled. “That's no pleasant sight to haunt a body's dreams.” She gazed west, up into the woods. “We'll be until full thaw, finding all the bodies.” 

“Set the dogs at them,” Golsat suggested. He took a handful of arrows from one of the village boys, wiped them on his breeches and slid them one at a time into the individual pockets on the outside of his cloak. 

The woman nodded. She turned to Galdan then and curtsied gravely. “You came with good speed, sire. We hadn't expected the horning to be so effective.” 

“Your own folk helped,” Ylia said. “What damage to Dessa?” 

The village had suffered little harm: One goat had vanished into the night, but two of the men found it in a drift near the last house. One sheep was bleeding; Ylia healed it and a villager with a bad cut. Their own small force had taken no harm. 

Erken's men came in not long after; they would stay for the rest of the night, just in case. Levren, Golsat and other men borrowed horses from the night guard to ride back to the barracks; Galdan and Ylia bridged. 

“Oh, that's nice.” Ylia sprawled in a pile of cushions, feet extended to the grate. The room was small, easy to keep warm. It was also next to the nursery: They could faintly hear Malaeth soothing Berdwyn to sleep. 

“Nice?” Galdan grumbled. “You think so?” 

She eyed him benignly across her shoulder. “I'm warm, dry and drinking an excellent cup of hot wine. Two hours ago, I was wet, chilled, and I hurt from coming off a horse at high speed. Do you suppose anyone will catch him?” 

Galdan shrugged. “He'll turn up in the morning, if he hasn't already. He knows where breakfast is.” 

“I suppose.” Ylia wiggled her toes. “He needs work. I hadn't counted on snow, never mind Mathkkra, when I rode out this afternoon.” 

“You'll learn,” Galdan replied. 

“Possibly.” Silence. “Did you see the difference tonight?” 

“Difference?” He pulled the winejug from the ashes. “Thought you were still talking untrained horseflesh,” he mumbled as he went back to his chair. Silence. “Noticed? Who didn't? That wasn't just a food raid by half a few skinny vermin. I'd say we've a nest of Mathkkra again. Close by. I haven't sensed one, but how would I know?” 

“Don't start,” Ylia said. “We've said all that. You're getting better. You've got Power—” 

“—and I can't use it.” Ylia waited, he shrugged. “All right, we've had it out, we've said all that. Go on.” 

“How much of that bridge was yours?” Ylia asked. Silence. She drank, inhaling the spicy, tart-apple, hot wine-flavored steam. 

“Don't know.” 

'Half,’ Nisana put in sleepily from the back of his chair. 

“Same as last time,” Galdan added. “So?” 

“Last time you two bridged four.” 

“So?” 

“You're doing better,” she said finally. “Don't fuss so much, it's coming.” 

“Hah,” he retorted automatically. He didn't sound quite so unhappy. “Can you sense them?” 

“Who? Mathkkra? A nest of them? The Three? I can't sense Mathkkra unless they choose to be sensed, you know that. A nest—finding that takes luck. And the Three are still with the Sea-Raiders, that's what I think.” 

“Why?” 

“Sense. And I know Lyiadd. He's not going to take any chances, not until they're ready to move against Yls. They'll go for Yls first because otherwise the High Council might somehow be able to stop them. Lyiadd has learned caution. So has Marrita.” 

“What about Vess?” Galdan asked. 

Ylia scowled. “Vess wouldn't know caution if it fell on him.” 

'Wishful thinking, girl. His father has had three years to teach him caution.’ 

'He won't learn, cat.’ 

'Hah.’ 

“Nisana's right, Ylia.” A corner of Galdan's mind still wondered, after a year and more, that it was Nisana he heard, her sour commentary reverberating through his thought. That he and Ylia often could share thought the same way. “Vess has always been good at taking care of himself, and you know it. He must have inherited that; your Aunt Nala certainly could not have had it. Lyiadd, of all men!” He sighed. “I rather wish word had not gotten out, however...” 

