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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.









CHAPTER 1


SWEAT STUNG HIS EYES AS HEATH PARRIED THE blow.


He ignored the burn as his sword rang against the other. He was tired, yes, but to admit exhaustion was to admit defeat. To admit defeat was unthinkable.


The grasses underfoot had been matted down during their struggle, and they were slippery. He backed away, feeling for surer footing, keeping his attention on the enemy.


“Had enough, city-dweller?”


The taunt meant nothing. What mattered was the location of his enemy’s blades. Sword in one hand, dagger in the other, both to be avoided. Heath tightened his grip on his own weapons and considered any weakness he could use to his advantage. He danced back again, forcing his opponent to follow him, gaining time.


His foe gave him none, coming in at a rush. Heath braced, brought his sword up, blocking the first blade as he thrust the dagger at his foe’s ribs.


And felt his enemy’s wooden blade crack against his own.


“Damn,” Heath swore, stepping back. He took his practice weapons in one hand and ran the other hand through his sweat-soaked curls.


“That’s better than the last time,” Rafe of the Wolf offered from where he sat in the grass, watching them. “A mutual kill, eh?”


“I’d like to live to tell of it,” Heath said ruefully.


Prest, his sparring partner, smiled, his teeth white in his dark face. “Good work.”


That was high praise from Prest, who rarely used more than a handful of words in a day.


Rafe sat up and offered Heath a waterskin. “You are improving, Heath of Xy. Since joining us, you have added to your skills.”


“My thanks, Rafe,” Heath said. Before he left Xy for the Plains, he’d been part of the Castle Guard in Water’s Fall, a fighter of adequate skill.


But the Plains demanded more.


Heath hefted the skin and drank deeply. Rafe had filled it at a nearby stream just recently, and it was still cold.


Prest stripped to the waist and started wiping himself down with a cloth. Heath glanced down the road behind them, but there was no sign of the others.


“There’s time,” Rafe offered. “They aren’t moving fast.”


Heath nodded and followed Prest’s example. He unbuckled his leather armor and stripped off his undertunic. The cool spring air felt good on his skin. The early afternoon sun wasn’t hot, but the days ahead promised to warm. They were advancing with the spring up the mountain valley that was the Kingdom of Xy. Although there were sun and new blossoms here, it was possible that there was still snow on the slate roofs of Water’s Fall.


This wasn’t how he’d planned to return to his homeland. They’d left the Plains weeks ago, traveling slow. He was grateful. He wasn’t sure what his welcome would be since his abrupt departure last fall.


“More than just your weapon skills have improved,” Rafe continued. “You have strengthened your—” The rest was gibberish.


“Say again?” Heath asked. He’d learned the language of the Plains one painful word at a time. He was fairly fluent, but sometimes words escaped him.


Rafe laughed, and looked at Prest.


“Muscles.” Prest pointed to his own body, where his stomach showed the ripple of power beneath his black skin.


Another thing that was different about the people of the Plains: Because they raided from every kingdom, their people were of every color imaginable. Black, brown, yellow, or even paler than Heath’s own people. Different indeed.


Rafe was a smaller man, thin and quick, with fair skin, black hair, and brown eyes. His face always seemed to be lit with a smile.


Prest was tall, a big man of black skin, eyes, and hair. He’d had long braids, but he had shaved his head after an epic hunt on the Plains. The hair was growing back now, but it was still trimmed short and close to his skull. Two very different men, yet both of the same tribe.


“Your body has more strength, with more power behind each blow,” Rafe continued. “Now you will strike the killing blow first, yes?”


Heath grunted. Standing watch at the castle hadn’t let him get fat, but the standards of the Plains warrior were much higher. To them, fighting and sparring were like breathing, something you did every day. Plains warriors were quick to take offense unless there had been an exchange of tokens, and insults were met with steel. He’d learned hard and fast.


But a grunt seemed the only appropriate response. The Plains had other customs, sexual customs, far different from those of Xy. Everyone seemed to sleep with everyone else, and think nothing of it. He’d learned to gently refuse offers of sharing from both men and women, but it was still embarrassing as hell when a man … Not that Rafe had shown any interest, but he shared a tent with four women.


Thankfully, one of their other customs was to stay as clean as possible, so he busied himself with the cloth and the waterskin.


“I hope the Warlord decides to set up camp here,” Rafe said. “That pool we found looked inviting. We could all bathe tonight.”


“Together,” Heath said, rolling his eyes mentally. That was another thing he’d had to get used to. These people had no modesty.


“Of course, shy city-dweller.” Rafe gave him a glance and smirked. “But there is only one you would chase into the pool, eh?”


Heath ignored the jab.


Prest lifted his head. Heath followed his look.


There on the road, just coming over a small rise, was a woman walking between two mounted guards. A very pregnant woman, dressed in white, walking slowly.


Even at this distance, Heath could see Lara’s smile light up her face when she spotted them. He smiled in return. She was one of the reasons that he had left his family, his position, and his land.


They’d been friends since childhood, laughing and running about the castle’s gardens for as long as Heath could remember. Most people thought they were twins, since they’d both had brown curls and blue eyes.


They’d never tired of the surprised look on people’s faces when they learned the truth.


Heath was the son of Othur, Seneschal of the Castle of Water’s Fall, and Anna, the palace cook.


Lara was Xylara, daughter of King Xyron, a Daughter of the Blood. And now, Queen of Xy, returning to give birth to the heir to the throne in the Castle of Water’s Fall.


