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   Enter the SF Gateway …


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


   

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





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


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


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


   Welcome to the SF Gateway.






 

 

Prologue

 

 

It was cold; the stars were a frost of light from tree-lined high horizon to cliff-edged high horizon. Rock shone faint blue; the shadows under the trees were impenetrable to normal eyes. Across the bowl-like valley, there was a deep silence. Stone lay in crazy piles, slabs of rock-slanted against bare, intact walls, chunks and shards flung wide as though by a giant hand covered an expanse of close-cropped field. 

Elsewhere in the mountains, nightbirds flew and uttered muted calls, small beasts crackled through the brush. Creatures hunted or were hunted and not in silence. Here, had any man stood and listened, he would have heard nothing but the thin scree in his own ears—or the overloud thump of his heart, for there was fear here, an ancient fear, as old as the shaping of the stones themselves. And, perhaps, he might have seen the faintest glow of sullen red light within a row of tall, shattered windows. 

There was nothing else. 

It is my tale, as it was from the first, and so I shall continue: I, Nisana, the only AEldra of cat-kind to journey east of the Foessa Mountains and dwell among the Nedao. 

You who have heard me speak before know of that: how the Lady Scythia of the Second Ylsan House came to Nedao to wed its King Brandt. And so I went preforce to the walled City Koderra, for where my Scythia was, I had to be. 

I have spoken already at length—greater length than is normally my wont—of the journey north from shattered Koderra, after the barbarous Tehlatt swooped down across Nedao and slew 8 parts of the folk. Of 2,000 Koderrans, only 9 of us escaped the final battle. My sweet Scythia died there to avenge her Lord, King Brandt, leaving young Ylia orphaned and in my keeping. 

As much as such a one could be in anyone's keeping. She was strong-willed even then, Ylia, though scarcely able to use her AEldra Power at all, for she was only half AEldran and the block of her Nedaoan blood was such that even I could not break it; weapons-trained, Ylia, but not skilled in true fighting. On that journey, she came into battle strength like her father's, into full use of the Power, like her mother's. 

For once in the Foessa, we were beset by such things as even children do not deem real: Mathkkra, the blood-drinking terrors which stalked Nedao's Plain 500 years before; evil 

seemings, set to snare the inner being of any foolish enough to dare the haunted mountains; Thullen, great flying creatures of such horrid aspect I shall say no more of them, until I must. Lyiadd, who exiled himself from kin and hearth, who turned his back on the wealth of AEldra Power to seek that which was more—and other—and dread dark. He, who sought my Ylia herself, though in the end, he had only the point of her blade. 

But not only evils inhabit the Foessa—though Nedaoan legend certainly held it to be so. We found allies and friends there: The Nasath, the Ylsan Guardians who first gave the AEldra Power; and the Folk, who still dwell deep in the northern woods. 

She dealt with both sides of the coin, my Ylia, both fair and not, and so it was no wonder to us, her companions, to see the strength in her when we came finally to Aresada and she challenged and deposed her foul cousin Vess. 

My second tale, which I begin here, is mainly of Nedao and its young Queen. But there were others who had a hand in shaping the story as it finally came to be, and as I tell it now. And though often I did not know of those folk until long past the event, those I learned of are part of my telling now, as though I had known them at the time. 


 

 

1

 

 

It was cold and rainy, the sun a chancy and sometime thing. And on the upper ledges before the main entrance to the Caves of Aresada; the wind was definitely chill. But those who passed the young woman huddled in her torn soldier's cloak, her grey-green-eyes fixed on a spot far down-river, felt none of the cold, and little of the hunger that had been theirs for a full month. Ylia—the King's daughter and heir, now their Queen—had returned to them beyond all hope and against impossible odds; the House of Ettel again properly ruled. Things had been bad, since the fall of the Plain. No one doubted that now they would improve. 

Ylia for the moment saw none of them, was aware of none of the movement around her: She was concentrating on two widely diverse things. The first, probably more important, was the search she was making of the River, both banks, as far as her sense could reach. All very well for Marhan and Levren to assure her Vess would not return to the Caves! He would not, at the very least, because if he attempted such a thing and she became aware of him, she'd have the breath out of him. Forever. 

Vess: Hated cousin, so hungry for Nedao's crown, for its power, he'd dared the return to Teshmor, up-river and North, avoiding the barbarous Tehlatt by staying to the foothills. There he had pledged his aid to the beleagered Corlin of Planthe—aid! A lie, all of it, spoken only so Corry would accept him, so the folk still within Teshmor's walls would. So that he could thereafter slide from the City at the last, reach Aresada and take the ruling he wanted. 

He'd planned it well, too, and under extreme pressure of time and circumstance: but he'd known, as any would, that once he'd announced Brandt, his Queen, his daughter all dead—liar, bastard and liar!—that Corry would refuse his aid, force him to leave Teshmor as the last of the House of Ettel, to hasten to the Caves and lead the people. He'd miscalculated his safety, and nearly lost his life. Only chance had spared him death at the hands of the Tehlatt. 

Had it been that important to him, Brandt's crown? But she knew the answer to that. Yes. To Vess, any power was preferable to none. Easy to piece together, given enough of the facts and sufficient hindsight: He'd taken the Caves and those within, knowing the King and all those with him must have perished in their desperate last stand before Koderra's gates. Later, he'd seal to him the folk who'd escaped Koderra by Sea. Yes, he'd planned. 

