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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.
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1

As the Daystar set and dusk settled over the land, the Companion, the world’s second sun, ruled the short twilight of the cool winter evening, edging every grass blade and tree leaf with a shimmering blue light. Countess Rowena Hamelin rode through a sea of blue shadows and silver, dusky blue under the occasional forest canopy that shadowed the road, brilliant silver in the open meadowlands. For the day’s travel, she had dressed warmly in a long woolen riding habit, with a skirt that swept half to the ground, warm underbreeches and tunic, stout riding boots, and a furred cloak with a hood that kept the chill off her ears. The tang of the cold air chilled her face deliriously, and she could smell snow in the air. Beside the road they traveled, the broad Essentai River sparkled in the muted light.

Her heart lifted at the familiar sights of her beloved Airlie, the county that marriage to Ralf had given her and which, over the years, had steadily supplanted in her heart the Tyndale and Yarvannet of her youth. This land she now guarded for her ten-year-old son, for the time when Axel became count in his own right. This land she guarded in all its beauties and its folk, as the counts of Airlie had always guarded their meadowlands. A mere woman, certain High Lords would sniff—a mere woman as regent? Nonsense! But Rowena had defied them all, and dared any to diminish her Airlie in any manner, with any threat.

Two days before, she had resumed her journey home from the duke’s capital of Darhel to her own Airlie capital, Carandon, with a small company of her marshal, two lady-maids, and a dozen soldiers. The first day they had advanced a good twenty miles, then had quartered in a village by the river, her folk coming out to meet her and apologizing for the simple lodging they could offer, which was all they had. She had spent a pleasant evening at the headman’s house, with her folk craning through windows to watch her as she took the children into her lap and talked to her village folk, at ease with them. As Airlie’s regent, Rowena must flatter her Airlie lords to keep their sure loyalty, but among her commoner folk, who had chosen to adore her since she first arrived in Airlie as Ralf’s young girl-bride, she had no such purposes. And so she had smiled at them as they shyly told her their news of simple things, fish and grain, a fine foal to drop in the spring. She teased them until they dared to joke with her, and then ate a hearty meal and matched glass for glass of wine with the headman, and so paid with a solid headache the following morning. The village folk had gathered in the road as she left, waving after her, and Rowena had waved back. My Airlie, she had thought happily. My heart and spirit, all in you.

She breathed in the crisp cold air, remembering, and watched a few isolated snowflakes twist down from the sky. A gathering storm over the mountains had threatened snow all day, but the racing icetrails had never thickened as they rode gently along the river road. When the road crested to overlook the long descent into Airlie’s southern meadow-lands, Rowena saw a herd of winter fawn run leaping across the grass far below, long-legged and graceful. The blue twilight gleamed on their dappled hides. She reined her horse to a stop and watched them run.

“Good hunting, my lady?” her liegeman Stefan suggested, eagerness in his voice. Roger Carlisle, the young captain of her soldiers, turned around in his saddle, adding his own look of sudden interest. Stefan and Roger no doubt found this placid ride through forest and meadow a bit thin in adventures. Roger had that same lean look she liked so much in Stefan, and she felt fond of him, as she felt so often fond of the fine young men now entering her service, one by one.

She eyed both of them reprovingly. “Are you tired of riding guard on me, Roger?” she asked. “I think my soldiers are never bored in my service, whatever I ask of them. Don’t you agree, Lord Heider?” She turned to her marcher lord, and saw his grin.

Lord Heider of Arlesby had joined them with a troop of his soldiers near midday a few miles beyond the village, wishing, he said, to guide her through his borderlands as courtesy. Stout and flaxen-haired, Heider had a wicked wit and eyes that saw farther than most. Rowena highly doubted Heider had ridden forth from his comfortable manor into this winter weather, breathless for the sight of herself, and, indeed, he had another purpose, as Heider usually did. During their ride through the afternoon, with grace and not enough to annoy, Heider had steadily probed her with questions about her nephew, Earl Melfallan Courtray, the new earl of Yarvannet. She had warned Melfallan that the more astute of the Allemanii lords were watching him, and Heider’s overt interest confirmed her suspicions. When a young falcon rose into sight, the huntsmen below always took special note.

Heider bowed in his saddle. “Of course, my lady,” he said smoothly. “How could they dare?”

Perhaps hearing a reproof in Heider’s tone, Roger promptly saluted. “I never argue with my countess,” he avowed.

“A prudent young man,” Rowena said. “Stefan could learn from you.” She looked at her liegeman, and earned herself only an impudent grin. She had become too indulgent, it seemed: these pleasant young men rarely feared her now, as was proper. She frowned warningly at Stefan, and only made his smile grow wider. Her lapse was confirmed by Heider’s chuckle, but, sadly, one could not glare properly at Airlie’s principal marcher lord.

“Winter fawn are good eating, my lady,” Roger ventured, then put his hand on his breast, all innocence, when she looked at him. “I dread border rations and cold camps without a fire. Winter fawn have to be cooked, and cooking means a fire and that means warmth.” He pretended a shiver and rubbed his arms briskly. Rowena glared, but Roger was undented, no doubt learning his manners from Stefan: they were close friends.

“Winter is settling in, countess,” Stefan chimed in. “I could freeze my breeches off tonight. And there’s this, too: if I froze my breeches, so might you, and your liegemen must always think of your comfort and safety.” He bowed genially in his saddle. “Don’t you agree, Lord Heider?”

One of the soldiers behind them chuckled, too audibly for prudence. Rowena turned in her saddle to glare at him, and got wide grins back from the lot. Yes, she had badly slipped in her rule. None of her folk feared her: this would not do.

“Good eating,” Stefan said.

“Warmth,” Roger added fervently.

“What an outrage!” Heider declared, now laughing outright. “Already your authority is slipping, my lady. Listen to them!”

“I will think of something suitably vile for punishment,” Rowena promised. She glanced sidewise at Heider. “As I foully punish all my Airlie lords, usually for nothing important.”

Heider grinned. “Oh, I’ve noticed that, my lady. That’s why all your Airlie lords love you, and would have no other lady to govern them.” He bowed in his saddle, as neatly as Stefan. “Winter fawn is good eating,” Heider suggested.

Rowena turned back round in her saddle, and considered the leaping shapes racing across the meadow. “Hmm.”

“It wouldn’t take long,” Stefan said with sudden hope flaring in his young face. He obviously hadn’t expected her to consider it.

“Horses can’t outrace winter fawn,” Rowena countered.

“Neither can shire wolves, but they catch them.” Stefan tapped his blond head. “Strategy, my lady. Sometimes winter fawn don’t out-think a pack.”

“And you can go whooping along with your pack, you and Roger racing your pretty mares at top speed as you love to do—whether you catch a fawn or not.”

“Well—” Stefan grinned, abashed—how incredibly young they were! He glanced hopefully at Roger, and they traded an eager look before both young heads swiveled back to her. “But it’s for your sake, countess,” Stefan said fervently, pressing his hand to his heart. “For good eating and a fire.” His eyes danced with laughter, and Rowena smiled fondly at him despite herself, and saw her Airlie in his handsome face.

She snorted. “All right, then. For my sake—but don’t take too long. And don’t take too many of my soldiers for your pack, Stefan.”

“Yes, my lady,” Stefan said eagerly. “Walter, toss me your lance. You—you, and you,” he said, pointing randomly at three of their soldiers, “come with us. My Destin will leave you all in the dust of her heels, but you can try to keep up, vain as that hope is.”

“So you say, Stefan,” Roger retorted stoutly.

Stefan laughed, and he plunged off the road and raced down the grassy slope toward the distant herd, the others in instant pursuit.

“Do we ride much farther tonight, my lady?” Lord Heider asked her courteously.

She shrugged. “We probably should,” she said. “I wish I had more villages along this stretch of river; I prefer sleeping in a bed, pampered by my lady-maids.” She smiled at Tess, whose nose was pinched red with cold, bundled although she was to her eyebrows. Tess was not an outdoors person, never had been, and the new one, Natalie, was obviously even less: both her maids looked miserable, good training for Natalie but not entirely fair to Tess. “Do you believe that lie, Lord Heider?”

“I will believe anything you want me to, countess,” he avowed.

“Of that I’m sure,” she retorted wryly. Rowena stood in her stirrups to stretch her legs, then sniffed the cold wind blowing up the slope. In the distance on the road ahead, she saw the dark speck of an approaching horseman—but, no, there were two such specks. Somehow her marshal had acquired a companion, and she idly wondered why. She nodded to Heider absently and heeled her gelding forward.

Sir Godric had ridden ahead to find a suitable camping place alongside the river road, for they had no convenient town or manor for tonight. Fifteen miles farther, for tomorrow night’s stay, lay Lord Effen’s river town, where he guarded the major river ford in central Airlie. Tonight, however, she would sleep beneath the stars and sky, a cold snow camp, surely, but a change she always relished. As a girl in her father’s Tyndale castle, Rowena had grown up restless and active, more interested in racing along the river shore and other boys’ games than in proper activity for a noble girl. She loved hunting, choosing hound over hawk for its wilder ride through forest and dell. Under the tutelage of her father’s castellan, she had learned good skill with the sword, and had been an able horsewoman since the age of eight. Indeed, long after acquiring solemn dignity as awesome countess and ageless mother, she had once astonished Axel, then eight himself, by climbing the courtyard tree to a dizzying height. She smiled to herself at the memory, of which she still felt ridiculously proud, as silly as that was.

To her surprise, and even more so to Heider, Godric’s companion was Heider’s castellan, Sir Alan Thierry. Another excellent man, Sir Alan had served Count Ralf for years before taking up his post in Arlesby, and he had grown gray-haired in Airlie’s service. Alan had been her close friend during the early years of Rowena’s marriage, as fond of Rowena as she was of him. Of all her senior servants in that time, Alan alone had truly understood the gaps in Rowena’s marriage to Ralf, and had offered his quiet understanding. How blessed I am, she thought suddenly, as she nodded to him with genuine pleasure.

“What brings you away from Arlesby, Alan?” Heider asked brusquely. “Is there trouble?”

“No, my lord,” Alan assured him. “I had heard that a courier had arrived from Darnel with a message of some importance. I rode to see that you had received it.”

“I did,” Heider growled, his displeasure with Alan quite obvious, enough to make Rowena wonder why. She looked at him curiously, then back at Alan.

Alan smiled and bowed low in his saddle to Rowena. “Then it’s my good excuse, my lady, to see you again.”