Lara raised a hand in greeting and looked back over her shoulder. Behind her rode Keir of the Cat and his warriors. Keir was the Warlord of the Plains, the feared Firelander who had invaded Xy, defeated its armies, and then claimed Xylara as his warprize. A man feared for his skill as warrior and warlord.


Keir of the Cat, Warlord of the Plains, Overlord of Xy was scowling at his warprize.


Xylara, Queen of Xy, Warprize of the Plains, was blithely ignoring him.


“The Warlord looks none too pleased,” Rafe said, getting to his feet.


Prest nodded and started to gather up his armor and weapons.


Heath followed suit. “That’s not a surprise. Lara says that pregnant women need to walk once in a while. It’s not healthy for her to ride in Keir’s arms all day.”


“Tell that to the Warlord,” Rafe said.


“Only if his token is in my hand,” Heath said.


“And you’re out of reach of his blades,” Rafe added.


Heath grinned and loaded his horse. He felt sorry for the Warlord, truth be told. Lara was like a sister to Heath, or as those of the Plains said, she was “of the same tribe and tent.” But Heath knew full well that while Lara was kindhearted and gentle, there was a core of steel under that smile.


Once he’d checked his packs and belted on his sword and dagger, Heath turned back to watch them approach. The Warlord was not traveling with an army this time. The Council of Elders had stripped him of his position, blaming Keir for the deaths at the hands of the plague. But those that remained loyal traveled with him still and refused to drop his title.


There were only about thirty warriors in their group, and only one that Heath was concerned about. He scanned them all, trying not to be too obvious, looking for a certain golden-blond head. But there was no sign of her.


“So, what do you think?” Rafe asked, hanging his waterskin from his saddle. “Will it be a short nap, or do you think he can convince her to stop for the day?”


Heath glanced at the westering sun. “This place would make a good overnight camp. I’d guess overnight.”


“Not up to us,” Prest rumbled.


“True enough,” Rafe said.


Prest nudged Heath’s arm. “There,” he said, nodding to the left.


Three riders emerged from the woods carrying the spoils of their hunt. She was there, in the center, a fat buck behind her. Sitting tall and proud, her blond hair gleaming in the light.


God of the Sun, she was beautiful. Even at this distance, he desired her.


Her head turned as if she sensed him, and he felt the heat of her gaze. His body tightened with need and desire. But she turned her head away, urging her horse on, and the moment was gone. She and the others galloped toward the Warlord.


“Fresh meat,” Rafe said with satisfaction. “That means an overnight camp, with any luck.”


Heath just stood there as Rafe and Prest started to lead their horses forward. His attention was focused elsewhere.


He knew the truth, even if he wouldn’t admit it to others. He knew full well that he had told all and sundry that he left Xy and journeyed to the Plains to aid Lara. And that was true, in part. But the real reason he had left?


That lovely, blond, frustratingly stubborn woman warrior.


Atira of the Bear.









CHAPTER 2


ATIRA FELT HEATH’S GAZE LIKE A BLAZE OF FIRE over her skin.


The city-dweller was on the rise, just up the road. She spotted him as she, Yveni, and Ander emerged from the woods with the spoils of their hunt. Her eyes were drawn to him before she realized it; she looked away as soon as she knew it was him.


But the image burned her eyes. Half-naked, standing on the rise, his tanned skin glowing in the sun.


Her horse snorted as it felt her legs tighten, confused by the signal. Atira forced her body to relax, even as her fingers clenched the reins.


The snows take that city-dweller, she thought. Take his hard, sweet body, and tender whispers in the night. Take his touch, and his laugh, and those brown curls that felt so soft when she ran her fingers—


Atira cut that thought as if with a sharp blade and urged her horse toward the Warlord’s party. Until she saw Lara walking along the road, her warlord following a distance behind. Atira took one look at Keir’s face, and she veered off toward the back of the group.


“Skies above, the Warlord looks about to lash out,” Yveni said as she urged her horse to follow Atira’s. Her black face framed worried brown-and-gold eyes, and Atira couldn’t blame her.


“Rafe was scouting,” Ander offered, his bushy white eyebrows a stark contrast to his bald head. “He’ll have found a good camp, and with luck, the Warprize will agree to stop for the night. That will calm the Warlord. We will feast and play some of that Xyian chess. Maybe I can win a game or two.”


“Don’t count on it,” Atira said. “Lara’s as stubborn as he is.”


They both eyed her with respect, and Atira sighed inwardly. It wasn’t that she knew the Warprize better than they did. But she’d been the first that Lara had treated, healing an injury that would have meant death had Lara not brought her skills to the Plains.


Atira had broken her leg practicing her riding skills. But for Lara’s arrival, she’d been about to travel to the snows by her own hand. That was the way of the Plains, after all. The warrior-priests held all the secrets of magic and healing. Even if such a one had traveled with Keir’s army, a warrior-priest would never have aided one of Atira’s status.


But Lara had stood over her on the practice grounds and had offered healing, despite the insults Atira had given her at their first meeting. Lara had demanded that Atira have the courage to try Xyian ways, asking if she’d let Lara see to her leg. Atira had taken the risk, and the leg had healed. She’d become the living symbol of the gifts that Lara brought to the Plains as a warprize.


Of course, everyone seemed to think it had been a miraculous thing. But Atira remembered full well the truth of healing. It had meant forty days of restriction and restraint. Forty days of patience, which was not one of Atira’s skills. She shook her head at the memory. All that had kept her sane had been the wonder of the healing and Heath’s—


“There’s Marcus,” Yveni said, pointing with her chin.