And she'd not forgotten the thing her mother told her, that last night in the King's City: Sea-Raiders. Vess had thought to sway Brandt to seek aid from the fierce Southern pirates against the Tehlatt. Doubtless he'd still held to that thought, hoping to retake the Plain. She shook her head. Yet another thing to ask Erken, or another of her council. 

The second thing she concentrated on, a thing much more difficult for her, was a determination to stay her ground and neither faint nor become ill, since at the moment she looked down to the River a full ten lengths below. Nearly impossible for one with her irrational terror of heights. To be sure, the ledge wasn't overhung and rock was visible below her all the way down to the bridge. It didn't help. 

All right, enough. It was; she'd held to the guard's height a sufficient time to please herself, and hadn't been caught out by Malaeth (who'd fuss or panic), or Nisana (those who said cats had no sense of humor had never been laughed fit by this cat). She stretched warily, dropped back down to solid ground; and turned then to gaze out south. 

There, the narrow gorge through which they'd come—Mothers, could it have been only three days before? At the moment, it felt more like three months, with a hard-worked Planting Month in their midst. From this height, she could see the pale greens of the Marshes, and beyond them, near the edge of sight, the dark green Forest of the Folk, a faint line of purple distant mountain capping them. 

We did it. She felt a flush of pride, looking back down their trail. Pride and astonishment, that any of them had lived to tell of that month of cold, short commons, terror and loss. Brendan. It smote hard, catching her, once again, by surprise. He hadn't reached Aresada, her brave Brendan. 

She fought the sudden grief aside; there was no time for it. Too much to worry. Food. True shelter, for the Caves were scarcely more than very temporary. A pasture for the tattered little herd that was all Nedao's flocks. The goats, of course, could eat anywhere and they were fine among the trees, but the sheep were another matter, as were the horses and the very few remaining cattle. Golsat had been gone since daybreak, searching for grassland near the Caves, that for the safety of the orphaned children who'd been given the task of keeping the animals. 

Nisana was gone, too. The cat had located a few cattle and sheep abandoned just within the mountains, had taken Lisabetha—who could still, with the senses she gained on their journey, sense if faintly what the cat wanted—and Lus, the woman they'd rescued in the Foessa, for she had been raised in a herder's village. Ylia worried, but finally let them go. No choice. There wasn't. They needed any animals they could find, short of raiding the Plain and taking their own back from the Tehlatt. But to send Lord Corry's daughter afoot into these mountains after a lost cow ... it didn't bear thinking about. Nisana, she reminded herself tartly, can bridge them out of any trouble they might step into. 

And—poor Lisabetha. There was a wonder all its own, one Ylia would never have believed possible: Lisabetha had begun the journey from Koderra in terror of the mountains and a worse fear of the magic of her AEldra companions, a fear still worse of her own ability to dream tree. She'd grown, Lisabetha, over that journey. So much so that when she gained fleeting ability to hear AEldra mind-speech, she'd taken her ability to hear Ylia and the cat with honest pleasure, had grieved at its rapid loss. 

Ylia shivered. The sun was gone again, lost behind dark, ragged-edged clouds. The ledges were deserted, except for herself and the guard. By her stomach, it was past noon-hour, there'd be a thin soup which would at least be hot. And after that, yet another meeting. 

She strode into the darkness of the outer chambers. No warmer here, but at least the wind was gone. And down in the Great Temple, on past and through two wide corridors of stone to the Vast Hall, the temperature remained constant. In the chambers where the people gathered, it was actually warm, a combination of so many bodies and the cook fires. Fortunately there were enough openings in the limestone overhead that it wasn't particularly stuffy. 

The food was indeed, as she'd suspected, thin soup, bland enough that it had to be rabbit again. There was also a flat rolled up pancake of sour cattail meal. Dipped in the soup, it lost some of its unpleasant flavor, and it was more filling than only the soup. With luck, Marhan and Levren, and Erken's lads they'd taken with them, would come up with deer, or enough of something for stew. They didn't dare sacrifice any of the sheep or goats to the pot: There simply weren't enough of them to spare. 

She ate quickly, aware of the eyes on her, the undercurrent of approval. She'd needed no one to tell her Vess had not eaten with her folk. She turned a little aside, though, when she caught whispers she wasn't intended to hear: the women were talking about her scar again. It barely shows! She kept her fingers away from her cheek by main determination. The fact was, it did show, if only as a thin white line against a tanned face. It ran from temple to chin in a straight line. It had mates; too, though none but her companions on the northward journey knew of the cross between her breasts, the short mark below her belt that looked like a scratch and had been the worst of them all, or the ragged cut—from elbow to wrist. Likely, there wouldn't have been fuss about those anyway, it was the mark on her face that upset them. I don't care, she told herself. Alive matters more. I'm alive. But she turned her face aside when the older women looked at her too closely. 

Erken had managed to put together a rough council chamber not far from the main entrance to the Caves, in a small room originally cut from the rock as a storehouse. It adjoined the natural pocket that had served Vess as a bedroom, and now served Ylia. From somewhere, the Duke of Anasela had garnered a trestle, two short benches and a number of sawn logs for seats, and had raided the household goods of Nedao's remaining northern Baron for pens, ink and a flat packet of thick Narran paper. Her candles came from the main store. 