“How are your wife and family, Sir Alan?” she asked.

Alan grinned broadly. “Six grandchildren now, my lady: they keep my good wife busy. Hmm. Seven, maybe.” He squinted. “Yes, I’m sure it’s seven.”

“Ocean bless you, Alan, you should keep better track.”

“I’ll hazard you’ll have the same problem, countess,” Alan said comfortably, “when you’re my age and have grandbabies to count. They do swarm so.”

“I suppose they do.” She grinned at him, men made a show of asking, to be paid for her effort with another of those wide grins that had been greeting her all day. Alan wasn’t afraid of her, either. She sighed.

“Will you be coming to Arlesby in the spring, my lady?” Alan asked. “My wife would love to see you again.”

She shook her head, with some regret. “No, I’m afraid not. Melfallan’s son will have his Blessing Day next month, and I won’t task Sir Godric this year with two grand journeys.” On the baby’s Blessing Day, Melfallan would acknowledge his new son as his heir to his earldom, continuing that Courtray holding in Yarvannet. It would be a high occasion for the Courtrays, one to strain even Sir Godric’s considerable talents at organization. Already a worried line had settled between her marshal’s eyebrows, and he sometimes walked into doorjambs in his daze, or so she teased him. In truth, the tease was only half-false, and Godric’s preoccupation would worsen as the event approached. She only hoped she could restrain his impulse to empty Carandon Castle for a sufficiently large party to match the occasion; they should leave behind at least a few soldiers for defense, should Duke Tejar use the lapse to invade her county. “In fact—”

“Shall we ride on?” Heider prompted impatiently. “I presume you found a campsite, Sir Godric?”

“Yes, Lord Heider,” Godric replied and turned to point along the road. “Another mile or so, in a stand of trees.” Rowena could see the shadow of the everpine grove ahead, barely visible in the growing darkness.

“Then shall we continue, my lady?” Heider asked. Rowena nodded, nudged her horse into motion, and they rode on.

“So you’ve definitely decided you’ll go to Yarvannet?” Heider asked.

“Yes, Baby Audric is my grand-nephew, and my presence at his Blessing is important politically. I should take Axel, too, although I worry about the hazards on the road.” She grimaced. “These are uncertain times, Heider, and I dislike lessening his protection. In Duke Tejar’s mind, I’m too obviously Melfallan’s ally, and a blow against me would be a telling blow against him.” She scowled, likely showing more worry than she should. “And this duke remembers too well that his Kobus grandfather overthrew a Hamelin duke, and so sees plots where none lie.”

“You think he’d strike at Axel?” Heider asked, affecting surprise. She gave him a sharp look: Heider was not obtuse about Tejar, and she wondered why he now pretended otherwise.

“Tejar would strike at anyone,” she said, “if he thought it brought him advantage. A ten-year-old is a tempting victim when a full half-dozen claimants would clamor to be Airlie’s count if Axel dies. Airlie in contention would be weakened, with opportunity for a duke to meddle to his gain.” She shrugged. “Yarvannet isn’t the only Allemanii land that hangs on the slender life of a child. At least Melfallan can have more children to protect his succession. A widow cannot, at least not without great scandal.” She winked at him. “No, I must wait until Axel is safely married and producing heirs of his own. Then I will feel easy for my county, Lord Heider.”

She clucked to her horse and eased him into a slow trot. The others heeled their own horses, and the troop, both Heider’s and her own, fell in behind them with a jingling of reins and the quick scattered rhythm of horses’ hooves.

The wind was cold, plucking with icy fingers at cloak edges and exposed skin. In the spring, when all was green and new, she liked riding about her lands, stopping at the manors of her Airlie lords to stay a week or two for feasting and hunting, for parties, and fine banquets, with each of her Airlie lords determined to do her the highest honor. In the beginning of her regency, a few of the older lords, Heider chief among them, had grumbled about being ruled by a woman. After eight years of good governance, her Airlie lords now accepted her as their countess, genuinely so, not with a false smile and mutters behind the hand, but with appreciation, a liking she returned. It was something she had earned in her own right, not given her by her father’s rank or her accident of beauty, nor by fact of marriage or motherhood. It was something she had accomplished herself, and so she greatly enjoyed her lords’ flattery, perhaps more than she should. As Melfallan had warned her, vanity was too easy a fault.

He always was perceptive, she thought fondly, even as a boy. She easily remembered Melfallan in his youth, quick, active, ready for any challenge, always the leader of the pack of boys who ran with him. Melfallan’s inventive mind had lent vigor to his boy’s pranks, to her frequent dismay when she discovered the risks he’d taken—breakneck horse races over the meadows, climbing on the roofs of Carandon’s tallest tower, swinging from trees. She had not berated him for his madcap adventures during his boyhood summers in Airlie, when for a brief few months Melfallan was free of his grandfather’s stern eye. Indeed, Melfallan thought she had never known of his escapades, an illusion she had not corrected.

Her father, Earl Audric, had been overcareful with Melfallan after plague had taken both of Rowena’s brothers, all too conscious of the single frail life that ensured the Courtrays’ future holding of Yarvannet’s earldom. He had restrained Melfallan, lecturing him against unnecessary risk, weighing him down with too early an awareness of his duty as heir, checking impulsive fun that Audric disapproved. And so Melfallan had become solemn too early, and too prone to doubt himself when measured against Audric’s high standards, standards that Audric himself did not always meet. It had complicated Melfallan’s character, a useful gift for any High Lord enmeshed in Allemanii politics, but had made Melfallan too complaisant in Audric’s choosing of his wife. Rowena had played her own role in that, one she now regretted.

Her father had chosen Saray of Mionn more for alliances than any thought of Melfallan’s happiness—not that Earl Audric considered happiness a higher good than a deft move against the new duke he despised. In hindsight, Rowena now believed Melfallan’s happiness had been more important than her father had realized, for happiness in his marriage would have encouraged Melfallan’s personal gifts as a High Lord, lessened his doubts, given him purpose.

Most of the Allemanii High Lords quested for power and, once they had achieved it, often used their power to rule well, as had her father and Earl Giles of Mionn. Other lords, more rarely, drew their strength of rule from other sources—a sense of commitment, of duty accepted, of love for one’s folk as sufficient in itself, for commoner and noble alike. Melfallan was one of those others. She suspected that Earl Audric had little understood his grandson, and so had never seen the inner boy and the man he would become.

Perhaps Brierley Mefell, the young midwife Melfallan had chosen to champion against Tejar’s accusations of witchery, might change that now, although she did not wish Melfallan the risks. After a duke’s man had accused Brierley of witchery, Melfallan had been forced to take her to Darhel for trial. Although Melfallan had only hoped that a trial could clear Brierley’s name, if Melfallan could arrange certain High Lords as her judges rather than others, the duke had imagined another gambit in Melfallan’s obedience to his summons, and so had ordered his justiciar to murder Brierley in secret. The young woman had defended herself, killing Gammel Hagan in turn, and then had fled into the mountains east of Darhel.

Two nights before, Melfallan had stood before the fireplace in her bedroom at the lodge, still cold from his long ride down from the mountains where he had left Brierley in the safety of a wayfarer cabin. The shifting light of the fire had illuminated the clean line of his jaw as he stared down into the flames. Perhaps he saw there a face, with large gray eyes, gentle curves to the cheeks, long hair curling to frame that face. Rowena, too, had loved a sharp a witch twenty years before, but had failed to save her. Perhaps now Mother Ocean offered a second chance. At times, their Allemanii goddess seemed indifferent to one heart’s ardent hopes, choosing instead Her wider vision of all lives, all times. But not always: at other times, even solitary hopes might be answered, sometimes unexpectedly.

When Rowena had risen from her chair to join him at the lire, Melfallan had started slightly as she touched his sleeve. “Where did you go?” she asked him. “Have you fallen into fire-staring, to the loss of your wits?”

“Probably,” he said, turning to smile at her.

“You need to practice not thinking about her,” Rowena said, and saw his mild surprise. “Soon you’ll be home with your wife and son, Melfallan. And Brierley is supposedly dead, not safe in hiding, and pining is not grief.” She eyed him. “Stefan and Niall will watch over her. So shall I.”

“You shouldn’t go up there,” he warned. “I know you want to meet her, but you are certainly watched.”

“I wanted to meet her in Darnel, but she acted too quickly in escaping Tejar’s dungeon.”

“Aunt—”

Rowena waved her hand dismissingly. “I have sense. I won’t try. But, I, too, have my wistful moments. I do wish I had met her before you hid her away.”

“Someday you’ll meet her,” he promised. “Sir Niall says she resembles Jonalyn, ‘enough to be noticed,’ in his words. They might have been related.”

“As the child is related? Megan—is that her name?”

Melfallan nodded. “Her niece, Brierley thinks. She talks about dream castles and Everlights as the reason she thinks so, but she’s probably right. She told me she had waited years to find another shari’a like herself, aching years. I can’t imagine that kind of loneliness, having only yourself and no others. She was convinced that if we High Lords ever discovered her, she’d be killed.” He snapped his fingers. “Just like that we burn her, because she dared to exist. No matter what healing she had given to others, no matter what lack of blame for being born shari’a. Duke Rahorsum’s law is a vile thing. Do you think any other shari’a survive?”

“If so, how do we find them? They have reason to hide.” “True. But I wonder where to look.”

“There are none in Airlie, Melfallan. I have looked. Twenty years ago I made myself Jonalyn’s champion for all to see, and I had hoped it might encourage one of the others to make themselves known to me. But in twenty years I’ve found not one other shari’a. We Allemanii have been very good at killing witches.” She grimaced.

When the Allemanii had come to these shores three centuries before, they had lived in peace for a time with the native people, the shari’a. During the third Karlsson duke’s rule, however, Duke Rahorsum had suddenly attacked Witchmere, the shari’a capital, with a great army, and had murdered all he found there. The duke had then enacted the shari’a laws, proclaiming all shari’a witchery as foul and evil, and had condemned to death any surviving shari’a witch, should she be found anywhere in the Allemanii lands. Although no High Lord had found and burned a witch in nearly two centuries, those laws still existed.

Melfallan sighed. “Brierley says there are none in Yarvan-net, either. But surely Megan and Brierley aren’t the last two—only two, Aunt. I won’t believe she has that slender of a hope. How do you rebuild a craft with only yourself and a six-year-old child?”

“Is that what she intends? What craft?”