“Why?” Ylia demanded. “Do you think we could have kept it quiet, with Lisabetha's dreams, and those of half my household women? Marckl's wife? Besides,” she added with grim satisfaction, “no one speaks of him as my cousin now, or even Nala's bastard son. He is Lyiadd's.” She scowled at him. “Those who never liked Vess now know why.” 

Galdan sighed heavily. “I suppose so. I suppose it is better for folk to know Vess is with Lyiadd because of kinship, rather than simply a twist in him. 

“Why?” 

“Think on it—any mother's son could grow up to become a Vess, without such a reason!” 

“Hah,” Ylia replied sourly. Silence. She turned her gaze to the fire once again. “He's mine,” she said finally. 

“If it's what you want. Just don't die with him.” 

“I wouldn't; that would be letting him win.” 

Galdan knelt beside her and kneaded her shoulders. She subsided with a happy little sigh. “Nice deep drift?” 

“Not deep enough,” she mumbled. “Wretched colt, I'll wring his neck when I get hold of him next.” 

Galdan laughed. “Not with those tiny paws you won't!” Her sword hand caught hold of his wrist. “Not so hard, please, I fight with that. I didn't say they weren't strong!” 

“Lucky for you they are, they saved your hide.” 

“All by themselves, did they?” he retorted. 

“All right, you helped a little. When you weren't tripping over your sword, that is.” 

Galdan laughed. “That was you, tripping over your sword. I used mine to swat my horse.” 

“Liar,” she said sweetly. “It wasn't nice to lie to me like that.” Galdan tugged her plait. 

“It's not polite to call Nedao's King a liar.” 

“No one ever accused me of having manners? not even Malaeth,” Ylia said with a complacent smile. “Besides, I'm Nedao's Queen. Gives me certain rights.” The smile vanished. “Looks bad for us, doesn't it?” 

“Lyiadd?” he asked. She nodded. “It always has looked bad. We don't know what he's up to, that's not pleasant. Not knowing when the blow is coming, just knowing it will. But I think it's him sending Mathkkra again. I think it's nice of him to warn us.” 

Ylia closed her eyes: She didn't need such warnings, not with Marrita sending her nightmares at least once a five-day. The dream varied, the warning was always the same: You will lose everything, husband, children, friends. Country and people. Your own life last of all. Death and terror held her in a cloying, sticky grasp until Galdan woke her, or Nisana did. 

Nedao's allies in Nar believed in the threat of Sea-Raiders but not all of them believed the Three to be allied with their ancient enemy; Yls would not believe at all. When the blow came, how would they fare? And what of Nedao? 

“I'm sorry.” Marrita's whisper reached him on several levels. Lyiadd forced his head up from the small inlaid table; it took all the physical strength left in him. She held out one slender hand as though to touch his face, withdrew it as if afraid he might strike it away. He found his balance—even seated it wasn't easy—and took her hand, held it against his face, touched the chilled fingers with his lips. “I thought we could it quickly,” she went on. “Quickly and without fuss. I knew there were twins in the near village.” So like Marrita, he thought; she'd never bother to remember the names of the Sea-Raiders’ villages, however long they remained here. 

“It's not your fault.” His voice was breathy, thin with exhaustion. 

“It is my fault!” she flared. “I wanted to avoid argument between myself and this bastard of a Lord Captain! Imagine if I had asked him for not merely one boy-child, but two!” 

Lyiadd shook his head. He'd never seen her so angry, but he remembered a time when she would never have made the spells, gathered things for them; a time when she'd never bothered to be strong. She'd changed, since his near death; his Marrita was often a stranger these days. The compliant, golden beauty with no ambition or thought beyond pleasing him, she was gone, transformed by the Lammior's Power, filled with it—the Power he'd sought so long and still could not have! He could have slammed his fists into the small table until it shattered, could have slapped the concern and pity from the lovely face so near his. She treats me like a child! one corner of his mind railed. But even if he'd really wanted to hurt her, his Marrita—even if he'd been fool enough to dare alienate her, now his only hope for the thing that must be his—he hadn't the strength. This attempt at transfer had taken too much from him. 