The little room was only half-filled: Levren, Marhan and Golsat were hunting; Lisabetha away with Nisana. Those five she'd included in her council, half expecting argument from the others, somewhat surprised when she got none. For the rest: two minor lords of the sort who served under the Baronry, one to every four or five villages; Bnorn, a Baron who'd been traveling with his family from Teshmor to his manor in the western foothills when the Tehlatt struck. He had thereby brought in his wife and son, his grandson, household men and many of his servants. 

And Erken, Duke of Anasela. Exiled, it was true; Erken had ruled no land since he'd lost his eastern holdings to the barbarians ten years before, keeping instead his title and pledging himself and his following to Corlin of Planthe, father to Lisabetha. He had fought at Corlin's side until the outer gates of Teshmor fell, and only at Corlin's order had he and his remaining men fled through one of the City's tunnels. 

Ifney of Sern and Marckl of Broad Heath, the Lords Holder, had been difficult for Ylia to tell apart at first. They were short, even for Nedaoans, and she stood on eye level with both of them; they were plainly clad, as simply dressed as the peasants who'd worked their lands. But she was learning to distinguish them finally: Marckl was darker and clean-shaven. Ifney wore a touch of moustache across his lip, a faint brownness against a dark face. There was more grey in his hair, more snap to his speech. 

The Baron Bnorn was elderly, as old as Malaeth, Ylia's childhood nurse, and she was rapidly nearing 80. But he carried his winters well. His hair and beard were white shocks against a skin darkened by sun and wind, his eyes weather-narrowed. He sat to one side and at first made no contributions, so abashed was he by his presence at the Queen's Council. 

Ylia inclined her head gravely as her young door-warder announced her. Erken had been busy with that sort of thing, too. And though she still found it a bit disconcerting after so long in the mountains as simply one of an armed company to have attendants everywhere, she had to admit the Duke had the right of such things: her Nedaoans wanted and expected her to be properly surrounded and were proud that they could at least provide that much for her. And it gave purpose to such as young Merreven, who had lost all his family when his village was razed, but who now had a task—and an important one—he could accomplish. 

Erken sat at the far end of the table, turning his hat in his hands, eyes fixed on it. She bit back a sudden smile. The folk of Teshmor were known ever as Nedao's dandies. The best Narran silk and Oversea velvet and jeweled satins went always to the northern City and not to the King's halls. But even among Teshmorans, Erken had stood out. And notwithstanding he'd fought a hard siege and that he'd been at Aresada for all of Planting Month, he had managed somehow to keep his garb faultless: the deep blue shirt, the fine-woven Osneran breeches of a matching shade might have just come from his tailor's, if one ignored a little fraying around the hems and at the throat. But the hat which was Erken's mark and his pride had not fared so well: the wide brim was notched and dirty, the jaunty ochre-dyed feathers that trailed from the lace-cut leather band were matted and grey. Erken studied it with evident distaste. 

They'd already explained the situation to her, the first night. No worse than she'd expected, who'd not really dared to expect at all. Nearly three thousand had reached Aresada so far; another few hundreds no doubt still wandered the edges of the mountains, afraid to penetrate them or lost, though after so long they could not be certain of finding such folk. But that was Nisana's chore, along with locating scattered cattle and sheep, goats and chickens. 

Food was critical. Those who had fled the Plain when the Tehlatt came upon them had for the most part come with only the few things they could grab before they ran, which was seldom much. Particularly among the villages to the east, there had been little warning. Few even had spare clothing or food. 

And now three thousand folk lived in the vast caves and sought to hold their lives together, until matters improved. A difficult situation, at best: Nedao's people were settled, farmers and herders, fishermen from the villages along the banks of the Torth. Those who lived such lives had followed in the steps of their parents, and their parents’ parents for nearly five hundred years. Hunters—there were some who hunted in the foothills of western Nedao, but not many. There would have been mass starvation already, had the Foessa not been thick with game. 

Even so, those who had spent the Planting Month at Aresada had gone hungry most of the time. 

“Any word from the hunting parties?” Ifney wanted to know as soon as she settled in. Ylia shook her head. 

“They've had to go farther afield, of course. Tonight or tomorrow. We've more beasts coming, though.” 

“Mmm,” Marckl grunted. “Something, that.” 

“Can't eat them,” Ifney reminded him. 

“'Course not! But next year—” 

“Aye.” Ifney sighed heavily, resettled himself on the hard wood. He and Marckl exchanged a brief look. Ylia knew that look, and sighed quietly. Nisana again; it was nearly impossible for these men to accept that a cat could carry the years and hold the Power she did. Lisabetha had helped considerably: the Lords Holder knew her and because of what she'd told them, Marckl had at least quit making horns at the cat. 

Fortunately, Nisana preferred to avoid council meetings, saying she had more important matters to deal with and that she had no desire to sit with arguing humans unless urgently necessary. Also fortunately, Nisana was more than used to such treatment and had been merely amused, though not so amused as to have her idea of fun with any of them. 

“You"—Ylia gazed down the table—"were going to tell me what chanced when you arrived;” Erken frowned, jolted out of some dark thought. “Vess,” she prompted. 