Atira caught sight of the cloaked figure toward the back, riding with the pack animals. Marcus was the Warlord’s token-bearer and claimed responsibility for the Warlord’s tent. Amyu of the Boar was riding next to him, her long brown hair pulled back in a braid.


“Let’s take the meat to him,” Ander said. “And avoid the Warlord’s wrath.”


“Aye to that,” Yveni said, and they headed for them at a trot.


Atira followed, even though she still felt uncomfortable around the man. Marcus had suffered horrific burns to his body during a battle. His hair and his left eye and ear had been burned away, leaving his skin ugly and mottled. The corner of his mouth was left stiff and unmoving.


He always rode completely concealed in a cloak, lest he offend the elements. Most warriors would have sought the snows after such an injury, but Keir of the Cat had demanded that Marcus live, and Marcus had obeyed.


One bright eye gleamed from the depths of his hood as they rode close. “Well, that might fill their bellies for an hour or so. Was that all the prey you could bring down?”


Yveni, Ander, and Atira all exchanged glances. Marcus’s tongue was as sharp as the daggers he carried.


“It seems to me to be more than enough,” the rider next to Marcus said softly. That was Amyu, another whose presence bothered Atira. Amyu was still a child, as her lack of tattoos showed. She was barren and could never meet her obligation to the tribes and be recognized as an adult. She should still be in the care of the theas, not traveling with warriors. But she had saved the life of the Warprize, in defiance of the elders of her tribe. The Warprize had claimed her for the Tribe of Xy, which was why the child traveled with them.


“And you know so well what it takes to feed a warlord,” Marcus growled.


Amyu flushed, but she lifted her chin. “I am learning,” she replied.


“Barely,” Marcus said. He fixed his gaze on Atira. “Go tell Herself and Himself that I’m stopping to cook, even if Herself won’t. That might get through their thick heads.”


Amyu’s eyes went wide.


“Send the child,” Atira snapped, her temper rising.


The red on Amyu’s cheeks grew brighter, but this time she looked away.


Regret washed over Atira, dousing her anger. What was she thinking, to lash out at a child who was unable to defend herself? She opened her mouth, but it was too late. Amyu slowed her horse, dropping back to ride next to Yveni and Ander.


“What’s wrong?” Marcus asked from the depths of his hood. The cloth shifted slightly as he lifted his head to look ahead. “Ah. Your city-dweller still—”


Her rage flared. Atira pulled her dagger, only to have Marcus parry it with his own, his blade held in his scarred hand, his one eye calm as he studied her face.


“Rein in your wrath, Atira of the Bear,” Marcus said, his tone and manner even. “No offense was intended.”


Atira took a deep breath, then jerked her blade back and rammed it into its sheath. She faced forward, cursing under her breath as her cheeks filled with heat.


“We travel through the lands of Xy,” Marcus continued as he slipped his blade into the depths of his cloak. “A people with far different customs than ours. The Warlord and the Warprize cannot afford to have one of their warriors killing Xyians unfamiliar with our ways. You’d best watch that temper of yours, warrior.”


“He is not my city-dweller,” Atira snapped.


“You’ve shared his tent.” Marcus’s voice was mild, but he was clearly intent on making a point. “And neither of you have shared with another since.”


“No longer,” Atira snapped. “Heath …” She paused, trying to get herself under control. “Those who dwell in the cities have strange ways. Strange ideas.” She tried to match calm for calm and failed. “All he will speak of is bonding.”


“Ah,” Marcus said.


“He wants to own me.” Atira stared at the figure on the rise, feeling Heath’s gaze. “To control me.”


She clenched her jaw, suddenly remembering who she was confiding in. She didn’t look at Marcus, preferring the silence but expecting a sharp word at any moment.


“Bonding is not like that,” Marcus said softly.


Atira gave his cloak a startled glance, but Marcus was not looking at her. His hood had fallen forward, covering his entire face in shadow. He was staring off into the distance.


Marcus had been bonded, that she knew, to the Warlord Liam of the Deer. But the ear that had held the symbol of his bonding had been burned from his head, and the bonding had been severed.


“A bond is not a prison, nor is it shackles,” Marcus continued, with an odd tone in his voice. “It can become that, if both parties do not take care. But when a bonding works, when it is solid …” He sighed. “… It is … liberating …”


Marcus caught himself then, as if remembering whom he was speaking to. “Here now,” he growled. “You go talk to Lara. I will speak to Himself. Between the two of us, we can convince them to stop for the night.”


Atira gave him a sharp nod, and urged her horse forward.


HEATH WATCHED AS KEIR SETTLED LARA ON A BED made of gurtle felt pads and heaped with blankets and furs. “I’m fine,” Lara said, trying to stifle a yawn. “Honestly, Keir. It’s not healthy for you to carry me everywhere. Don’t you believe your own Master Healer?” Lara smiled up at Keir, her blue eyes dancing.


Keir shook his head, his dark hair hanging in his eyes as he leaned over her, helping her arrange the bedding to support her on her side. Heath caught a glimpse of the gold ear-weaving on his ear, which matched the one on Lara’s. The ear-weaving that marked them as a bonded couple on the Plains.


Lara gave in to the yawn, then blinked at him sleepily. “A short nap, and then we can keep going. Another mile or so, and we should see the walls of Water’s Fall in the distance. Isn’t that right, Heath?”


“It is,” Heath agreed.


Keir shook his head, and Lara opened her mouth as if to argue, but Marcus cut her off. “No. There’s a good-size deer out there, and I’ve a mind to roast it in coals this night. We will stay here and eat well. Tomorrow is soon enough, Warprize.”