“I’m not sure she really knows. What is this Everlight she keeps talking about? She says Thora Jodann’s spirit lives inside it and sends her dreams, as if a woman who lived three centuries ago somehow can take new life. How does an Everlight, whatever that is, send dreams?” He shook his head and laughed softly at himself. “I mean, what is the procedure? How is it done? And how can a ghost live inside it? How is that explained? I mean, aren’t there supposed to be rules?”

“It depends on whose rules,” Rowena replied with a smile. “That really helps,” he snorted. “Rules are rules, dear aunt: we don’t have separate sets, please, one for us and one for them. Otherwise the world is chaos, right? But why are there four kinds of witches? And—”

“Four kinds?” Rowena asked, startled.

“We found a book—”

“A book?” Rowena said eagerly, pressing his arm hard with her fingers.

“I’m here for the night,” Melfallan said irritably, “and you’ll hear the whole tale, Aunt—if you’ll let me tell it.” Rowena tossed her chin, but gestured for him to continue. “She talked about dragon-spirits that the shari’a revered. In the library in Witchmere, there were mosaic panels of—” He stopped as Rowena opened her mouth with another question, then chuckled as she firmly shut it again. “Ocean, how to tell it in order? Theirs is an entirely different world, Aunt, hidden away, that might now flicker out of existence—and we never even knew it was there.” He paused, gazing at the flames for several moments, then shook himself slightly. “I wonder if the Founders had that same puzzle when they met the shari’a after the Landing, and if any of those Allemanii ever really understood the shari’a before they tried to destroy them.”

“As they nearly did, nephew, and Tejar might attempt again—not for fear of the witches, but of you. To change the shari’a laws, you must become duke. Don’t shake your head, but listen to me. In that goal I support you, and I would have urged it even if you had not found Brierley. Tejar is an evil man in an evil house, and I don’t say that merely because his grandfather overthrew a Hamelin duke. Our Allemanii politics are difficult enough without wise rule, and Tejar’s sons will be no better than he.”

“To become duke, I’d have to kill Tejar, and I haven’t accepted mat I must.” He scowled down at her. “Or his sons.”

“Tejar has no such difficulty about killing you, nephew. Accept at least that. Tejar scents the wind changing, as we all do. That’s why he struck imprudently at Brierley—and at you. It is time for the coronet to change heads again: all the High Lords feel it, and most are looking to Yarvannet. You must accept that, too. It is expected, now that your contention with Tejar is out in the open.”

Melfallan tightened his lips. “I appreciate your advice, Aunt—”

“—but you have a wider issue. I know. I am my father’s daughter, dear one, enmeshed in my political plottings, my devious considerations of whom to manipulate, whom to kill, whom to let live. Believe me, I know exactly what I am. Your grandfather never saw an issue beyond politics: to him, that was the highest of all affairs. But I knew Jonalyn, as you now know Brierley, and I, too, wonder about your other shari’a world we’ve nearly extinguished. It seems it was a gentler world than ours, one of grace and lightness, of marvelous powers, where ghosts could walk in dreams, and a mere touch could heal. I wonder what other wonders they worked with their magicks, and what they thought about themselves, and how deeply we earned their hatred by our butchery at Witchmere. I, too, think of many things besides ambition.”

Melfallan smiled. “I love you, Aunt, however bloody-minded you are.”

“If I am such, you can be less of it. True?” She smiled back at him, then waggled a finger. “But not too much less, Melfallan. Savagery of thought will keep you alive. Ask Duke Tejar. Ask any of the other High Lords.”

“I will do as I choose, savage or not. I don’t accept murder of whole families.”

“But you must consider its necessity. That is all I ask.” “I think Brierley would hate it,” he said slowly, “that I would do such a thing to save her. She’s a healer, and healers never accept death as a necessity.”

“She lives in a different world, dearest, her shari’a world where all that matters is healing with a touch, and the gentleness of a quiet day, and the care of her child. You must live in your world, to protect hers.”

“Perhaps,” he said stubbornly. “Must you meddle in everything?” he asked and tried playfully to disengage her arm from his. She resisted, tugging at him until he staggered. “Meddler,” he accused.

“Yes, I must meddle. It’s a fact of your being, Melfallan. Live with it.” She smiled, then disengaged her arm and seated herself in a chair, beckoning to him. Melfallan sat down at her feet and leaned back against her knees. Rowena caressed his hair, as she had done when he was a boy and he had sat at her knees in her chamber, comfortable like this. The wind sighed down the chimney, raising a shower of sparks. “Your face is still cold,” she murmured, touching his cheeks. “My Airlie winters can be too harsh.”

He rubbed his face against her hand. “I’m warmer now. Don’t worry about me.” And she had bent to kiss his hair.

Yes, perhaps in Brierley, Rowena now thought as she rode through the crisp winter air, Melfallan has now found his purpose as High Lord—and his happiness as well. His defense of the shari’a witches, for Brierley’s sake, would turn Allemanii politics on its ear, and perhaps ultimately give the lands a new duke, a different kind of duke, one who ruled for more than power, as the Kobus dukes had always ruled. Perhaps. She knew she had not convinced Melfallan of the necessity—not yet.

They had entered the long wood, deeply shadowed. Many of the trees had dropped their leaves, but everpine and thorntrees grew thick beside the road, their needles gleaming in the Companion’s blue light. Rowena heard the soft hooting of a mock owl in a nearby tree, then the howl of a shire wolf, miles away. Its fellows joined in its wavering cry, beginning a hunt of their own. A cool wind shivered the needles of the everpine, surrounding them with a sibilant murmur. Down the slope, the voice of the forest rose and fell, a sound similar to the surf that had dominated Rowena’s girlhood in Yarvannet. She narrowed her eyes and listened, remembering the sea. Yes, perhaps she would stay in Yarvannet for a little more time than needed, if only to hear the sea again, murmuring in all of Mother Ocean’s quiet voices.

The Companion now neared the crest of the distant coastal mountains, and its twilight had deepened into lavenders and deep blues. They might ride another two hours in the twilight, but Rowena felt the fatigue of the day’s cold ride seep into her muscles, and the wind had seemed to grow colder. She welcomed Godric’s choice of an earlier camp, this pleasant glade beside the road with overarching branches to keep away the snow.

As the soldiers unsaddled the horses, Rowena climbed a small rise beside the road and watched the twilight deepen over the grasslands. Far below, Stefan and his companions were dark specks racing over the grasses in pursuit of (he herd of winter fawn. Rowena smiled as the prey easily eluded the pursuit, and eventually both fawn and riders disappeared over a low hill. She turned back to the camp and settled herself near the small fire, then accepted a cup of hot soup from Tess. Tess sat down beside her with a sigh and pulled the edge of the blanket over her head, then shivered for effect, knowing that Rowena would see it. Rowena patted her knee in sympathy.

“Cold,” Tess said with a chatter of her teeth, then sipped at her own mug.

“Yes, it is. You’ve been very good today, Tess.”

“Thank you, my lady.”

“Does Natalie give you trouble?” Rowena asked.

“Not that I can’t handle, my lady,” Tess said confidently.

Rowena sighed. She mildly regretted taking Saray’s lady-maid into her service, despite Melfallan’s pleading. Already she disliked the girl, and not only for the bit of byplay she had seen at a distance between Natalie and Brierley on the Darnel docks. Rowena knew Natalie’s type well. First came careful deference to the high lady, until she was wheedled sufficiently into an indulgent good humor, then a bit of overreaching, taking a bit more than one deserved, then presumption, waxing ever greater as time passed, and perhaps, near the end, outright contempt, even if kept safely out of earshot of its target. Rowena had no doubt that Natalie had passed through all four stages with Saray, lending an edge of desperation to Melfallan’s hinting, and so she had relented. After thirty years of dealing with lady-maids in her service, first as favored daughter to an earl, then as countess, Rowena was quite familiar with Natalie’s tactics. She also knew what to do about them. For now, however, Tess could cope.

Rowena reached for an extra blanket and gave it to Tess, who accepted it gratefully.

“Cold,” Tess repeated. “I far prefer our castle with its roaring fireplaces. Even a headman’s cottage would be better. You have a hard service, countess.”

“In a moment I’ll be pitying you. That won’t do.” Tess laughed softly.

The soldiers cut branches from the nearby everpine and built rough mattresses on the ground, and three of her Airlie troop had sat down on their own beds to eat a trailside meal and drink from their water bottles. They noticed her watching and smiled, then might have got up from their comfort if she had not waved them off. Other soldiers, both Heider’s and her own, were tall shadows in the nearby trees, keeping the watch, and two had stationed themselves at the edge of the forest to watch the meadows below. Eventually, Roger’s sergeant appeared before her and saluted. “My lady, Lord Heider asked me to report that the watch is set.”

“Thank you,” she said with a nod. He marched off to his own station.

Rowena looked toward the road. “And where are my eager young men?” she asked, annoyed. “Hasn’t it been enough time for their futile chasing?”

She got to her feet and walked over to the road’s vantage again, then looked down into the meadows below, then along the river road behind then. The twilight filled the meadows with blue shadows. In the far distance, the dark shapes of winter fawn were leaping across the grasses as they raced up a broad hill, but she did not see any horsemen in pursuit.

“I should not have let them go,” Rowena said as Sir Alan joined her. She tightened her lips with irritation. “Why do I indulge them?”

“There’s likely some cause,” Alan said soothingly. “A lame horse, a throw—or even a winter fawn caught. It would take time to gut the carcass.”

“I suppose you’re right.” She bit her lip, then turned back to the fire. “Sometimes, my dear Alan, I find life annoying, and I worry like a silly old woman.”

He smiled. “You, old? Not yet, my lady.”

“It will come in time, I’m afraid,” she said with a sigh, “and sooner for me than others. I envy Stefan and Roger their youth. I even resent it. Ah, to be twenty-four again! I can hardly remember how it felt. And that in itself shows me turning old.” As she settled herself on her bed of soft bracken, Sir Alan stooped to spread a blanket across her shoulders. Tess had curled up under her own blanket, already asleep. Natalie was nowhere to be seen. Likely she had wandered away into the trees to flirt with one of the soldiers. Rowena frowned, then let it go.

Across the glade, Lord Heider emerged from the shadow of the far trees, sword in hand, and walked toward her, smiling. She smiled in response, then something about his stance, the edge to his smile, made her pause. Two other soldiers in Heider’s livery appeared behind him, then three more, all with swords drawn. The soft metallic sound of Alan’s sword being drawn brought Rowena quickly to her feet, and in that same instant Heider made his charge.