Marrita sank to the floor and rested her cheek against his knee. “By now, they would be too old anyway. We need two babies, though. No more than a five-day-old. Male.” 

“We'll send a ship to raid Ragnol, or one of the near southern ports, By the time they return, we will be ready for another attempt.” 

Marrita nodded. “We must. I must. I'm worn with carrying this Power. It should have been yours from the first. I never wanted It.” 

“But you have It, and you've done well with It.” 

“Because I had to. For your sake.” She closed her eyes briefly. “That's all, all it ever was. I'd give It all to you this moment, if I could. If It would let me,” she added unhappily. 

“I know,” he whispered. “But we will need all that strength, yours as well as mine.” He patted her hair. It was flecked with blood; he was, the whole room was. The business with the child had been messy. 

Marrita sighed again. “I will send word to Brit Arren to have a ship sent at once. Suddenly I fear to leave this matter. I fear she may be near finding the way to bind herself, those weapons and that man with his wild Power, sometimes I can feel it moving in her at night. If she does become Catalyst—” 

“Then we have a stronger enemy,” Lyiadd said as she hesitated. “Nothing more.” He didn't sound as assured as he normally would; that, Marrita was certain, was exhaustion. It didn't mean anything. Couldn't. But he was staring, grey-faced and haggard into the brazier, and she knew that he did not see it. 

Sometimes it takes little indeed to let one forget impending trouble: like sun and warmth, dust to stir under one's feet instead of packed snow or mud, or ice. Particularly when such things come full two months early and out of season. 
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There was still snow, of course: in all the north-facing dells, between buildings and under trees, anywhere the sun seldom touched. Three warm days could scarcely melt it all. And likely there'd be more snow soon; after all, it was barely the end of Lambing Month—and in the three winters they'd had here, no one had yet seen flowers in the month of First Flowers. 

So it was respite only, but more than welcome. Malaeth gathered together a merry party of Ylia's women, an ecstatic three-year-old Lady Princess Selverra and baby Berdwyn for a walk through the City and down the road. All across the City and out through the valley, shutters were flung back, doors opened to let the crisp breeze chase stale smells and smoke; several of the crafters were working from half-assembled stalls in the market-place. 

From the top step of the Tower, Ylia could see one of Marckl's road crews using a six-horse drag down near the woods where runoff across the road had made it dangerous for light carts. Marckl's Road: They all called it that, even though it was originally just the Dock Road. Marckl'd all but lost his life building that road. He laughed about the name, but he took the road itself most seriously. 

There were two wide, flat barges on the river, one clearing snags and deadfalls from the base of the bridge, the other checking for drowned snags and logs. No one else was out there, not just now: The river was pale green with snow runoff, bone-chillingly cold. 

Everyone who wasn't cleaning seemed to be wandering the broad avenue that connected barracks to houses to market to main square to Tower. The City was crowded and there was almost a festival feeling to the air. Ylia shoved the long, red-gold plait back over her shoulder, gave her breeches a hitch and went down to the street. The pants were still loose and Malaeth was fussing at her about it: She'd lost weight after Berdwyn's birth, and it was slow coming back. A workout, that's what I need. A workout and sun. She tipped her face back to catch warm, glorious sun and strode across to the square. 

Eveya, captain of the Queen's Elite Guard, was working with the upper novices. She nodded a greeting, set her pupils to ten sets of full pattern and walked over to meet Ylia. “Coming along nicely, aren't they?” 

“You're doing a good job, Ev.” 

“Working on it,” the young woman allowed. She ran a square hand through her hair, smoothing loose bits back from a dark, freckled face. “Be glad when ‘Betha and my sister are back to help me though; with Merreh nursing the twins and ‘Betha pregnant and bed-bound—there's not enough of me to go around.” She cast an eye over her earnest young charges. “Nelia, get that elbow in, I warned you about that! Adden, you're sluffing again!” 