“Those that travel with us might appreciate the rest,” Keir rumbled. “Given the pace you are setting, Lara.”


Lara rolled her eyes, then put her hand on her belly. “You’re assuming your child will allow me to sleep, Keir of the Cat.”


Keir lowered his head to hers, and whispered in her ear. Lara blushed, then patted the bed. “I do seem to rest easier with you beside me, my Warlord.”


Keir straightened and started to remove his swords. “You’ll see to the camp, Marcus?”


“Aye,” Marcus said.


Lara sighed as she shifted over, making room for Keir to spoon up behind her. “You could ride ahead, Heath. You really don’t have to wait for us to make our formal entrance into the city.”


Heath shook his head. “No thanks, Your Majesty. Better that both my parents are caught up in the excitement of your arrival before they see their wandering boy.”


Lara gave him one of her looks, and Heath knew that she wasn’t done with this conversation. Thankfully, she yawned again, so Heath gave her a grin, and turned to follow Marcus from the tent.


Rafe and Prest were outside, taking up their posts.


Marcus was already gathering the others, announcing that they were stopping for the night. Amyu was kneeling nearby, digging out a fire pit. Heath headed in that direction, watching out of the corner of his eye for Atira.


Amyu regarded him with steady eyes as he approached. Heath gave her a smile, but Amyu did not return it. She was a quiet one, that was for sure. She kept herself apart and away from the others. Lara had explained her circumstances, but Heath wasn’t sure that he understood. She was no child.


“We’ll need more wood.” Atira looked at Marcus, who nodded in agreement.


“You and Heath will go. He will take that tool of his—”


Atira’s face went bright red in an instant.


“Not that tool.” Marcus rolled his one eye. “Get your head out of your tent. He will take his ‘axe.’ ”


“My other tool will come as well,” Heath said. “I’m attached to it.”


The other warriors broke out in laughter. Atira stiffened, throwing a glare at Heath, and opened her mouth to protest.


“The Xyian will not get lost,” Marcus cut her off with a glare. “And you can get your arguing done out there, away from Herself. Take some bells. You can be as loud as you wish without disturbing her or us. Regardless of which tool gets used.”


The other warriors stifled their laughter as Atira glared, then stomped off.


“Be certain you remember to bring back wood. At least an armful,” Marcus called after her. “Make sure it’s dry, too.”


Heath followed after Atira, not bothering to cover his grin.









CHAPTER 3


HEATH STOPPED TO PULL HIS AXE FROM HIS SADDLEBAGS, which allowed Atira to slip into the shade of the forest for a moment to try and release her anger.


Here, the trees stood tall, concealing the sky with their bright green leaves. Without the sun, the air here was cooler. Heavier, somehow.


Atira shivered.


She was a warrior of the Plains, of the wide-open grasses. Yes, they had alders growing by the waters that reached the height of a warrior and a bit beyond—but nothing that grew as tall as these trees, towering over her head, blocking out all light and sound. Atira felt hemmed in by the trees, their stout trunks blocking her sight, and the underbrush hampered her movement.


How was a warrior to see, to know what was coming, to see what was behind? She shivered again and took a step back before she caught herself.


“Ready, milady?”


Heath’s voice startled her, and she jumped slightly as he came to stand next to her.


His blue eyes were warm and understanding, which just angered her even more.


“I am not your lady,” she bit the words off. “That is a—”


“I know, I know,” Heath said as he walked past her. “It is a Xyian way that is of the city and therefore foul and evil.” He turned his head, looking around. “Nothing good here. We need to go farther in.”


“There is wood here,” Atira said, picking up some dried branches.


“Small sticks aren’t going to cook a meal,” Heath said. “If it bothers you, go back and look for dried dung.”


“There’s none,” Atira said glumly.


“What, not interested in fresh?” Heath looked back at her over his shoulder, his eyebrows arched over his sparkling eyes, alight with mischief. His lips curved ever so slightly.


Atira’s heart lurched, and her own lips started up as well before she caught herself and stiffened.


“I know you fear the woods.” Heath turned away and started down a path that only he could see.


“I do not fear it,” Atira said angrily as she followed him.


“Remember how I felt, when we were racing hard to catch up with the Warlord and his armies? When I rode out on the Plains for the first time?” Heath continued, ignoring her protest. “Couldn’t figure out which direction we were traveling, much less where we were. The open sky was a nightmare.”


“It was not,” Atira said. “It has a beauty all its own.”


“So you told me then.” Heath kept walking.


Atira stayed silent, remembering all too well when she’d spoken those words. They’d been naked, wrapped in blankets, sated and sweet in each other’s arms. Heath had spoken his fears, and she’d comforted him with more than just words.


Atira tried to forget, but her body remembered.


“I am not afraid,” she insisted, following Heath as he headed deeper within the tangle. “I am … uncomfortable.” She stopped for a moment, looking around. “The forest is so full. Everything moves in the wind, and there is no clear path.”


“There are deer tracks,” Heath chuckled. “We are following one now. And you need to have a care for widow-makers, that’s for sure.”


Atira stopped, her hand on her hilt. “What are those?”


Heath pointed up and off the side. “There. Dead branches held up by other branches. They can fall without warning and hurt anyone caught below. If they kill a man, they make a widow.”


Atira stared at him. Her command of Xyian was fairly good, but that was not a word she knew. “What’s a widow?”


Heath paused. “A widow is a woman who has lost her—” He stopped. “Maybe a better word would be deadfall. If it falls on you, you are dead.”


Atira glanced up, looking at the mass of tree branches and leaves above her head. “Deadfall,” she repeated, letting her frustration show. “So now, I need to fear ‘up’ as well as what is around me?”