“Alarm!” she shouted as Alan lunged in front of her, his sword raised in her defense. “Alarm! To Airlie! To Airlie!” Heider slashed out at Alan, his face convulsed with rage, and steel rang in the glade as Alan’s blade met it in midstroke. “Step aside, Alan!” Heider roared.

“Never!” The marcher lord struck again at Alan, shouting curses when the man would not yield way.

Alan’s quick defense had won her time. Rowena ran to a nearby horse, where a sword scabbard hung on the saddle. She drew the sword with a shivering clang, and turned just as one of Heider’s soldiers reached her at a dead run.

She hadn’t time to set her feet, nor even raise her blade, and so she dodged his swinging blow. The blade whistled past her and sank deeply into the horse’s haunch behind her, and it screamed in shock, then reared, striking out with its hooves at its attacker. Blood spurted from its flank, a mortal wound, and its hind leg collapsed beneath it, but not before strong teeth had ripped into the soldier’s shoulder, dragging him upward as the horse tried to rear again, staggering as it screamed. Rowena thrust upward with her sword, striking for the heart, then skipped backward as both soldier and horse fell heavily to the cold ground.

“To Airlie!” she shouted. “To Airlie!” Rowena ran around the kicking horse and retreated toward the trees as two more of Heider’s soldiers menaced her, trying to box her in as one circled to the left. She raised her blade and dropped into a sword-fighter crouch, watching ahead and behind. She heard a piercing woman’s scream among the trees, then shouts and the angry metallic clash of swords, but all her Airlie soldiers were still too distant to give her aid. His teeth bared, one of Heider’s men swung his sword, and she parried neatly, then met his next blow with ringing force, enough to force him backward. Off balance, his sword swinging wildly, the soldier staggered and Rowena put her sword into his throat. He gasped, his eyes bulging, and threw his hands to his throat to stop the blood that gushed from him. As he staggered and fell, Rowena whirled to meet the other man who swiftly pounced on her, and fought fiercely against the other’s longer reach.

“You would murder your liege lady?” she demanded. The man’s mouth twisted but he said nothing, and only strengthened his attack. This soldier was not as careless as the other, and nearly outpointed her in his furious assault. She prudently retreated, matching blow for blow.

Her own soldiers had almost reached her when Rowena’s foot, hampered by her riding skirt, misstepped on a buried root and she stumbled, falling backward. Knowing her danger, she twisted as she tried to rise, and an instant later felt steel pierce her right shoulder, striking agony as it bit deep and through. With a cry of triumph, Heider’s soldier ripped back his blade, tearing open the wound still wider, and raised the sword high over his head. Rowena flinched, seeing her death in that coming stroke.

“To Airlie!” an Airlie soldier cried, and the next moment he plunged his sword into the man’s chest. He pushed Rowena roughly to the ground and straddled her, his blade raised against other men who rushed down on them. Another Airlie soldier joined him, then three others, making a ring around her. A moment later, she heard the hammering of horses’ hooves on the road, and Stefan burst into view at full gallop, the others at his mare’s heels. There was a shout and suddenly the battle turned as Heider’s men fled into the trees before Stefan’s furious assault.

As their safety was rewon, Rowena pushed away her soldiers’ hands and staggered to her feet, then moaned from the pain in her shoulder, nearly falling again at the sheeting of it, the slicing edge of it. She grabbed at her arm and staggered. No spurting of bright blood, she noted, with far more detachment than she expected. I’ve more than a few minutes to live. It seemed a distant question, hardly important. Odd.

And then Stefan was there beside her, lifting her up in his arms. As Stefan turned toward the lire, she saw Sir Alan, panting heavily, standing over Heider’s body. “Rowena!” Alan cried as he saw her wound, shock in his face.

“She’s taken a blade in her shoulder,” Stefan shouted and carried her to the fire. Then Tess was there, bending over her, and then Sir Godric, her marshal, and the others crowding around her. Rowena’s head swam and blackness picked at the edges of her mind.

“I’m all right,” she insisted, and struggled to sit up. “No, you’re not,” Stefan said and pushed her back again. “Will you not listen to me? Lie down!”

Rowena hesitated and then relaxed against him. Dear Stefan, sweet youth on the morning. But then Sir Alan had pushed Stefan aside, and ripped her sleeve from her gown and put a cloth to the wound. “It’s deep,” he muttered. “Can you move your fingers, my lady?”

“With some trouble,” Rowena said faintly, and then closed her eyes against the agony that it caused when she tried. “Hurts,” she whispered, and blinked furiously as the world shimmered with tears. The blade had passed cleanly through her shoulder, penetrating the seam of her sleeve: a lucky thrust combining the soldier’s sword skill and Rowena’s own stumble. I should have worn mail like Melfallan does, she thought dazedly. Wise Melfallan, wiser than me. Oh, Ocean, keep him safe! Keep my Axel safe! Blood now gushed from the cut, cascading down her arm and soaking through the cloth in Alan’s hand.

“Hurts,” she murmured again and her face twisted as Alan’s fingers probed her wound in the inadequate firelight. She struggled against her own daze, to do what must be done, to protect—“How many are dead?” she asked faintly.

“Five of our soldiers,” Sir Alan answered, “six of theirs, and your other lady-maid, countess. Apparently she and one of the soldiers were in the trees—” He shook his head impatiently. “The rest of the Arlesby men have fled.”

“And Heider? He’s dead?” She hardly recognized her own voice, so weak it sounded.

“Yes, and rightly so,” Sir Alan growled. He pressed her hand urgently. “Countess, you must know about the message that came from Darhel yesterday. The courier would not put it in my hand, only in Lord Heider’s. He seemed too lofty a man for a mere courier, and Heider was ill-tempered and silent after he left. Then, suddenly, this decision today to join you. I was worried, my lady.” He bared his teeth. “Ocean bless me that I chose this time to act. I served the Hamelins before I served Arlesby—and I still serve you.”

Rowena squeezed his fingers. “My thanks that you did, Alan. Dear friend, dear—” Rowena’s voice failed her as the world began a slow turning, bringing down the blackness from the night sky.

“She’s bleeding badly,” Stefan exclaimed from a far distance. “How far to Effen’s town?”

“A good fifteen miles,” Alan’s voice answered far above her. “A hard hour’s ride, too rough for the wound, Stefan.”

“Then we’ll ride at less speed.” Rowena felt Stefan’s lips press against her forehead, and then felt herself being lifted gently in his arms. As he carried her to his horse, her head sagged weakly against his shoulder. The darkness of the night shimmered in black waves, pressing down on Rowena, merging with the pain. Her head spun, and her breath seemed harder to draw. She could no longer move her fingers in that hand, however she tried, and she felt the blood slowly pumping from her shoulder. To end like this—It wasn’t right. It wasn’t right, to die by a traitor’s murdering, although she’d faced its possibility all her rule. Axel, my son—

Melfallan, guard my Airlie—Rowena yielded at last to the darkness.

Stefan lifted his countess onto his horse and swung into the saddle behind her, then, muttering an anguished curse, he heeled his horse forward into the night.

“Break camp!” he bellowed. “Leave the bodies where they lay! We ride!”
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A new gust of wind rattled the windowpanes of the small wayfarer cabin, chattering snow hard against the glass. The temperature outside had dropped steadily as another snowstorm settled over Witchmere’s valley. Despite a lusty fire in the stone fireplace and a second blaze in the cooking stove nearby, Brierley Mefell shivered as the wind stole another breath of icy air into the room, teasing the bare skin of her face and chilling her fingers. She pulled her shawl closer around her shoulders, making a nest of its woolen folds, then stared at nothing for a few moments, listening to the wind.

Sir Niall Larson had gone off to hunt at midday. Melfallan had bid his aunt’s liegeman guard Brierley during this winter’s stay in the cabin, and Niall had taken his charge much to heart, calling Brierley “lady witch” and “liege lady,” however little he listened to her wishes. Brierley had objected to his leaving, pointing to the storm gathering over the eastern peaks, but Niall had been determined to restock their larder today with a few hares, perhaps a teal or partridge.

“Don’t worry about me, lady witch,” he had said cheerfully.

“But there’s no need, Sir Niall,” Brierley had protested. “We have more than enough for days.” But Niall had smiled confidently, brushed off her protests, and left. Now, several hours after both suns had set, bringing the True Night, Niall still had not returned.

Brierley crossed her arms and scowled. So much for liege lady, she thought irritably. She highly doubted Niall had ever shrugged away Countess Rowena’s wishes. No, indeed.

And so she and Megan had spent a long lonely day in the cabin, watching the storm gather over the mountains and then descend with a howl and chattering of snow. She had often looked anxiously out the windows, worried for him, but all her wishing for Niall’s quick return had yielded nothing. She rose from her chair and walked to the window to peer out again, but now saw only her reflection in the glass against the blackness outside. She cast her witch sense for Niall into the storm, but could not hear him. He must be miles away, might even camp out all night if the storm had caught him too quickly.

Have pity on me, Sir Niall, she thought, biting her lip. Have pity on a witch who worries.

She walked the few steps to Megan’s narrow bed set under the other window and checked that the child was warmly covered. At her touch, Megan sighed contentedly in her sleep, and Brierley bent to kiss her. She looked down at Megan’s small face, the tight black curls of her long hair, the determined focus of her sleeping. My child, Brierley thought with quiet joy.

For years Brierley had longed for a witch-child to be her companion, daughter, and apprentice, but had not truly believed she would find such a child anywhere in the Allemanii lands, not truly. Not quite six years old, Megan had been harried by the tumult of mental voices all around her in Duke Tejar’s castle, and now lived half in a world real only to Megan. A kitchen’s child suffered a harsh life, and Megan had battled fiercely against her foes, as a drowning child might fight the heavy waters closing over her head. Another year, perhaps two, and Megan would have lost her valiant battle for sanity, as Megan’s mother, Brierley’s twin, had lost hers. Lana had been a kitchen girl unremarked in her passing, raped at eleven and dying in childbirth nine months later, and afterward little remembered except by a few kind souls who loved all children, even a kitchen’s child. Lana’s madness and eventual death had been the loss of a precious gift, gone from the world forever, and Megan’s would have been another.