“I'm not sluffing!” 

“Got enough air left to argue with, haven't you?” Eveya bellowed, silencing her. “Come on, work it!” 

“Looks like they need your attention more than I do,” Ylia laughed. “Want help?” 

“You? You mean it?” Eveya was more subtle about it than Malaeth, but she also fussed. Ylia nodded. “Good. I want to work the second and third-year women today; we're getting out of shape.” 

“Everyone does in winter, look at the boys. Barracks practice just can't do it all. When?” 

Eveya glanced up at the sun. “Second hour? After noon-meal anyway.” 

“I'll be here. Have you seen Erken?” 

“Barracks.” Eveya waved an arm in that general direction, turned back to her novices. “Adden, are you sure you want this? Well, then, damn ye, work for it!” 

Ylia smothered a grin as she left the square. Eveya sounded more like old Marhan every year, and it was getting hard to remember the shy, gawky herder girl whose village headman father had wanted to forbid her sword-use. Eveya had gained more than just weapons-skill that first summer: She had developed confidence, a gift for leadership, a voice that could be heard half-way across the City, and a proud father who let no one forget his daughter led the Queen's Guard. 

Ber'Sordes was perched on a hard wooden bench next to the grounds, intent upon the exercises. It didn't surprise her to find the Narran Ambassador there: Ber'Sordes never tired of watching Nedaoan sword and dagger play, even dull practice. He smiled as he caught her eye. “Did you get the message packet from Tr'Harsen's man this morning?” 

“A fat one, I suppose because it's been so long since he got through last. I wager Tr'Harsen sleeps most of today after that journey.” The River Aresada was four times normal size with runoff, chill and treacherously swift; snags and whirlpools were everywhere. She could hear it at night from the Tower. She couldn't imagine floundering up that churning, raging river in one of the small Narran inland boats. 

“We'll have Kre-Darst at the docks in a day or so if the weather holds.” 

“It's nasty out there, I wouldn't come.” 

Ber'Sordes laughed. “Unpleasant conditions never slow those lads, though. And I know Kre'Darst wants to finalize the contract for the dark yellow wool. He sent a message for me by Tr'Harsen; says they have a buyer Oversea that will pay just about any price for it.” He snapped his fingers. “I'm reminded: Tr'Harsen has a gift for Lady Lossana—because she's done much to bring the wool trade between us to what it is. That won't offend Lord Corlin, will it?” 

Ylia laughed. “You know Corlin, I don't believe Tr'Harsen could ever offend him! The wool trade hasn't hurt Lord Corry's pocket any, that I've noticed, and he'd never object to a gift to his Lady for such a fine reason.” 

“I thought as much.” Two of the Ambassador's household came up with cushions for his bench; Ylia waved and went on down the street. 

The market was crowded and there was a pleasant smell on the light breeze: Someone was selling warmed cider, hot spiced wine and venison yushas. She bought a tart green apple—it was still difficult for her to persuade the vendors to take her coin instead of giving her things—and walked on toward the barracks. 

Beyond the market were houses of noble proportion and look. Corlin, Duke of Teshmor, lived here with his Lady; Duke Erken did, and so did several of the Main Council. Past them were smaller houses such as Brelian's and Lisabetha's, those of some of the younger councilors and most of the crafters whose numbers swelled the market in warm weather. Further along the avenue was the inn that housed increasingly frequent visitors from Yls and Oversea, and more houses of the prosperous merchant class. 

Behind them, separated from the houses by a wide meadow and hard against the hills, was Lossana's enormous clothbarn. Most of the City's weavers and spinners worked here, and it was seldom indeed one could not see clouds of steam rising from the open back of the building where the dye vats simmered. 

“Wait up!” came a familiar voice. Ylia turned in surprise. 

“Lisabetha, you're not supposed to be on your feet!” 