“There,” Heath pointed. “That’s what we are looking for.”


It was a massive tree, lying on its side, its dead branches bare. Heath hefted his axe, and started to work at a thick branch. After a few blows, he leaned his weight on it, breaking it away from the tree with a sharp crack.


“It’s dry enough. You should be able to break it in threes.” Heath helped her drag the branch over to a clear area.


They worked in silence, broken only by the ringing of Heath’s axe. After a bit, birds started to sing again, becoming used to their presence. There were other sounds as well. Atira stopped, lifting her head from the work to try to identify the strange rustling noises around them.


Heath paused, breathing heavily. “Mice, probably. And squirrels.”


Atira looked around even more. Heath had the most experience hunting in this land, and he’d brought in a large sack of squirrels one night to camp. Lara and Marcus had conferred, and the camp had been treated to something called ‘squirrel stew.’ Atira would be more than willing to have that again.


The work went fast. They had a sizable pile, almost more than they could carry back to camp. If Atira was to try once again to make things plain to him, it must be now. Even with bells, there was little privacy in camp.


“I want it understood between us,” she started, cracking one last large branch. “You and I have shared bodies, Heath of Xy, but this means little to me, as this is the way of our people. You are mistaken in thinking it means more.”


The chopping stopped behind her. Good—he was listening for once.


“I am in the service of the Warlord, and you serve the Warprize,” she said. “Our paths are the same for now. But this talk of bonding needs to cease. We cannot continue to argue in camp. It upsets the Warprize, and she has more than enough of a load to bear.”


Atira turned to find herself nose to nose with Heath.


He was standing there, glowering, sweat gleaming on his brow. The breeze carried his scent to her. Strong, clean … male. And so very familiar.


Her mouth went dry. This close, she could feel the warmth of his body and the heat of his glare. Skies above, she wanted him still, even with his odd city ways. She swayed toward him, licking her lips.


“What we shared,” came his soft growl, “was not meaningless.”


Atira started. “I didn’t mean—”


“So it was meaningless,” his voice lowered, rough with desire, “when you were lying there at Master Healer Eln’s, bored out of your mind while your broken leg healed, and I came and read the Epic of Xyson for hours on end.”


“Heath,” Atira whispered, fighting her rising need.


“I taught you to read and write Xyian, and you taught me the language of the Plains,” Heath continued. “Lying there, your leg all rigged up. So beautiful. So determined to learn. To heal.”


“As the Warlord commanded,” Atira said.


“Meaningless, the first time I kissed you.” Heath lifted his hand and touched her lips. “I couldn’t get enough of your sweet mouth. We got those straps and weights all tangled, and Eln threatened to vivisect me.”


Atira smiled faintly. “I didn’t know what that word meant.”


“Eln explained it, didn’t he? In vivid detail.” Heath drew closer. Atira lifted her head, waiting … hoping …


“Then the day that Eln let you walk, I suppose it was meaningless that we celebrated that night, late into the night.” Heath put his hand on her hip. The heat of it burned through her leathers. “Remember? That first night?”


“Heath,” Atira breathed, letting her eyelids droop, taking in his scent. Waiting for his kiss.


Instead, Heath knelt down, his gaze never leaving hers as he lowered himself down at her feet.


Atira caught her breath.


Heath calmly started to gather firewood.


“Meaningless. All of it. Every danger, every bedding, everything we’ve shared.” Heath gathered several pieces of firewood as he spoke.


Atira frowned down at the top of his curly head. “That is not what I meant. You Xyians—”


Heath stood up abruptly and shoved the firewood at Atira. She took it, and then stood there as he started loading more on. “This isn’t about Xy, or the Plains. This is about you and me. It has been months since we shared our bodies. Months since you threw me out of your tent. Months since I asked you to bond with me.”


“I am of the Plains,” Atira snapped. “I do not choose to bond. I am free to sleep with any others that I choose. You—”


“But you haven’t,” Heath said.


“What?” Atira stared at the man.


“Months, now, since I asked you to bond with me,” Heath repeated as he took a step closer. “Since you threw me out of your tent and your life. But you haven’t shared with anyone else in all that time, Atira.”


“I …” Atira raised her arms higher, as if the firewood could offer protection from the heat of those eyes.


“Have you?” Heath demanded.


“I—” Irritated at her own stuttering, Atira blurted out the truth. “No.”


Heath pressed closer, forcing her to step back. “You can protest all you want, Atira of the Bear, but you and I know the truth. I love you. I want you, in all ways. Your obligations to the tribe are done. You are free to bond, free to choose a life with me. And that is what I want, Atira. Nothing more. Nothing less.”


“No.”


“You are afraid …” Heath said, his eyes flashing.


“No,” Atira denied.


“Uncomfortable then.” Heath started to smile. “I make you uncomfortable, don’t I?” He moved close enough that the bark on the firewood brushed his chest. “Don’t I?”


Atira pressed her lips tight together, to keep from blurting out her fear. Of him. Of her feelings.


Heath smirked. “I scare you, my fierce warrior. I terrify you.”


Atira drew in a breath to deny his words, but Heath leaned in, his lips close to hers.


“Coward,” he whispered.


With a snarl Atira dropped the firewood and went for her dagger.


Heath danced back, laughing, taunting her …


“Heyla, you two.”


They both jerked their heads around to see Prest coming toward them through the wood.


“You are wanted.”


“What is it?” Heath asked, still keeping a wary eye on Atira.