“Vess. Mmm.” Erken dropped the hat on the table, shoved it over the edge and out of his sight. “If you want to take the time for that now, though.” 

“After all, he's gone—,” Ifney began. Ylia shook her head. 

“Gone, yes. But I need to know.” 

“Well—,” Erken began slowly. “With so much else to discuss, are you certain there's point to it?” 

“Yes.” Ylia nodded. “And we keep pressing it to the end, and then we're one and all too tired to talk about it. Now, Erken. Please.” 

“Well—,” Erken repeated. “These men came before I did.” 

“Aye.” Ifney turned his sharp glance from one to the other of them. “And if you'll not say it, Erken, I will, I never held with Vess nor his ways, ever, and I never swore to him, as you all know!” He recollected himself, swallowed. “Um. I know he's kin of yours, Lady.” 

“One cannot choose kin,” Ylia replied dryly. “You do not upset me by straight speech concerning Vess. And how often must I tell you, I need you to speak freely. What good is a council such as this if you do not council?” 

The Northerner considered this. Smiled briefly. “Just so, Lady. Well, then. I got here the middle of the twenty-fifth of First Flowers. There was a fair pack of us. I'd taken my folk, sent my women ahead and gone for Marckl's holdings. He and I roused three villages between Sern and Teshmor. We met up with Bnorn just within the Pass. So we were—what, Marckl?” 

“Mmm. Perhaps four hundred, all told.” 

“Well.” Ifney cleared his throat. “We got to Aresada a full day later. The herds held us back and we didn't dare leave the herders and their beasts behind us, even if we'd wanted or if they would have let us. So by the time we reached the bridge, we found Vess in power. There were over a thousand folk here by then, they'd all sworn to him, worse luck!” 

“Well?” Marckl demanded. “What did you want of ’em? So far as any knew, the whole South was gone! Vess had been there, he was the only one who knew anything about Koderra. Remember? Remember too what he told us? He was the last of the House of Ettel! If there was anyone alive—yourself, Lady, or the King—we couldn't know. And you weren't here.” 

“No.” 

“Between us, we had more armed than Vess,” Ifney said. “But we talked it over, and we couldn't see any other choice. No one liked Vess. But he was what we had.” A gloomy silence settled over the three men. 

“And—?” Ylia prompted. 

Ifney shrugged. “Well, it wasn't good when we got here. It got worse. Vess wasn't much interested in food, save what went in his mouth. Bnorn's men, mine, and Erken's boys did what hunting there was. The fishers have kept busy. We weren't good at it, though we got better because we hadn't choice.” 

Erken finally spoke, but his reluctance was evident in his face and the slowness of his speech. “Vess was not content with remaining here, with ruling the pittance of folk at Aresada. Between us, as you've seen, Lady, we have perhaps five hundred armed. Not, mind, skilled armed!” 

“I have seen that.” She had. Green boys, still years from their first moustaches, white-haired old men who in better days would have been sitting in the sun spinning tales for any who'd listen. Anything and everything between. 

“Not soldiers.” Marckl growled. “Nor likely to be, most of them, to my way of seeing it. But Vess harped ever that we must retake the Plain, particularly we must regain the South, must hold Koderra once again.” 

“By means of a bargain,” Ylia said flatly, “with the Sea-Raiders.” Dead astonished silence greeted this remark. “He said as much to—to my father, the night before Koderra was attacked. Had he sent for their aid, or did he just talk of it?” 

“He didn't say anything to me,” Erken replied. “I was not particularly in his confidence,” he added with a brief grin that erased fully twenty years from his lean face. “But I think he had persuaded—I think that is the word—certain folk of village Keldan to build rafts. The work wasn't yet begun when you arrived.” 

“Rafts.” Ylia considered this in silence for some moments. She laughed then. “Thanks, sweet cousin! I had not considered rafts as a means of reaching Yls. But the river itself—do any of you know it?” 

“It turns west,” Erken said doubtfully. 

“That much I've seen," Ylia replied, a faint emphasis on her words. Erken considered this. 

“Seen. Yes.” Magic. His dislike wasn't as strong as old Marhan's, but he clearly hadn't much more use for it than the Swordmaster did. “Well; They say it widen perhaps 30 leagues from here and empties out into the Bay of Nessea. Now I have seen that Bay and two rivers do indeed empty into it. If one of them is ours, then we could very likely reach Nar. And take passage to Yls aboard one of their ships.” 

“We haven't true shipwrights, Lady,” Marckl said. He leaned across the table, suddenly eager with thought of something useful he could do. “But I think we could locate those who've built the sort of light, narrow-hulled boats that were used on the Planthe—market-boats. They'd be safer than rafts.” 

“Yes.” She thought. “We'd need only one or two—” 

“Three,” Erken broke in gravely, “for safety.” 

“All right. If you will then, Marckl, see to the building of three boats. We don't need much room, only for men to carry messages to Nar and Yls. I want to bring the folk there north as soon as possible. If they'll come,” she added doubtfully. 

“They'll come,” Marckl said decidedly. 

“Then—the boats needn't be large, just good enough for two men each to go down river and return.” Gods and Mothers, messages. That will take thought. “One last thing,” she said finally. “Lord Corlin provisioned Aresada for a safety in the event of such a thing as befell us. What do any of you know of this?” 