As she leaned over the bed, Brierley caught a drifting sense of Megan’s dream, of river weeds and a white-stoned castle, where Megan sat at her ease on a sunlit balcony. The wind blew softly over the river, rustling the reeds, and brought the fresh scents of moving water and growing things. A flock of gulls swept bright arrows across the sky above, and all was warm and bright and safe.

To admit the truth, Brierley envied Megan her lovely dream world, to which Megan retreated when the real world grew too harsh. At times when they slept together in the narrow bed, Brierley joined Megan there to share the dream, and sat at ease in the sunlight with Megan, listening to the river. Although she worried that Megan’s dream castle might ensnare the child’s mind in dreams that forgot reality, she could not yet bring herself to try to wean Megan from it, for love of the child and the beauty Megan had created within herself.

Within her castle, Megan kept memories, nearly all of them not her own. On the second floor of her white castle were rooms, each filled with love or despair, grief or rage or delight, desperate needs, quiet joys—all held within the essential child. A shari’a fire witch had the gift of protection and memory, to guard and preserve in passionate defense all things of value and purpose. How much of Megan’s castle was her special gift as fire witch, and how much the child’s desperate escape to safety? Brierley was not sure, and so she would not intervene, not yet.

And how, truly, could a sea witch ever understand the fire gift? Until she and Melfallan had discovered Witchmere’s ancient library, she had not known other witch gifts even existed. Valena’s ancient book had identified four kinds: alchemist, healer, stormcaller, and guardian. The forest witch, beloved of Amina, she had written, is given the gift of alchemy, that is, knowledge of the substance of things and their sympathies, and of the ways of beasts and plants, and of the patterning of life.

The sea witch, beloved of Basoul, is given the gift of healing, that is, the power of touch to ease injuries and pain, and knowledge of the inner heart, and of the peace that abides between people. The air witch, beloved of Soren, is given the gift of weather, that is, knowledge of storms and winds, of clouds and rain and mists, and of the ether between the stars.

Finally, rarest of all, is the fire witch, beloved of Jain, who is given the gift of memory, that is, knowledge of the people of the past, and the power to preserve, and the control of the guardians of Witchmere.

Four gifts, when Brierley had known of only one, her own healing gift. Did shari’a with the forest and air gifts still survive somewhere in the Allemanii lands, hidden away as Brierley had tried to hide herself in Yarvannet? The ancient books in Witchmere’s library, three centuries old, could not say.

Brierley sighed and caressed Megan’s small face again, and resettled the warm coverlet, tucking in the ends. She put another log on the fire, slowly paced the small room, listening to the wind, then reseated herself at the cabin table.

She and Melfallan had brought out a dozen books from Witchmere, several written in Allemanii, two in the cursive script of the shari’a, and, most prized of all, a dictionary. Four of the Allemanii books were histories, the first a dry accounting of the resources of Briding County written several decades after the Allemanii invasion. It had long lists of wheat measures for several years of harvest, longer lists of the fishermen’s netfuls of fish for those same seasons, the suitable poundage of iron for the smithies, a tedious charting of the herds and game in each town, with careful lists of people who lived in each fishing and river hamlet, each head of family ranked by occupation, family size, and age. Somehow this steward’s book, with its preoccupation with tithes and measures and endless numbering, had made its way to Witchmere’s library, to sit dusty on a shelf for three hundred years.

More to her interest, two of the other histories were accounts of the Founding, telling of the two noble brothers, Aidan and Farrar, who had led the Allemanii across a thousand miles of interim seas and coastlines to a new home in shari’a lands. It was a tale of truly great adventures, of terrible storms that had sunk three ships, of ice blocks taller than a ship’s masthead that had groaned and cracked as the Allemanii sailed warily among them, of desperate battles against wild folk who inhabited a few of the islands. Twice the voyagers had stopped on a cold shoreline to careen their ships for repair and enjoy a brief summer season ashore, only to launch again in autumn onto the deep ocean, sailing eastward toward the Day star’s rising, not knowing if any end existed to the frozen wastelands and cold seas they crossed. As they sailed, they fished the rich sea life of the northern seas, and taught their children their arts of seamanship and sword craft and poetry, and had chanted praises to Mother Ocean, their protectress who had launched them on their voyage away from blight and war in the West. It was a magnificent tale, and likely all true.

Do we know we are heroes? Brierley mused. Usually we don’t, I think. I wonder if I’m a hero, and if some future daughter will write an admiring history about me. She dimpled at the thought.

Of greatest interest of all, the fourth history dealt with Duke Rahorsum, the third duke of Ingal, that terrible and relentless duke who had destroyed Witchmere and nearly ended all the shari’a. To Brierley’s chagrin, the book ended in the duke’s middle years before Rahorsum began his war on the witches, and did not say what had caused the Disasters. What had prompted Rahorsum to his butchery? She still had little answer. To her surprise, she read that Rahorsum had been a good duke in his early years, prudent in his rule, fond of his people, often wise in his judgments. To her even greater surprise, she learned that Rahorsum had composed music, and, more astonishing still, had even written poetry, including a long saga about the Founders. The book quoted extensively from Rahorsum’s saga, and even Brierley’s untutored ear could hear the skill in the duke’s art. Until whatever had turned Rahorsum against the shari’a, the duke had been a decent man, a suitable lord.

The other Allemanii books were a collection of prayers to Mother Ocean, a book of quite bad poetry devoted to a lord’s love for his lady, an amusing satire about a pompous lord and a simple fisherman that Brierley doubted had pleased its noble sponsor, a book about swordsman’s techniques, and a long treatise on fish, all types, with their habits and ranges and food supply and the fishing for them. However these several Allemanii books had made their way into Witchmere’s library, they told their own tale of the Allemanii in those times by their range of topics. The Allemanii wrote of practical things, politics and fishing, swordplay and a county’s wealth: these she could understand. The two books written in shari’a script had baffled her completely. She had puzzled for hours over the green book’s diagrams, at times consulting the dictionary for words, and had tentatively decided it might be a manual for air witches. At least the word for air witch, narris, appeared very frequently and, more to the point, in the title on the spine. Not having the air gift, Brierley would likely make little sense of the explanations, even when she knew more of the words. How did an air witch work her power over storm and winds? Were the diagrams a key to focusing the air gift? Or did they describe some essence of air and weather? Who could tell? She gave the book a mild glare of frustration and then shut it up. The other shari’a book had even less use, for it seemed to discuss shari’a philosophy, and would have probably given her headaches even if written in Allemanii.

No, the true find in Witchmere’s library was Valena’s journal. She sighed as she took the book again into her lap, then caressed the cover with her fingers. Here was a voice much like the voices in her cave journals, written by women who had lived the shari’a gift and had found purpose in it. Valena had been an air witch in Witchmere thirty years before the Disasters, and had been friend to the Count of Airlie of that time. The book was not long, less than sixty pages written in a graceful hand, and more a bound set of letters than a book. The personalities of Valena and Armadius resonated in Valena’s letters to her count, hers alternately playful and solemn, with a scholar’s occasional pomposity, a tendency to the abstract, and his an Allemanii lord’s voice very familiar to Brierley, restless and intrigued and sometimes rudely abrupt. In their exchange, hers spoken on the page and his voice heard only by her, the Allemanii lord and shari’a witch struggled to understand each other.

Do you not blow, good count, Valena had written, that gifts are given to every folk? Is not one son better at sword-play than another? Is not another son deft at shipbuilding, knowing the nature of the wood beneath his hands? Among your Allemanii there are many crafts, many gifts, and some of your folk, like ours, are more talented in certain crafts than others.

Among we shari’a witchery is a gift, given in varying degrees to our women. I myself have no talent for music, yet air witches are often musical, and there is no explanation for my lack that suffices. You yourself have a fine singing voice, and they were right to beg you to sing again at the banquet. Do I then envy you your gift in music, and think it unfair that you are able to make melody and I cannot?

I can see that witchery is a strange art to your Allemanii eyes, she had continued, but to us it is part of being shari’a, as a love for the sea and for battle are part of you. I make no moral judgment of your violence. In your western lands, as you have explained, such violence was necessary to protect your folk from violent neighbors. And so you defended yourselves, and then took this brave journey across the broad ocean to find a new home. And you have found that home with us, liking those part of our lands that we ourselves do not use. Where, then, is the danger between us? There is room for all in our lands, and there can be friendship between us—if we do not fear each other.

Valena’s hopeful words resonated in their irony: Valena and Armadius had no foreknowledge of what would come. In their time, a generation before the Disasters, when Valena had written her letters and visited his castle in Carandon, all was still peaceful, with both peoples interested in the other. Was Valena still alive when Rahorsum brought his army to Witchmere? Worse, had she seen her count with Duke Rahorsum at Witchmere’s gates? Brierley hoped not.

If we do not fear one another, Valena had urged. If.

Brierley had hoped for much from Valena’s book, but its contents were limited by its purpose. Valena had an obvious fondness for her count, and both had been troubled by the occasional antagonism between the Allemanii High Lords and the shari’a of Witchmere, but many of the questions Count Armadius had asked Valena were not the questions Brierley wanted answered: indeed, several of those answers Valena had never known, for their events happened after her time.

How should I choose? she thought fretfully. In her dreams in Yarvannet, she had been often visited by Thora Jodann, a lone survivor of the Disasters who had founded the line of sea witches in Yarvannet. Alternately playful and solemn, Thora’s presence in her dreams had brought comfort and encouragement into Brierley’s lonely life of hiding. Brierley had lived a solitary existence for years in her sea cave, venturing out to heal the folk of Melfallan’s southern shores when there was need, then returning to the cave with its single bed, simple furnishings, and shelves and shelves of books. All that had changed when she was revealed as witch, but in a direction she had never expected. Her books had warned her of the shari’a laws, of the hunt and pyre that followed exposure as a witch, of the certain terror and death. Yet Yarvannet’s young earl had defended her against all accounting, and Yarvannet’s folk had championed her, ultimately bringing her to this safety for a winter’s season in a high mountain cabin. That safety would not last, but for now she and Megan could live days without fear.

But what then? she fretted. Where did she go then? Into Mionn, where she could live again in hiding? To Yarvannet, where she was known as witch? Thora had bid her to refound the craft, but how might that be done? And what of Melfallan? She had not expected to fall in love with him, nor that he would fall in love with her, and that love was peril to them both. Melfallan’s politics as High Lord were dangerous, and his lady wife, Saray, was sweet in temper, an innocent who did not deserve to be betrayed. She frowned unhappily.