“A messenger has come,” Prest said. “He carries news of your ‘father.’ ”









CHAPTER 4


ATIRA FUMED AS SHE FOLLOWED PREST AND HEATH out of the woods, clutching her load of firewood and trying to avoid all the obstacles of the cursed trees. Roots to trip over, branches to fall on you. She wanted nothing to do with trees, with Xy, and with one city-dweller in particular.


How dare he call her a coward? She should have gutted him where he stood. No token in his hands, that smirk on his lips. Heath was making her crazy; he just would not listen to her.


It didn’t help that Heath seemed to glide over the deer-path ahead of her, moving confidently even though his arms were full. Atira cursed the earth as she stumbled yet again.


Clearly, his wits had been taken by the winds. She should just ignore him, just forget him. Invite another to her tent and wash her hands of him.


So why couldn’t she take her gaze off him as he walked in front of her, his leather armor tight over his—


“Wait a bit, Prest,” Heath said.


Ahead, Prest paused at the edge of the trees, looking back over his shoulder with one eyebrow raised in a question. He also carried firewood, since there was no sense wasting empty hands.


“Let’s get out of these trees,” Atira urged, casting around for threats from above.


Heath gave her an amused look, then moved up to stand next to Prest. “I just want a look at the messenger before he gets a look at us.” Heath paused just at the edge of the brush.


“Why?” Atira asked, coming to stand behind him.


“Scouting the enemy,” Heath said.


Prest stiffened at the same time Atira did.


Heath gave them both exasperated looks before turning back to peer through the leaves. “Just because they are from Xy doesn’t mean they support Lara.”


“They made no threat,” Prest rumbled.


“Not all threats are with swords,” Heath said softly. “Look at the sundering of your Council of Elders.”


Atira nodded, understanding. Sometimes words were deadlier than blades.


“Xylara is the consecrated Queen of Xy,” Heath continued. “Her word is the law of the land. But that doesn’t mean the Lords will all support her, or offer no threat, even with Keir as Overlord.” Heath tilted his head, as if to see better. “Interesting … Who kept them out of the tent?”


“Marcus,” Prest said.


“Good,” Heath said. “Give her a minute or two to wake up before she talks to them.”


Atira craned her neck, looking through the branches, trying to see for herself.


There were three Xyians standing some distance from the tent. Two of them were dismounted, holding the reins of their horses. They each wore a cloth of green over their armor and appeared to be warriors.


The one that remained mounted wore clothing that seemed to glitter. There was no sign of armor that she could see, although the man had a sword at his side. His clothing was trimmed in the same color, the deep green of a pine tree with sparkles of gold.


“What’s interesting?” Atira demanded.


“Prest, can you get some others to carry this wood?” Heath set down his load of firewood. He brushed off the dirt and bark from his leathers as he rose.


Prest nodded, adding his load to Heath’s.


“Why?” Atira demanded.


“Because to Xyian nobility, appearances are everything,” Heath said, starting to take the wood from her arms. “And that messenger is Lanfer, Lord Enali’s youngest son. A man of importance in Water’s Fall and as friendly as an ehat in rut.”


Atira let him take the firewood. “Why is that interesting?”


“Because that means that the messenger is not a member of the Castle Guard, or one of Lord Marshall Warren’s men,” Heath said. “Which probably means that the message is not from my father. It’s probably from the Council.”


Heath reached out as if to brush dirt from her chest. Atira knocked his hand aside. “So? What does that mean?”


“I don’t know,” Heath admitted. “But it’s something that we need to keep in mind.”


“The Warprize will know this?” Prest asked.


“I’m not sure.” Heath shrugged. “Lara and I were raised together, but once she decided to become a healer, she spent more time with her teachers than in the castle. She’s never really been a part of court life, like I have.”


“Ah,” Atira said. “She’s not of the tribe’s tents.”


“Xy is not all one big tribe.” Heath gave her a sharp look. “And you need to remember that Xyians do not have tokens.”


Atira rolled her eyes. “ ‘Xyians do not have tokens,’ ” she said mockingly. “Xyians may use their fists if provoked, but only fists. Xyians give warning before their swords are drawn.” She snorted. “We are to treat them as children. We are not to take insult at their words.”


Heath flashed her a grin. “Oh, you can be insulted. Just don’t draw your sword and kill them with a stroke. Like Keir did when Lord Durst insulted Lara.”


“The man did not die,” Atira said.


“Close enough,” Heath said. “But even the Warlord acknowledged that he had made a mistake.”


“True,” Prest said, then started toward the camp. Heath gestured Atira on and followed behind.


They had the Xyians’ attention the moment they emerged from the trees. Atira focused on the mounted man—about Heath’s age, was her estimate, although it was hard to tell with Xyians.


His upper garment was padded and worked with threads that sparkled in the sun. The effect was pretty, but Atira was certain that her dagger could rip right through the fabric. His hair was short and as blond as her own. She couldn’t see his eye color from here, but she could see his glare. And it was focused on Heath.


“Lanfer,” Heath greeted the man as they walked closer.


“Heath.” Lanfer dismounted, handing the reins to one of his warriors. He tugged at his clothing as he gave Atira a glance, looking down his nose. “Still chasing your Plains whore?”


Atira jerked to a stop in surprise.


Heath took two steps past her and punched Lanfer right in the face.









CHAPTER 5


HEATH ALMOST REGRETTED THE BLOW BEFORE HE swung.


Almost. The crunch of bone under his knuckles was too satisfying to have regrets. And watching Lanfer’s eyes roll up into his head as he collapsed in a boneless heap—that was perfect. But the looks on the faces of the Plains warriors around him told Heath they’d not let him forget this for a long time to come. All his talk of restraint and patience … and he swung the first blow.