Erken shrugged. “What most men know. Rumor, largely. Corlin intended to send his clerks before him. If he did, they never arrived here. In any event, the lists are gone that tallied where things were hidden, and how much of what things. Grain was sent, I know that much.” 

“So do I,” Bnorn put in his first comment of the evening. “A lot of it came from my fields, along with seed and tools.” 

“It would not have been left in any of the outer chambers,” Marckl said flatly. “Because of beasts and—well, Nedao can trust her mountain-hunters, I hope, they wouldn't simply steal things left here, but in need men might use up food left in plain sight.” 

“Mmmm.” Ylia considered briefly. “This is a task for the women who are not as useful at gathering. Lisabetha may well know something of Corlin's plans. I'll ask when she returns; perhaps she can organize the search.” And remain safer here. It suddenly shook her: Inniva guard me, speaking as I am, making decisions, appointing tasks—as though I knew what I did! 

They went on to other things, and still others: It was dark by the time the meeting broke. Ylia staggered to her feet as Erken, the last of them, bowed and left her. She stretched. “Father, if you'd known how I'd take the ruling—,” she whispered. She pulled the thin gold band from her brow—it had been Vess's, the smith had refused to simply cut it down for her and had reworked the metal. She stared at it gloomily. 

It would have been hard enough simply to follow the footsteps of one so beloved as Brandt, and she'd always thought to do it with more years and experience. And now—the work before them terrified her as much as anything they'd faced on the journey north from Koderra: Food they needed, a source of food that did not depend upon what the hunters could catch, what the women could forage. Clothing, shoes and boots. And desperately, a place to live. She must search, must bring Nisana back and set her to that task. Because if they didn't get seed in the ground soon, they'd be as good as dead. 

None of the folk wanted to leave, which had mildly surprised her. Considering what hardship they lived under, she'd expected some at least would want to seek out sanctuary in Yls or Nar. No. They were Nedao and they were hers to care for. Mothers grant me the strength, that I not fail them. 

She stretched hard, doused the candles. It was near time for evening meal. More thin soup no doubt. And then, after that, a search, and a serious one. 

To those who have never lost all in disaster, it is incomprehensible, as it had been to me all my life. Of a sudden, there is little or nothing, even of those things that were taken for granted: food and water. Bedding. Warm clothing (though that and footgear had for obvious reasons not ever been among my needs). Among those who had followed the ways of their forbears for a 10 of generations—not only such basics as food and clothing and fire, but seed and ground to plant it in; grazing lands for their herds. I did all I could to aid the child Ylia in her efforts to succor her folk, and yet know the weight of it lay squarely across her slender shoulders. 
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Cloud cover was holding the smoke from the cook-fires low and spreading the smell of it through the Caverns again. She brought her head up wearily, watched as grey tendrils drifted across the lantern-light, swirled about the narrow openings in the rock across the chamber. Ugh. Too wet to work out of doors, unpleasant inside. There was a faint scent of cooking meat, teasing at her empty stomach. The last of the venison, and so yet another soup. It made one hungry for the stew of the first night, when Golsat and his boys had staggered in with four spring-thin deer, though a year ago scarce a Nedaoan now living at Aresada would have considered that watery and vegetable-poor mess to be food at all. 

Their situation still wasn't good, though it was a little better: the hunters were supplying what meat they could; the fishers had moved downstream and the catch was larger; two of the orphaned girls who were herding had located wild onion in veritable thickets on the hillsides. 

And the Caves had finally yielded the first of the caches: waterproofed bags containing two dragweight of wheat-meal. Enough to thicken soups and stews, enough for flat bread once a 5-day, at least for present. They didn't dare save it; there was already a thin layer of green across the top of the bag and in another season it would probably have been completely inedible. In the same chamber they had located a dragweight of wheat seed, and a clutch of smaller bags of seed from someone's kitchen gardens. Beans, cress, melon and several kinds of squashes—good eating, all of it, if there is a place to plant. 

She worried that, constantly. Without proper land, they might as well resign themselves all to begging, to a home in exile and poverty, in Yls or Nar. 

And within another generation—that pulled at her also, though only when she woke, middle night, and could not readily return to sleep: I am the last of the House, save only Vess. If I die without an heir there is no House. Never before had she been so aware of how fragile a thing life was, how light the grasp of any upon it. During the day, it seldom bothered her, save as a passing, impatient thought: Take reasonable care; you cannot wed and get children here and now. Take thought for who can be named successor, if you die. That, of course, was easy: who better than Erken? 

In the meantime, she turned back to the task at hand, sternly banishing extraneous thought, the nostril-tickling smoke, the growling of her stomach. Messages. The boats were well under way, they'd be done in a full 5-day. Ifney and Marckl wasted no time, and there were plenty of men from the Torth to do the actual building. She'd discussed the Narran messages with her council: the request for aid which Nedao would repay as soon as possible. Another message to the Nedaoans who had—must have!—reached Yls. 

She'd spoken only with her original companions regarding the third message, the one to be directed to the Sirdar himself, warning of Lyiadd. It would need tact, that the proud old man not take offense. A half-blood had found the Valley of the Night Serpent and its inhabitants, and he had not. She knew where his eldest child, Marrita, housed, and with whom—or what. It would need careful framing, indeed. And, of course, that message would need to be cast into High AEldran, for though the Sirdar spoke all the languages of the Peopled Lands, he would take great offense indeed if any message addressed to him were not in the ancient language. 