“I am.” Lisabetha patted her stomach fondly. “My jailers gave me leave to walk, once down the street, once back. Don't fuss.” 

It was hard not to fuss: Lisabetha had already miscarried twice. “Too young,” Lossana had said. “I did the same, conceiving at sixteen, and I wasn't as small as ‘Betha!” Unlike Lossana, Lisabetha couldn't be convinced to delay babies a few years, so when she became pregnant again, Malaeth sent for an Ylsan Healer. She and Fiyorona, the Healer, had put Lisabetha to bed and were keeping her there. So far, it was working. 

Lisabetha laughed. “I'll be glad to have this baby born, just so you and Brel will quit looking at me like that! I've kept it for eight months, haven't I?” 

“All right.” Ylia hugged her young friend and Lady's thin shoulders. Lisabetha was much more like a sister than the formal attendant she'd once been, and a far cry from the sullen, terrified child who'd fled Koderra three years before. She'd had cause for all of it, though: The mountains had been as dangerous as Lisabetha had feared. If ‘Betha ever thought about any of it anymore, no one could tell. Until this pregnancy, she'd been one of Nedao's three best swordswomen, Eveya and the Bowmaster's daughter Lennet being the other two. Ylia smiled at her; Lisabetha was strong and strong-willed both. She would be fine. “Going any further, or are you going home?” 

“I had better not. I was going to the barracks to look for Brelian, but if I do he'll just worry.” She grinned. “Don't tell him I was out, will you?” 

“If you say.” 

“I'll go back; Fiyorona will have the bedding changed by now.” She sighed. “It's pleasant out here; I need a larger window by the bed if I'm to live in there.” 

Ylia watched her go. She smiled at the two young boys who came running past her, skidded to a halt to sketch a bow in her direction, and were gone in a clatter of boots. She pushed her sleeves above her elbows. It wasn't really warm, but compared to what it had been just days before, the sun felt wonderful. Her arms were pale from the long winter, making the scars even more than usually visible. She scowled as she turned them palms up: that thin line running from wrist nearly to elbow along the inside of her right arm. Three years, nearly four, and it still hadn't faded. Lyiadd's work, and not the only. She resisted the impulse to finger the one that ran down her face from temple to chin. Even Galdan bullied her when he caught her touching that, though thanks to her own healing and to Malaeth's poultices, it was even less visible than the others. 

Not that it particularly bothered her. She had never thought of herself as beautiful, certainly not perfect of face, that a thin white line from temple to chin should ruin her life. Galdan hadn't liked that scar, though, not at first, and it still upset Erken. 

She was nearing the barracks; even blind she'd have known that by the unholy din. Nedao's armed were taking advantage of the temporary break in weather. Men and boys were scattered over the sword-field, working diligently. There was Erken, and beyond him she could hear Marhan's bellow rising above the clash of steel on steel. He was working the youngest and greenest lads of all, the first-year novices. Marhan had them in a double line and he walked up and down behind them, shouting changes in a voice that had lost none of its volume since she'd cringed under it. 

“Count of four, are ye deaf?” The boy in question jumped as the old man shouted into his ear. “Not four and something, count of four! Do it again! You!" The boy next to him nearly fell as the old Swordmaster turned on him. “You're supposed to be watching him! Watch!” 

“Sir,” the boy stammered. Marhan gave him a shove. 

“Ignore me! I'm not here! You pay attention to him!" He turned away, shaking his head. “Well?” he demanded. Ylia grinned at him. “Distracting ’em, are ye?” 

“You have them in line, old man,” she retorted. Her Swordmaster snorted, stepped back a few paces. 

“Huh. They come clumsier every year. How a man's to turn that into swordsmen is beyond me!” 

“You say that every year, Marhan.” He had said it every year for forty at the very least, since Brandt her father had made his awkward novice crossings under the then black-haired Swordmaster's gimlet eye. “I spoiled you, learning as fast as I did.” 