More than worth it, though.


Until Lara emerged from her tent.


She was wrapped in Keir’s cloak, her curly brown hair floating in a cloud around her head. Keir was just behind her. Heath winced inside, anticipating her response. The old Lara would have rushed to aid Lanfer while scolding Heath up one side and down the other.


To Heath’s relief, Lara just lifted an eyebrow, then looked around, her gaze coming to rest on him. They both must have heard the insult through the walls of the tent. Heath gave her a slight nod, accepting responsibility. Keir caught the look as well. They both kept their faces straight, watching as Lanfer’s escort picked him up off the ground.


Keir took Lara’s elbow and escorted her the few steps to a stool nearby. His face was neutral, but Heath knew the man well enough to see the understanding twinkle in his eyes.


Lara sat and arranged her cloak over her belly. Keir took a position behind her, crossing his arms over his chest. The man looked imposing with his armor and two swords strapped to his back.


Lanfer’s escort had him back on his feet, and it looked like he was recovering his wits. He was holding his nose, blood dripping on his fancy doublet.


“Marcus,” Lara said. “A cloth for the gentleman.”


Marcus looked none too happy as he provided a rag and some water for Lanfer to use. Lanfer was none too pleased to accept it, since the cloth looked like it had seen better days. But he held it pressed up to his nose for a moment before he dabbed at his clothing.


“You are Lord Enali’s son, I believe,” Lara said.


Lanfer looked up at that, and his eyes widened. Heath couldn’t blame him for that. In Xy, extremely pregnant women withdrew from society in the months before the birth. It was rare to see a woman with such a belly, and Lara was huge with child.


Lara let him stare for a moment, then she raised her eyebrow again and extended her hand with a patient air.


Heath stifled his grin, but he had to give Lanfer credit. The man didn’t hesitate. He advanced, went to one knee before Lara, and took her hand. He bowed his head, looking every inch as if he was in the throne room. “I am, Your Majesty. I am Lanfer. Please forgive me. I did not expect such a welcome.”


“You offered insult to a Plains warrior,” Lara said. “Consider yourself lucky that you don’t have a sword in your guts.” She withdrew her hand, and Lanfer rose with an easy grace. “I was told you have a message for me.”


“Yes, Your Majesty. From your Council.” Lanfer stood, eyeing Keir, a faintly puzzled look on his face.


Heath knew why. Lara had just required him to acknowledge her as Queen, but had not made an issue of Keir’s status as Overlord. Just as well. They faced enough of a challenge without forcing the Xyian nobility to bow to one of the dreaded Firelanders.


Lara still had a patient look on her face. “May I have it?” she asked, holding out her hand.


“Your Majesty, the news I bring is of events that occurred yesterday. I regret to inform you that Lord Othur, Warden of Xy collapsed while holding a Queen’s Justice.”


Heath stiffened. His father … ill?


Lara sucked in a breath. “How is he?”


“He lies in his chambers, Majesty, tended by Master Healer Eln.” Lanfer had a pious look on his face. “The Council fears for his life. Lord Othur has worked night and day in your absence, dealing with the worries and matters of state.”


Heath’s hand tightened on his sword hilt. The tone, the manner—the bastard was implying that Lara had neglected her duties as Queen. He forced his hand to ease off, even as he worried about his father. His father was not a young man, and he was fond of his wife’s excellent cooking. But to collapse?


“Is there any sign of treachery?” Keir asked.


“No,” Lanfer responded. Then he faltered as Lara’s light blue eyes burned into him. “No, Warlord.” Lanfer managed to regain a bit of poise. “He was surrounded by the Guard at the time. The castle throne room was filled with people seeking resolutions to their problems. Lord Othur was in the middle of hearing testimony when he clutched at his chest and fell back into his chair.”


“Were his lips blue?” Lara asked sharply.


“Your Majesty, I was not present at the Justice.” Lanfer shook his head, as if deeply grieved that he had failed her. “I am unable to supply any details.”


That was deliberate on Lanfer’s part, to Heath’s way of thinking. The smug bastard was standing there, talking about Heath’s father without so much as looking at Heath.


Lara’s face was pale, and she glanced at Heath, then back at Lanfer. Heath’s mother and father were as dear to her as they were to him, but she was refusing to rise to Lanfer’s bait.


Heath crossed his arms over his chest in grim determination. Who knew that for all their adventures, they would face greater challenges from their friends than from their foes?


Lara raised her chin imperiously. “I thank you for your message, Lanfer. You may return to the Council with my thanks for their care of me.”


“Your Majesty,” Lanfer bowed to her. “The Council will wish to know when you will arrive at Water’s Fall.”


“Tell them that the Warlord and I will arrive at the gates sometime tomorrow.” Lara reached out her hands, and both Keir and Marcus pulled her up off the stool. “Late afternoon, I would expect.”


“Your Majesty,” Lanfer bowed again and started to back away, clearly heading for his horse.


“Warprize.” Atira stepped forward, speaking in Xyian. “There is still the matter of the insult to my person.”


Heath jerked his head around. Atira was standing there, one hand on her hip, the other on the hilt of her sword. Her blond hair gleamed in the sun as she gave Lanfer a considering look. With the brown of her leather armor and the shine of her weapons, she took Heath’s breath away.


ATIRA ALLOWED HER GAZE TO LINGER AS SHE looked the blond city-dweller over. The man flushed up a bit, but met her look straight on.