I can see where our love might lead, she thought, as clearly as a mountain trail winding down to the sea. I can see great peril ahead, with an outcome neither of us wish but might not be able to stop. Yet I want to do what I will, not thinking of the consequences: I want Melfallan. Is it to be attempted? Or do I hide myself away from him, and so choose again the safer path, to live narrowly, to hide and never trust?

How can I know? Of what of Megan? In hiding, her witch-daughter might live a happy life, safe from the dangers of the shari’a laws. However Brierley might choose for herself, how should she choose for Megan? She got up restlessly, and went to the window to peer outside.

Where is Niall? She scowled fiercely, thoroughly put out with him.

The wind howled anew, shaking the glass in the windows and roaring down the fireplace chimney. The storm seemed to pace around the cabin like a prowling leopard, wanting in, loud in its baffled rage, relentless with its probing claws at every crevice, every crack. Brierley threw back her head and glared at the storm beyond the cabin walls, angry that it frightened her.

Ocean, how it howls! She stamped her foot, but that action did not produce Niall, either.

Brierley sighed and wished she knew all things. She turned down the lamp and joined Megan in their narrow bed, pulling the blankets tightly around them. The storm howled onward, shaking at the windows in its rage.

When she slept, Brierley joined her daughter in the dream castle Megan had built by a broad river, in a dream world in which the suns always shined, the weather always moderated into warmth and gentle breezes. At the foot of the broad steps leading up to the castle door, Brierley looked up at the white facade of Megan’s castle, then glanced around at the water and reeds, the soaring birds, the bright sunlight of Megan’s world.

Everything here was utterly lovely, created by Megan from sunlight, the tickle of the breeze, and the cry of soaring gulls. In her own childhood, Brierley had often played at such pretending games, imagining herself a great lady or a brave knight, sometimes a sea lark aloft on the wind, piping its high song, or a shell-star creeping through the dim light of the ocean bottom, stalking its prey. She had never thought to build a dream castle, not like this. Did all fire witches build such castles?

She climbed the stairs, opened the broad oaken front door, and stepped into the cool alcove beyond. On the right, she saw a library with shelves of books through a half-closed door; on the left, through an arched doorway, she saw a pleasant sitting-room, cool and peaceful, with the enticing smells of food from the kitchen beyond. A broad staircase led upward to other floors. She heard Megan laughing above and mounted the steps to the top floor. There she entered Megan’s best room, in which the child spent most of her time. Along one wall stood a narrow bed, soft and inviting, not bare slats and a thin mattress, but a lovely bed piled high with a feather mattress and high pillows. On the other wall stood bookshelves with Megan’s animated toys, blocks that tumbled and giggled, a mild-tempered bear holding his toes, and other delights, all Megan’s friends. On the far wall opposite the door, wide glass doors led to a balcony overlooking the river, where Megan now sat at ease, her salamander perched on her hand.

Tonight Megan had dressed herself in fine silks and gold jewelry, Lady Megan in all her finery, and sounded quite imperious in her chatter to Jain. The salamander bore it well, cocking his head as he listened. When Brierley appeared in the balcony doorway, Jain made much of a goggling of his eyes, as if Brierley were an amazing sight, a wonder to behold. Well, no, not that, Brierley decided: Jain did not regard her as a wonder, but an oddity, a weirdness in the day, and his gaze was not meant to be flattering. As fire dragon, if he was such, Jain hadn’t much use for a sea witch, and had let Brierley know it, as he did again now. Brierley wrinkled her nose at him. As Megan turned her head and saw her, the dark eyes lighting, the small face filling with pleasure, Brierley smiled.

“Megan,” Brierley greeted her.

“It’s such a good day, Mother,” Megan said happily, then turned her attention back to the salamander. She scowled mildly at the creature. “But Jain has-been misbehaving, haven’t you, Jain?” The dragon shrugged, unconcerned.

“What has Jain done now?” Brierley asked curiously.

“He won’t listen to his liege lady,” Megan replied severely. “This will not do.” She shook her finger at the salamander, then shook her head as well. “No, no, no.”

“Oh, dear,” Brierley said, hiding a smile. “What a problem!” She knelt down beside Megan, then rearranged her legs into a more comfortable position and leaned back on her hands. The sunlight was warm and bright against her face, and she breathed in the scent of the river and the reeds. All was peace here, despite the minor bother of a salamander’s contrary ways.

“And what must you do, Lady Megan,” Brierley asked, “when your liegeman is difficult?”

“I’m telling him to behave. That should work.” Megan was all confidence. “You just tell them to stop, Mother, and they do it.”

Brierley chuckled. “A good plan, child.” In Megan’s dream world, all problems were solved with little trouble, as transitory as a shift of the warm breeze. Would that all problems were solved as easily in the real world.

Megan shook her head solemnly at Jain. “No, no, no,” she repeated. “This will not do.” The salamander drooped his head and sighed repentantly—or at least made a show of it. Brierley highly doubted that Jain chose to repent anything, ever, no matter what he did. “No, no, no,” the child said, shaking her finger.

Brierley listened to the river for a time, then watched a flock of gulls arrow across the bright daytime sky. The reeds in the river bobbed gently in a drifting breeze, and all was peaceful, all was safe, bright warm in the morning. Beyond the river spread a wide plain of grass, silver with the ripe heavy heads of thyme and barley. The wind swept broad patterns in the ocean of grass, like a giant palm brushing across the grass-heads, caressing the land. Brierley noticed a drifting cloud of smoke rising from the grass, as if someone had kindled a fire. She sat up straighter, then shielded her eyes against the suns’ light to see better. Something moved there, she thought, a dark shape half-concealed in the grasses, but then it disappeared, leaving only the distant spiral of smoke rising upward, quickly torn to fragments by the breeze.

“What’s that, Megan?” Brierley asked, pointing across the river.

“What?” Megan asked, turning her head.

“There. See it? Is that a fire?”

Megan stood up and leaned on the balcony railing, then craned her head to see. “Where?” she asked, perplexed. “I don’t see anything.”

“That cloud of smoke.”

Megan looked at Brierley, then looked back at the plain. “Where?” she asked anxiously. “It’s only the meadowland, Mother. Like it always is.”

Brierley hesitated, then shrugged. “Never mind, child. I thought you might be building something new.” Megan shook her head solemnly. “Ah, well.” Brierley leaned back, lifting her face again to the sky. She breathed, a deep lingering breath that filled her lungs to the very bottom. All was peace here, all was light.

Beside her, Megan lifted a reproving finger to her salamander. “No, no, no,” she said, shaking her head.

The dragon yawned.

By dawn Sir Niall still had not returned. Brierley had risen early and now sat waiting again, tired and fretting, as the first gray light of dawn crept through the cabin windows. The wind had finally relented an hour before the Daystar’s dawning, and now snow fell silently from the graying sky beyond the cabin windows, a cold white curtain filling the meadow with deeper drifts. Brierley now felt as angry at Niall as she was worried, easily shifting from one emotion to the other as time passed.

“No, no, no,” she muttered darkly, and crossed her arms. This would not do.

Despite an hour of her determined willing, Niall did not appear. A witch’s gift sometimes did not stretch far enough, Brierley decided, at least not enough to command a liegeman’s prompt attendance—but, then, she’d never had a liegeman before. Perhaps it was a matter of practice. “No, no, no,” she said, shaking her head.

Finally she rose and put new logs on the fire in the fireplace, then started a fire in the stove for Megan’s breakfast. She sat down again in the chair and hugged her shawl around her arms, and watched the snow fall steadily beyond the windowpane. I can’t leave Megan alone in the cabin to look for him, she thought, nor do I want to take her out into that snow. I doubt the mare could breast some of those drifts, anyway. That snow must be piled head-high near the trees.

Niall had taken the other horse for his hunting, and at least had that advantage against the weather. He had been born and raised in Airlie, accustomed to travel as Rowena’s courier in all kinds of weather: he must know how to care for himself in deep snow. But what if his horse has slipped and fallen? What if he lies injured somewhere, unable to return? she asked herself anxiously. And where would I look? I warned him to hunt down the valley and not go near Witchmere, but he wasn’t listening to me all that much yesterday. He might easily have gone in one direction as the other.

Where is he? She ground her teeth, shifting again from worry to anger.

Jain popped in view and hovered in front of her, wafting a faint breeze with his wings, his scaled legs tucked neatly beneath him as he fluttered. Small flames of blue, gold, and red sifted over his small body, flickering restlessly, a living sheath of light. Jain hissed at her absently, insolent as always, as he tried to land on the books piled on the table. He made an awkward business of it, tipping the top one off the stack and lifting back into the air.

“Where’s Niall?” she asked, deciding that Jain should make himself useful.

Niall who? Jain retorted, and flipped himself in midair to land on the mantelpiece. Brierley glared at him with little favor. Is this how we begin? Jain demanded back. Myself as convenient oracle?

“Yes,” Brierley said firmly.

Jain sniffed, then sourly relented. Your liegeman was caught out in the storm, but found shelter in a windbreak. He is safe. He pointed over his shoulder with one forefoot. About three miles down the valley, just off the mountain trail.

“Thank you.”

I’m not making this a practice, witch, Jain said irritably, rustling his wings. When a dragon helps a witch too much, the witch gets careless, lazy, and dull. I’d not like to see that happen to you. Not to mention all the aggravation inflicted on me. He spread his wings and lifted back into the air. Get your own answers next time.

Jain popped out, and the next moment Megan sat up, yawning. She tossed back the covers and threw herself out of bed, then ran barefoot to Brierley for a smacking kiss.

“Good morning, Mother,” she caroled, and climbed into Brierley’s lap.

Brierley hugged her close. “Good morning, Megan. Did you have a good sleep?”

“Yes.” Megan put a small fist to her mouth and yawned even more hugely. “I’m hungry,” she said.

“Well, I can fix that.” Brierley set Megan on the floor and got up to open a cupboard, put a pan on the stove. She listened as Megan went busily around the small cabin room, greeting the window and the door, the bed and the table. It seemed that each was alive to Megan, as if the bed remembered the many people who had slept in it, the door all the persons who had passed in and out over the years. She sensed a flicker in Megan’s mind as she heard something from each object, but the impressions went too quickly for Brierley to catch. Megan ended up on their bed, her doll in her arms, waiting for breakfast, as she had done each of the several mornings in the cabin. Perhaps Megan thought, in her child’s logic, that her pose with her doll caused breakfast to appear—a thought not entirely without sense, Brierley admitted, for each morning one had always followed the other.