Marhan fixed her with a glittering eye that was still formidable. “Did ye, boy?” Ylia ground her teeth, and Marhan grinned at her evilly, knowing he'd scored. He'd refused to teach her at first, he'd never tutored a girl. But she was Brandt's heir. Marhan had finally decided to take his King's order to treat her like any of the novice lads literally. “Ye weren't bad at that, I suppose.” She goggled at him in mock astonishment—Marhan never gave compliments. “Never said ye were good, did I?” 

“You did!” 

“I never did. Wouldn't!” 

“You did, once,” she laughed. “Just once.” 

“Oh. That.” He had, the last day of their journey from Koderra to the Caves; it had been unexpected and touching. “Huh,” he chuckled wickedly. “Ye haven't a witness, tell anyone and I'd deny it.” 

“You'll never have to, old man; no one would believe it anyway.” He merely chuckled again and clapped her soundly on the back; somehow, she managed not to stagger under the weight of the blow. 

“You, there, Jassen! Count of four, get your mind to it!” He shook his head, watched them closely for several more passes. “All right, change!” 

“You'd better get back to them,” Ylia remarked as the boys shifted. Someone's sword hit the dirt; Marhan rolled his eyes imploringly upward. 

“Looking for Galdan? He's down below.” Marhan pointed. 

“Just looking.” She almost ran as Marhan began bellowing the changes with exaggerated patience: Her ears were beginning to hurt. 

Erken waved as she passed him, then yelled his boys back to attention when several of them turned to stare: Unlike Marhan's, his hadn't quite learned proper concentration yet. 

The straw bales had been dragged out of the barns and targets pinned to them for bowpractice. Levren was watching a number of regular armsmen and women; further down, in the smaller square, Golsat was teaching second-level bow to a mixed class. There were several young women in the group, plus a number of herder lads beginning their second season of formal training. The lads were no problem, but Golsat was kept busy with the girls; Ylia wondered how he could manage to ignore sidelong looks, dropped items, adroitly avoiding wide-eyed or fluttering, coy stares and casual hand contact. Somehow he kept his class going, somehow maintained discipline. 

Some of these same girls had been actively pursuing Golsat since the first year in this valley. That year, a self-effacing half-Tehlatt common bowman suddenly had found himself one of the Queen's closest friends and advisors, the closest friend of both the Queen's Champion and of the man who became her husband. Even then, he'd gone unnoticed by the eligible maidens until Brelian's wedding, when he'd been hauled perforce from ordinary brown breeches and armsman's tunic and bundled into the new Narran fashion of short trunks and hose. Suddenly, he'd become not only important but attractive to boot. 

But for all of the taciturn and diffident Golsat, the cream of Nedao's young women might not have existed. He found such frontal attacks easy to ignore, because—though he seldom admitted as much to himself—he had other hopes. More than two years since he had last seen the Lady Ysian, but he still heard from her and of her, now and again. It was enough. 

“Golsat! Tr'Harsen brought a message up-stream for you!” 

“Message?” Ylia fished out the thick packet and separated the single folded page in its blue waterproofing. Golsat unfolded it and read. A rare smile lit his dark face. “She's coming back.” 

“I know. She's sent things, something for you besides this, I think. I got the letters but Tr'Harsen is still asleep and nothing else has been unloaded.” Golsat waved that aside; he had what he wanted in the first few words of his letter. My Ysian is coming back. And—she wrote to tell me. He was conscious of the gulf between the two of them: Himself a Nedaoan armsman, and yes, second in command for the King's Inner Guard, second to the Queen's Champion. Close friend of Nedao's young Queen. But when he thought of himself and then of Ysian, who was sister to Ylia's mother Scythia, ten years older than he, of the Ylsan Second House, noble ... Sorceress too, and a powerful one. She had been raised in genteel, gracious wealth. She was everything he was not, he had known that from the first moment he saw her. He had loved her from that moment. 

And now, she was coming back to Nedao—coming home, she'd said—and she'd written to tell him so. 
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