Ylia knew High AEldran: her mother and Nisana had both instructed her. And she'd used it recently enough, when she'd challenged Lyiadd to the fight that ended in his death. But this was a matter more complex than a duel-challenge. 

Nisana would have done the translation, if she'd asked. But the cat would not have let her forget for a moment it was her own desire to be anywhere but stuck inside with a text that caused her present difficulties. 

There—finally!—it was done. Her hand ached from clutching the pen, and, as usual, she'd somehow managed to get ink across the web of skin between thumb and forefinger. She eyed the result critically: Her lettering still sloped uphill but other than that the letters were well formed and no one could fault them. The text itself: “Twelth of Spring Floods. The thanks of Ylia, daughter to Scythia of the Second House of Yls, heir to King Brandt of Nedao, and now Queen to Nedao in its exiles to those that have cared for our folk in their hour of need. For such food and shelter as has been provided by our Mother's land, we shall pay, when the ability is again granted to us. 

“Know that our beloved and honored parents were slain in the fall of the King's City Koderra the Twenty-third of First Flowers.” Unnecessary as a matter of information, the Sirdar had no doubt known of Scythia's death long since: he'd have seen it, or dreamed it. “We do not ask for ourselves, or for our folk, that these deaths be avenged, or that aid be given us to drive the barbarians from the Plain. The attack was too great, and we are perhaps a tenth of our original numbers. 

“To us it seems best, therefore, that we remain within the Foessa, for the Mountains offer us sanctuary from the Tehlatt as nothing else might, and here we shall rebuild as best we may. Those of our kind who may have reached Yslar and who wish to rejoin their own are welcome and a place will be made in our midst for them. Those who wish to remain among the Ylsans are free to do so, and with our blessing, for the way before us here will not be an easy one.” 

So much—easy. Now for the difficult part: “A matter for the eyes of the Sirdar, and those in his trust only. On our journey northwards through the Foessa, we came upon a great, deep valley well within the mountains. A fuller description of this place should not be necessary, as it is doubtless in every ancient scroll dealing with the First War fought by the AEldra a thousand years ago. There are torn and burnt buildings in the depths of that place and a presence of Power that is ancient and evil. 

“Those walls are again inhabited, by one of the Fifth House called Lyiadd, his household armsmen, his servants and"—she'd hesitated long here—"his woman. One of our number was slain by his following, I in turn fought him, blade to blade, doing him such great injury that he may be dead. 

“But it is possible he is not. I was not able to ascertain whether he breathed before I was bridged to safety. 

“I perhaps speak of things already known to the Sirdar. They are of sufficient urgency, certainly, that I warn of them now, that those stronger in the Power than I may deal with them, lest the Night-Serpent Lammior find a successor to unleash war across the entirety of the Lands. 

“Nedao has no army remaining and little strength at present save to protect herself. Should there come a day, however, when Yls has need of us, send.” 

She sighed. It was the best she could do, she'd agonized most of a day over it already. If the Sirdar was offended by any of it—well then, anything else she could say would offend him also. The proper forms were all there, no one could say she hadn't been formally, exactingly polite. She lifted the pen again inked it and signed her name across the bottom: “Ylia hra'da Brandt, Coreas Nedao". “Ylia, Brandt's daughter, Queen of Nedao.” Now, if Erken had got that colored wax from Bnorn's clerk—there, at the bottom of the box of quills. Not much of it, but enough for now. Likely there'd be no need for more messages such as this one until year's end. She pulled at the thong around her neck, fished out the rough seal the smith had cast for her and folded the paper. A lanolined sheath for it, a pale green ribbon (one of Lisabetha's last) around that. A splash of wax at the joining, seal—quickly—on that. She leaned back against the wall, closed her eyes. Mothers, who'd have thought a few lines on paper to be such a task? 

It wouldn't always be, of course, providing her father's household chose to come north. Among them were Brandt's scribes and clerks. With their aid, she'd only need frame the idea of any such future messages, the rest, save the signature and seal, would be done for her. She smiled briefly. There was something, after all, to be said for household folk. 

If there was need for such messages again, she decided, the old Chosen Grewl would aid her. He'd already been an invaluable ally, when Vess had refused to fight her according to Nedaoan custom, and it had been Grewl who had found the loophole that allowed a champion to take her place; Grewl who had taken a firm stand when two of the more fanatic young Chosen had tried to start trouble among the people because of Ylia's AEldran blood. He was at something of a loose end at present, for he was an Oversea scholar who had been studying Nedaoan histories when the Tehlatt attacked. He had no official standing among the Nedaoan Chosen, and had reluctantly taken temporary leadership of them pending confirmation from Osnera. But there was little for him to do, save lead the few services and Ceremonies the Chosen had: all of the written histories and tales had been lost to the Tehlatt, and there wasn't enough ink or parchment to spare him. He was too elderly and frail to hunt or gather. But he wanted to be of use. 

And he'd remain silent on the matters Ylia and her original companions felt best kept from the people: there were enough causes for discomfort and panic, without adding others. Lyiadd. Mathkkra. No mention of those unless—until—it became absolutely necessary. 