“Your pardon, Lady Atira.” Lanfer bowed his head slightly. “I meant no offense to you.”


“I think you did.” Atira started around the man, giving him the once-over as if he were a piece of meat.


Lanfer stiffened, but did nothing else as she walked a circle around him. “Shall I show you my teeth, Lady?”


Atira gave him a slow smile as the warriors around them chuckled. “I am no Lady, Lanfer of Xy. I am a warrior of the Plains. There is an old saying of my people: ‘You can’t know the taste of the meat until you slay the deer.’ You are pleasing,” she stepped closer to the man. “Perhaps you should come to my tent and see for yourself if I am worth chasing?”


Lanfer didn’t flinch as she’d half-expected. Instead, he studied her face, and quirked up an eyebrow. “You intrigue me, warrior. Alas, my duties press me to return to Water’s Fall. Perhaps another time?” He pressed his hand to his heart, and inclined his head.


Atira laughed, and stepped aside to allow him to mount his horse. She watched as the Xyian lord and his escort rode off.


But to Atira, the look of outrage on Heath’s face was even more satisfying.


LANFER? SHE WAS FLIRTING WITH THAT POMPOUS, snot-nosed, stuck-up ass?


The Warlord’s voice cut through Heath’s anger. “That was about what I expected,” Keir said. “Although I thought a warrior of the Plains would be the first to strike.”


“Trust Heath to take the initiative,” Lara said, accepting a mug of kavage from Marcus. She ran her other hand through her hair with a sigh and gave Heath an amused look.


The other warriors all chuckled.


Heath ran his fingers through his own hair. “He deserved it,” he said. “Lanfer has always had a mouth on him.”


“Which you should be used to,” Lara pointed out. She paused then, looking off toward the city. “Why do you suppose he of all people was sent with that message?”


Heath shook his head. “I don’t know. But something is not right.”


Keir gave him a questioning look.


“The message was from Lara’s Council,” Heath said. “Not Lord Warren, not from my mother.”


“All the prior messages were written,” Keir said. “That is also different.”


Lara shook her head at that. “No, in an emergency they would send a spoken message. But there was nothing from Eln, or from Anna. Yet they know we are not that far away.”


“If he left just after my father collapsed, they wouldn’t have any information for us,” Heath added. “But still … something is off.”


“He didn’t even ask if you wanted to ride into the city with him, Heath.” Lara frowned. “Simple courtesy would require—”


“Lanfer and I have never seen eye to eye.” Heath shrugged. “I wouldn’t expect him to make such an offer.”


“If that’s known, could that be the reason why he was sent?” Keir asked. “And why is there no word from the warriors I left to secure Xy?”


Heath shrugged again.


“Poor Anna. She must be beside herself with worry.” Lara sighed, staring into her mug. “I wanted to make a formal entrance into the city, to let the people of Xy see that I have returned with my Warlord and an heir.” She turned a troubled face to Heath. “But maybe we should just ride to the castle as quickly as we can.”


Keir’s smile flashed in the light. “We would have to ride. You just don’t move that fast, my love.”


Lara made a face at him.


“My mother may not write all that well, but she uses clerks,” Heath said slowly. “And she would have sent for me, if nothing else. Something is not right. We don’t have enough information.” He faced Keir. “I should go ahead to Water’s Fall tonight.”


“A concerned son in search of answers about his father?” Lara asked.


Heath shook his head. “Not just that. I know the castle. I can get in and out quickly without raising an alarm. I can bring back word.” He stood, brushing off his trous. “I am sure my father is well. He’s in Eln’s hands if he isn’t.”


Lara smiled. “Eln is the best.”


“I can be there and back by dawn, if not before,” Heath said. “I will find you along the road, or in camp.”


“Alone? You’d go alone? I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Atira said.


“Worried about me?” Heath asked.


Atira glared at him. “What if he fails to return with the information? Another should go with him. One who is used to the city, and who knows the Xyian tongue.”


“And that would be you, eh?” Marcus growled.


“Well—” Atira said.


“Enough,” Keir growled. All conversation stopped. “Heath, the idea is a good one. We need information. Take Atira with you, for she is correct, as well. We will camp here this night and leave in the morning.”


“Those two?” Marcus snorted. “Is that the best idea?”


“It is my command,” Keir growled.


Atira bowed her head, then turned toward the horses. Heath followed.


“Heath,” Lara called.


Heath looked back at Lara.


“Bring me news, Heath,” Lara said, her eyes bright with tears.


Heath smiled with as much reassurance as he could muster. “I will, little bird.”


But the uncertainty burned in his gut as he turned to go.


LORD DURST OF XY EASED HIMSELF INTO HIS CHAIR by the fire and settled back to try to warm himself. His wife didn’t look up from her sewing, the white cloth covering her lap.


The heat helped. For a moment he almost felt healthy and strong again, but then he took a breath, and the ache was enough to remind him.


They’d brought him to these chambers in the Castle of Water’s Fall after he’d been brutally attacked by the cursed Firelander, Keir of the Cat. Brought him here and waited to see if he’d live or die. They’d given him the best of the chambers provided for members of the Council.


Durst hated every inch of its rooms.


He’d fought for his life even as the whore had forced the Council to see her crowned Queen. She’d tossed her crown in the Seneschal’s lap and chased after the Warlord like a two-copper whore, bare of foot, with her hair down.


Shameless bitch.


Oh yes, the best chambers. And Master Healer Eln had labored on his behalf. He’d lived, despite the unprovoked and unwarranted assault on his person. Oh, he’d survived, but he’d never regain his strength, never regain all that he’d lost.
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