“Where’s Sir Niall?” Megan asked, finally noticing that something was missing.

“Out hunting. He’ll probably be back later today.” The answer satisfied Megan, and she returned to her patient waiting.

Did Megan make much distinction between people and chairs, Brierley wondered as she stirred the porridge. Or did both seem equally alive to her? Or equally unreal? Brierley could sense her witch-child’s thoughts, as the child could sense hers, and she knew that Megan slipped easily between the real world and her castle, even when awake. One moment Megan would be sitting on her bed in this cabin, and the very next she sat on her castle balcony above the river, not perplexed by the change, nor even much concerned. For all her short life in Darhel, she must have practiced that easy escape from the harsh life in the kitchens, confusing the real and the unreal to protect her mind from the mental assault of other minds.

Was this confusion of worlds a danger to Megan, the first steps of Megan’s long slide into inevitable madness? Or did a fire witch always live between shadow worlds? How could Brierley know? She had learned her own healing gift largely through trial and error, with some help from the journals in her cave. Her mother had refused her shari’a perceptions, and had demanded that Brierley also try to live a normal life, uncolored by their shari’a gift. Adamant in her will, harsh in her punishments, Jocater Mefell had tried relentlessly to deny her own nature, for whatever reasons in her past had driven her to that choice. But can the wind stop its blowing? Brierley asked herself sadly. Her mother had suicided when Brierley was twelve, ending everything.

As she knew from experience, Brierley’s own gift did not always follow its own rules. How could she divine Megan’s rules for her gift, enough to give her guidance? How does one train an infant fire witch? Perhaps Jain might help—if the dragon would consent to help. The salamander came and went as he pleased, invisible to all but Brierley and Megan, and spent as much time not answering Brierley’s questions as answering. At times he would ignore Brierley as if she weren’t there, focused entirely on Megan and whatever she was doing. Brierley suspected him of being contrary, for Jain took great enjoyment in annoying Brierley to distraction, but sometimes, it seemed, he genuinely did not see her. Did Jain, too, slip between worlds, occasionally emerging into a world in which Brierley was not present? At times Megan also seemed quite unaware of her, although not as often.

She turned from the stove after dishing porridge into Megan’s bowl and stopped short. Megan was sitting on the bed, her doll in her lap, staring distractedly at the far wall—no, not Megan. Someone else looked out from her eyes, someone Brierley did not know. Megan’s eyes shifted toward Brierley and narrowed, and for a long moment they stared at each other. Not Megan, Brierley sensed: another mind had surfaced within the child, older, more powerful, and filled with rage, with searing grief, an inexorable need for vengeance. The other’s emotions roared at Brierley like a blazing fire, wanting to consume all, blacken, crisp, leaving only ashes and oblivion. For her vengeance, this fire witch would burn all the world to flames, and in that terrible retribution find her own ending as well.

Brierley began to tremble, shocked by the sheer force of the other’s willing. Megan’s lip curled into a mocking sneer, hatred burning at Brierley from Megan’s eyes, then abruptly the other was gone and Megan was herself again, looking back at Brierley.

“What?” Megan asked in confusion.

Brierley swallowed uneasily and opened her mouth, then foolishly shut it without saying anything. She tried again. “Here’s your porridge, Megan.”

“Oh, good!” Megan declared and hopped off the bed. Brierley cleared a place on the table and set the bowl in front of Megan, then watched as Megan happily ate the sweet porridge, offering an occasional spoonful to her doll. Brierley brought her a cup of hot water and several slices of dried fruit, then sat down weakly in the other chair.

In Witchmere, when she and Megan had confronted the guardians, Megan had seem possessed by a stranger, speaking with authority and rage to the machines. They had not fully obeyed, but Megan had drawn on some memory in the place to deliver her imperious commands that averted the guardians’ attack. Could a memory continue to walk in her mind? Could a memory possess a child? Brierley felt a rising panic about all she did not know about Megan’s gift, but quickly pushed the fear down. Megan would sense her panic—and perhaps that other might sense it, too, and find strength from it.

A fire witch held memories within herself: it was her gift. Perhaps all fire witches built a dream castle like Megan’s, with rooms filled with the past, and all shifted regularly between worlds, one real, one not. But what if a memory seized a witch? What then became real?

As the morning passed, Megan played happily inside the cabin, prattling to her doll, climbing up and down on the chairs, bouncing on the bed, a small bundle of energy careening around the room. She came often to Brierley for a hug and a kiss, and then shot away again, with Jain as her ever-present accomplice. Megan seemed wholly herself, happy and energetic and laughing, with no apparent trace of the stranger who had seized her.

Did I imagine it? Brierley wondered, watching her.

After lunch, Megan demanded they visit Friend, their mare, in the small side stable affixed to the cabin. Brierley dressed Megan warmly, bundling her to the eyebrows, then broke a foot-trail through the new snow along the outside cabin wall, Megan stamping in her wake. Inside the stable, Brierley refilled the mare’s grain bin and made sure she had fresh water, then lifted Megan onto the mare’s back for a pretend ride. Friend flipped her ears mildly and snorted, a contented beast who liked them both and felt inclined to continue that pleasure.

As she patted the mare’s neck, Brierley’s vision blurred oddly, and suddenly she seemed to see through Megan’s eyes as another woman stood by a different horse. The woman was dressed in green riding leathers, her black hair tucked into a cap, and, oddly, a small furred beast rode her shoulder. It swiveled its sharp-tipped ears in interest as she spoke to the horse. I know it’s been a long ride, Star, the woman said, but we’ll be comfortable here. The ferret made a pretend nip at her ear, wanting attention, and the woman absently reached up her hand to stroke its sleek fur. Perhaps we’ll find answers, she told them both, and turned toward the stable door.

Then abruptly Brierley stood again next to Friend in the warm stable, looking dazedly up at Megan.

The child put her thumb in her mouth and looked around vaguely at the stable walls. Brierley sensed the flickering again in Megan’s perception, as other shadows moved and were quickly gone. Then Megan suddenly exclaimed in delight.

“Look, Mother, it’s a bird!” she cried, pointing off to the left.

Brierley looked obediently, but saw only a coil of rope on a peg. “Is it, Megan?”

“Oh, look, Mother!” Megan pointed excitedly at the saddle and tack hung on a peg on the other wall. “It’s a waterfall!”

“Is it?” Brierley asked, confused. What was Megan doing now?

Pretending, Jain replied into her ear. What do you think? Brierley looked around for him, but he was invisible somewhere.

And the woman in green? she asked curiously.

A visitor here, long ago. Megan remembers: so do I. Jain swooped into view and flew a leisurely circuit of the stable, then fluttered to a perch on a box. It is Megan’s gift to shift worlds and remember what once was, he added casually. This cabin is very old, and many have slept here.

“Oh, look, Mother!” Megan exclaimed, pointing again. “It’s a tree!”

“Is it?” Brierley asked, bemused. Would she ever understand this child?

Megan looked down at Brierley from her lofty height on the mare’s back, Lady Megan in every line of her disapproval. “It is if I say so,” Megan asserted imperiously.

“You’re supposed to pretend, too, Mother.”

Brierley wrinkled her nose. “No, no, no,” she said.

Megan giggled, and Brierley lifted up her arms. “Come, child, let Friend eat her grain. Let’s go back inside the cabin where it’s warmer.” Megan threw her arms with great enthusiasm around Brierley’s neck, and Brierley lifted her down to the stable floor. She took Megan’s small hand in hers.

“Oh, good,” Megan exclaimed at nothing particular, and allowed Brierley to lead her out of the stable.

That afternoon, as Megan played with Jain, Brierley sat down again with her dictionary. In these books were answers, she hoped, answers for herself, answers for Megan.

Through her study in the dictionary she had learned nearly a hundred shari’a words, for whatever use that might lend. The grammar still largely escaped her, but she was making progress with the words. A sea witch, a healer like herself, was called dayi. A forest witch was shajar, Megan’s fire witch anshan’ia. Witchery of any kind was ish’ar. The four dragon-spirits of the shari’a were called the Hirdaun, and the Beast who tormented Brierley’s healings had the dread name of Masikh.

The dictionary had also confirmed the names of the Four on the library’s mosaic panels: Amina the forest dragon, a drifting emerald shadow in the trees; Soren the golden air dragon striking from the sky with lightning in his claws; Jain the fiery salamander who guarded all shari’a with passionate ferocity and had made himself Megan’s constant friend; and, lastly, her own guardian spirit, Basoul, the blue sea dragon with her shimmering scales and a healer’s cup clasped in her talons. The shari’a named them the Four, the benevolent spirits who guarded all the shari’a, and to whom they might appear from time to time.

Brierley watched Jain flip through the air, an agile teasing friend who made Megan happy. For that joy, Brierley would forgive the salamander almost anything, a weakness she hoped Jain never discovered. He seemed determined to provoke Brierley to distraction, for reasons he never explained. During their several days in the cabin, he had tried to prod her into answering him in front of Niall, tossing outrageous comments or insulting slurs, then had snickered happily as she struggled to ignore him. Once he had swooped down straight at Brierley, no doubt to make her fling herself aside shrieking, but Brierley had stubbornly stood her ground. For an instant, Jain’s body had whispered through hers, bringing a brief wash of heat, fierce in its tenderness, exultant in its joy.

When Jain began moving pots, she had told him furiously to stop it! Niall had looked up from the leather strap he had been mending at the table, badly startled.

“Stop what?” he blurted, then looked down at the strap, then at her, and became totally confounded.

Jain rested a paw on a pot lid and grinned, showing his tiny white fangs. Yes, what? I’m anxious to hear.

“Nothing, Niall,” Brierley said firmly to her liegeman. “I’m sorry I startled you. I, uh, dropped the spoon into the stew.” Which in fact she had.

Poor Niall, she thought. Her mouth twitched. Poor Brierley.

The sea witches of her Yarvannet cave had nearly forgotten the ancient dragon-spirits of the shari’a, giving them only a casual mention from time to time, as if the Hirdaun were another fanciful tale, not history, merely legend. The catlings of lore, those dire creatures of the night coast who stalked the unwary, received more mention, along with other tales. And not one of her cave journals mentioned a fire salamander who teased and snickered and made her drop spoons into her stew. Although Jain had desisted from rattling the crockery, she sensed a frantic need behind his wild activity, as if Jain were—running out of time? Why had she thought that?