She stretched, pushed to her feet. Enough smoke for a while, whether it rained or not, it was time to get some air. And, if it was bearable out on the ramparts, she could attempt another search. Somewhere, somewhere in these mountains, there had to be a refuge! 

But if there were such a thing, it didn't reveal itself this time, either. She finally gave it up as the wind howled down across wet rock from the north, bringing a squall of rain that by the feel of it was half ice. She ducked back inside the narrow rock portal and went in search of Lisabetha. 

It wasn't a particularly difficult search, once one of the old men in the Grand Temple pointed her in the proper direction. At the rear of the chamber just behind the Grand Temple was a half-hidden opening, leading back and away into darkness. Near this, she found clear sign of Lisabetha: a length of the thin twine used by herders to make temporary pens was wound around a stalagmite, tied off with several hard knots. The free end vanished into rockbound dark. 

The second level of sight would have guided her easily enough. Ylia took a torch anyway. She didn't like being underground; she couldn't bear it without some kind of light. 

These caves were unlike the Mathkkra caves, where she'd rescued Lisabetha and nearly lost Brelian, younger brother to her beloved Brendan. There she'd gained the full use of the AEldra Powers previously denied her, and won free of those horrid crumbling tunnels. She still never felt truly comfortable in such stony halls and was acutely aware how much rock and dirt weighed over the passageway where she walked. 

Lisabetha apparently remembered little or nothing of her experiences that night, for she showed no discomfort even when nearly a league from the Grand Temple and the outside world. She was extremely careful with her guide rope, even more careful with chalk-markings when the rope ran out and she explored further. 

“Ylia!” The girl straightened, wiped grubby hands on the cloth torn from her underskirt and fastened to the belt of her worn travel-skirt. Unnecessary for her to ask the identity of the one still hidden behind the torch, for few others came after her beyond the length of rope, and none else alone. 

“Myself. You've come far.” Ylia had counted seven joins in the length of rope before it gave out and the arrows on the walls, shoulder high, began. 

“Aye. There's so little in the near chambers and halls, though. I can't imagine why things would be placed this far back, but the alternative isn't pretty.” 

“No. But the caches are here. Must be.” 

“I think so.” Lisabetha eyed her hands dispassionately in the doubled torchlight, sighed and scrubbed them down again. “I did find more planting tools, about two hundred steps back, in a chamber to the right. A few. Not many, though.” 

“Where you put the double crosses?” Lisabetha nodded. “Good. However few they are, we'll need them.” Ylia's voice echoed: The chamber was enormous, its ceiling lost in the gloom. Here and there, she could see tiny points of light that marked holes far above. The air was cool, fresh. “Astonishing, how vast these caverns are. You'd never know it from the entrance” 

“No.” Lisabetha sighed again. “I saw Father's maps, just once and long ago. It must have been not long after Anasela fell, I couldn't have been above six or seven. Too long for me to remember much of them. The size, of course. But seeing's different. And searching then—!” 

Ylia patted her arm. “We'll find what's here. We know it was brought, and there's been no one hereabouts for long, save mountain-hunters. Hunters might have taken the grain, but never farming things.” 

“No. Well. What's the hour?” 

“Two till evening meal. I thought I'd come aid you. You should have someone with you, anyway, remember?” 

“I know. Usually Annes comes, or Janneh, or both. Malaeth set them to grinding dried chickory root for her. They knew which way I went, and when,” Lisabetha added with a smile, “so that if I broke my neck, they could come for the body.” 

“Nice,” Ylia laughed. “All right, I'm fussing. I'm sorry.” 

“Another Malaeth,” Lisabetha replied primly, and laughed herself. “Well, then. Two hours, but we'll need part of that time to return and wash. Which way? Your choice is as good as mine.” 

“Perhaps. All right, then, that way. “She gestured with the torch. Lisabetha draped her hand-rag across a low point of stone, mid-chamber, marked an arrow on the stone itself and two on the floor. They moved on. 

“Drier back there, it's all I can suppose,” Ifney said. The evening meeting was a busy one, the small chamber nearly packed: All the council was present save Levren. “And three more caches, that's good.” 

“Enough to start with?” Marckl wanted to know. Ylia shrugged. 

“I'm no judge of that. I'd say yes, if only because we must start, and that soon.” 

“But not here,” Ifney put in. 

“No.” No need to add to that, they'd all done so, at least once a night, since she'd arrived. 

“If we sent men—” Erken began tentatively. 

“We're already sending men,” Ylia reminded him. “Hunters have eyes, like the rest of us. Otherwise—pointless. We need our full force here, near the Caves, for protection.” She bit her lip. Damn! Marhan scowled at her. But the Lords Holder and Bnorn took her words at face value. After all, they'd lived with fear for over a month, it was reasonable to take sensible precautions even though the Tehlatt showed no sign of coming for them. 

Erken cast her a shrewd glance, but fell back to brooding on his hat: the greyed and muddy feathers were gone and the hat looked much the worse without them. 

“We're looking,” she went on. “I am spending what free time I have in search; Nisana searches also. If there is anything within safe distance for the finding, we'll have it. I know it must be soon, lest we starve this coming winter.” 

“I—” Whatever Erken intended to say, he shrugged off. He looked dubious, though, and Marhan's expression was one of open distaste: for all he'd learned of AEldra Power and its usefulness on their journey north, he still didn't like it. 