She watched the salamander zip through the air, flickering, bright motion, a tumbling leaf of flame, with Megan in hot pursuit. Megan could see him; so did Brierley—more than she wished to, to admit the truth. Niall could not, nor had Melfallan and Stefan. By Jain’s choice? Or were the dragons visible only to shari’a eyes? Why? Was Jain truly a shari’a dragon-spirit, as he claimed? Were the Hirdaun truly real? How could she know?

She looked down with frustration at her list of shari’a words. How would single words and dragon names answer such a question? However she tried, Brierley could not read the shari’a books, although she had tried and tried until her head ached. She might do months of trying and fare no better, and she now glared at the two shari’a books more than coveted them. She felt like tossing them out into the next storm, to be ripped apart, page by page, and sent fluttering all over the valley. Let someone else collect the scattered pages and put them together again. Let someone else care about the nature of the Real and nonsensical air spells. There were hundreds of shari’a books in Witchmere’s library, likely filled with any answer Brierley might desire, and she couldn’t read them.

Patience, she told herself and rubbed her tired eyes. Do you think this should be easy? Well, yes, she answered herself wryly, and quirked her mouth. With a sigh, she bent over the dictionary and hunted another word for her list.
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At nightfall, after Megan had laid down to sleep, Jain curled by her side, a lusty stamping on the porch finally heralded Sir Niall’s return. A moment later the cabin door swung open, bringing in a blast of cold air that ruffled the book pages on the table and sent the flames in the fireplace roaring up the chimney. Sir Niall appeared in the doorway with a large load of wood in his arms; snow dusted across his shoulders, and a brace of quail hung from his belt. He flashed a grin at Brierley and tried awkwardly to shut the door with his shoulder. Brierley jumped up from her chair, relieved to see him at last, and ran to push the door shut.

“Ocean, that wind is cold,” Sir Niall swore and stomped heavily toward the wood bin by the stove.

“After that blast through the door,” Brierley suggested, “it will take all that wood to warm up the cabin again.”

“Likely so,” Niall said cheerfully. “But I must come in and out sometimes, true? And we’ll be glad of the warmth toward morning. New storm is gathering.” He bent to drop his wood on the pile near the fireplace.

“Megan,” Brierley warned, nodding toward Megan’s narrow bed.

Niall nodded and eased the logs to the floor, trying not to clunk, then looked over his shoulder. The child slept onward, undisturbed. “In truth, lady witch,” Niall said, “I think Megan could sleep through a pitched battle.”

“Likely so,” Brierley said, amused. Megan could box and sell determination, and she slept like a rooted stone. “You’re not hurt?” She looked him over anxiously.

“Got caught out in the storm, and I’m sorry to worry you, my lady,” he said, but not sounding all that regretful about the worrying. A confident man, her Sir Niall. “No, I’m fine, if a bit iced on the edges. I caught these this morning.” He unhooked the quail from his belt. “There’s precious little game out in such weather.” He asked absently to himself, then unwrapped the woolen scarf from his neck and eased off his gloves, and stood for a few moments before the fire, warming his cold hands. Brierley sat down in her chair and watched him, a bit put out by his casual air.

Sir Niall Larson was a sturdy-bodied man in his early thirties, with brownish hair and a short dark beard, deft in his skills and cheerful in his service. For many years he had been Countess Rowena’s confidential courier to Mionn. Niall may have named himself Brierley’s liegeman, although she disclaimed any rank as lady, and truly treated her with great courtesy—if not a matching respect for her wishes.

Well, she supposed, a storm is a storm, and I could forgive him this time. It appeared Niall saw no reason for repentance, quite in tune with Jain, that was obvious. Niall turned to smile at her, his face still reddened by the cold, then nodded pleasantly as he set to the rest of his tasks. He tramped out again onto the porch, allowing a new blast of cold air into the cabin, then brought in his saddlebags, which he placed by the door. With a great stamping of his feet and swinging of his arms, he put another log on the fire, hung the two birds near the stove, and shifted his saddlebags to their peg on the wall. Brierley watched him from her chair as he settled things, relieved that he was back safely.

As Niall sat down heavily in the other chair to pull off his boots, however, she sensed another mood beneath his cheerfulness. “What’s wrong?” she asked. From his mind she caught quick images of the forested slopes of the valley, the chill of the falling snow, and a half-seen guardian shadowing him for hours.

Niall shrugged. “One of those Witchmere guardians stalked me yesterday.” He grimaced as he pulled off a boot, clunking it to the floor. “You were right about going up the valley. Not enjoyable.”

“So long as you can keep a good distance, they won’t throw fire at you.”

“So far.” He grunted. “This valley has a reputation with travelers of being haunted, and now I know why. This one was hunting me, not just watching. I spent most of yesterday putting distance between me and it.” He pulled off his other boot and dropped it. “What did you do while I was gone? Read your books?”

“As much as that has gained me.” She scowled.

Niall’s blue eyes twinkled. “I can drill you in the words. Have you begun a list?”

“On what?” she said in frustration. “I’ve only your twenty sheets of paper, and I don’t want to write in the books. Learning word lists won’t help, anyway.”

“On the contrary, the words are the key, and nothing but,” Niall said confidently. “It’s merely a matter of application to your triumphal success.” He chuckled at the look she gave him, then reached to shuffle among the papers on the table, moving three of the books to the floor, and found the list she had started. “Here it is. All right. What’s the shari’a word for tree?”

“I don’t remember,” she said contrarily. Niall gave her the courtesy of naming her “lady witch,” but she sensed that Niall did not truly believe in witchery or witches or any such fancy. He was a practical man, his feet thoroughly rooted to the earth, and he prided himself on a proper attitude toward nonsense. And so she couldn’t compare ideas with him, as she might have with Melfallan, nor even begin to explain the facts of her witchery. A fire ghost that could seize her child? An invisible dragon who teased and flipped himself through the air? She crossed her arms across her breasts, irked that Niall had now decided to tutor her in her own craft, as if he were master and she the student. No, no, no, she thought.

“Hmm. Mountain valley?”

Brierley dramatically bunched her brows with hard thinking, then shrugged and looked away.

“River?”

“I haven’t a clue,” she said promptly.

Sir Niall eyed her in reproach. “I can see you really tried that time. I think you’ve developed a poor attitude, mistress, though perhaps I am wrong. I’ve been wrong before, I’ll admit. These words are not your enemy, Brierley.”

For a fleeting moment, she wanted to throw a book at him. “So you say,” she retorted.

He asked, and shook his head. “You must repair your attitude, lady witch. Think of these words as interesting clues, fascinating details, with hundreds—”

“Thousands—” she amended in despair.

“—to learn, one by one, each a delight, each a treasure, a joy to own.”

“So you say.”

He eyed her a moment. “I have heard some attitudes are beyond remedy,” he noted.

“I agree.” She scowled at him. “It is a truth, indeed.” “Mountain valley.”

“It’s no use, Niall. I’ve always had trouble with lists. Ocean knows I’ve tried, and I’m already tired of trying. I’m tired of this cabin and snowstorms and listening to the wind howl. I’m tired of those guardians stalking you. I’m tired of—”

“Me, perhaps?” he asked with a smile, and put up the list in the papers on the table.

She sighed, and relented her irritation with him. “I was worried for you,” she admitted. “I’m Yarvannet-bred and used to mild winters: I’ve never seen such storms.”

Niall grimaced again. “Earl Melfallan meant well, Brierley, but this cabin was not his best of ideas. We’re too high in the mountains. We could be easily snowed in, with drifts to the eaves, and then be snowbound until spring. While the weather permits, Stefan can pack in more supplies from Carandon, but the storms this far east are unpredictable. And we’re far too close to Witchmere. That guardian hunted me yesterday: I even imagined I could feel it wishing me dead.” He shuddered. “It hates well.”

“Is it too dangerous to leave? To travel to Mionn now?”

Niall considered, frowning. “It would be difficult. If Stefan can send up more supplies, we can make it through the winter. That is probably still the best plan, despite my doubts.” He smiled benignly at her. “I, too, can sometimes worry beyond reason.”

Brierley narrowed her eyes. That comment had just a touch too large of condescension, just a mite too much of utterly irritating male complacence. It hinted, too, how manly measurings of the world outpointed the silly frettings of women, her own included. “So you say, Sir Niall.”

“I believe I did say,” he observed mildly, then winked at her.

Brierley vastly doubted that Sir Niall had ever winked at Countess Rowena, and wondered what that noble lady would do to him if he dared. Something dire, no doubt, and utterly suitable. “I didn’t say the list was a total loss,” she said stubbornly. “I only said I was tired of words.”

“Tired of words?” Niall exclaimed. “What a heresy! Words are the key to knowledge, the enlightenment of the mind. Try again, and you’ll see.”

“Tired,” she insisted and dared him with a fierce look to say more.

Niall chuckled, stretched his arms over his head, then looked pointedly at the stove. “Long day hunting,” he said casually and waited a few moments, expecting his immediate dinner, that being the lot of women to provide to men.

When Brierley remained seated in her chair, he looked back at her more sharply, an eyebrow rising. Yes, a competent man, she thought as she contrarily eyed him back, and well used to his male privileges—but not, she realized, overly accustomed to women. Niall had never married, content with his travels for his countess over the choice of any settled life, and she sensed no sisters in his family. In some marriages a wife might defer too much to her husband, but sisters rarely omitted a brother’s necessary education on one’s rightful ease in life. And so the eyebrow and the expectant pause, the slightly puzzled look when Brierley delayed in jumping eagerly to the stove.

But after all, she conceded, Niall had spent two long cold days in the snow, determined to provide for her and Megan. It was a petty point. She hesitated a moment longer, then rose from her chair. At the stove, she reached for a pan.

No, no, no, Jain’s voice whispered mischievously in her ear.

Be quiet.

Three days later Brierley sat on the porch step of the forest cabin, Valena’s book in her lap, and watched Megan play with Jain in the snow. The day had dawned brilliant and clear, bringing a break in the weather, the first in two weeks. Today the clouds did not swirl across the sky, gray and ominous; nor did the wind send snow blowing into high drifts, frozen and cold. Instead the snow glittered brilliant white under the Day star’s warmth, dazzling the eyes, and a thin coating of ice on everpine needles sparkled, filling the trees with a thousand winking stars. The air was cold, but neither Megan nor Brierley could have stayed inside this morning.
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