“Brelian, how goes the training?” That was Golsat, diplomatically changing the subject. 

Ylia's Champion spread his hands wide. “As well as you might expect, considering our lack of swords. The smithy Bos from Village Eydrass is taking what metal can be scrapped and making points for spears and arrowpoints. It isn't much. There are some good bowmen. Not enough of them. Or enough weapons for them, or enough arrows. Lev could tell you more about that, when he gets back.” 

“I would like to say a thing, if I may.” Golsat rose to his feet; Ylia eyed him in surprise: since the first night, when he'd accepted her appointment, he'd stayed well back in the shadows and seldom spoke, unless it was to take the edge from a heated discussion, or to redirect one headed for trouble, as he'd just done. At first she'd feared trouble, for her new councilers were one and all Northerners, and Golsat's half-Tehlatt blood had caused him considerable difficulties in the North. But there was no sign that even the decidedly narrow-minded Ifney looked down on Golsat for his heritage. 

“Whatever you choose.” 

“There may be those who disagree with what I say, though my companions from our journey may recall I broached the matter before. I do not put this forth without long thought, know that! In Anasela, before the Tehlatt finally overwhelmed us, we lived for many years in fear of that attack. We therefore put aside Nedaoan common use and custom and began to train girl-children with bow. And, for those who wished it thereafter, with light sword and shield.” His eyes glazed briefly and his face darkened with memory of that last attack. “As Duke Erken knows, we began such training over-late and we were too few, the barbarians drove us forth, such as they did not slay outright. 

“Well. We are now a tenth, perhaps, of what we were. And while the Tehlatt no longer hover over us, who is to say what threat will descend upon us next? Do we sit, as we did before Anasela, before the end of First Flowers this year, and wait for yet another enemy to fall upon us and wipe us all from the Peopled Lands? How often have we thought ourselves safe from all threat to our sorrow?” He paused. Silence. “I say we must all be prepared to fight—or resign ourselves to eventual death, individually and as Nedao. And I know which I choose! 

“There are perhaps seven hundred males here who can hold a sword at all, and I count among them boys of the age I had when Anasela fell, and men who have earned the right to a comfortable old age before the fire. There are at least as many women and girls who can be taught weaponry, if only for self-defense.” He gazed around the table, meeting the eyes of each of his fellows squarely. “I found on our journey north from Koderra that it is easier to fight knowing those I defend also defend themselves.” 

Erken nodded. “I agree with you, my friend. I agreed ten years ago, My own Lady was among those trained by my armsmaster.” 

“Even the old are not completely helpless,” Golsat went on. “Dame Malaeth is among the oldest here, man or woman. She can use a staff for more than aid to her feet.” 

Marhan shook his head unhappily. “I must think on this,” he said. He twisted his moustaches, resettled himself on the hard stool, “You all know how I feel. I trained Lady Ylia at her father's command, else I had never done so! To me, it is still not right.” 

Erken stirred. “But, Marhan, after all you've seen—” 

The Swordmaster waved a hand, silencing him. “Oh, I see the logic of what you want, you and Golsat. Just let me think on it. I'm old and set in my ways, I admit that. Give me a little time.” 

“Yours, Swordmaster.” Brelian stood and leaned across the table to clasp Golsat's hand. “Golsat, you have my aid. After all, there is precedent for this, even in our, day. Lev has trained not only Ylia but his own daughter. If we arm the women among us, we double the number of our armed. If there is need for armed.” When, he might as well have said; it was clear in his voice. 

“There will be resistance,” Ifney warned. “And not just from the Swordmaster. You know Nedaoan villagers, their lives change slowly if at all, and they are not folk to take to new ideas readily.” 

“Well, but,” Marckl cut in, “all our lives have changed rather sharply of recent, haven't they? And Nedaoan women once fought amongst their men, or so the tales tell us.” 

“I will do what I can also,” Lisabetha spoke up from her place beyond Brelian. “But there will be less resistance than you might think, Ifney. Women who have seen their loved ones slain while they stood by helpless—do you think they will hesitate? I would not. I do not. And—” she smiled across the table—"many of the younger women would leap at a chance to use sword as Ylia does. You can see it in their eyes.” 

“Well!” Ifney pondered what were clearly new ideas to him. “I'm not against it, you know! Only uncertain there's to be many interested. But I'll do what I can among my own women.” 

“Good enough,” Ylia said. “Now. About the boats.” 

“Ready in another two days, at most “Marckl said. So we'd better decide soon who's to be sent.” 

“I'd thought to ask you. We'll need men who've navigated the Torth in spring flood. What we can see of the Anasela isn't gentle.” 

“No more it is. Well, then. I've two men, my guardsmen, from one of my villages. They're older but they know how to read a stream. They can find others. You'll need mostly such men, I'd think, but perhaps one or two to carry messages?” 

“Mmmm. Erken? That's more your knowledges” 

“Depends on what you want,” he returned. “Ambassador quality? We haven't anyone.” 

“Not necessary. We've written messages for Yls and Nar. Letting them know what has chanced among us, warning of Vess. We'll want to start trade with Nar, I'd think, and that right away.” 

“They're closest,” Erken agreed. “Nar has a reputation as tight-fisted, but they're good men to aid folk in difficulty. They'll give no charity, which,” he added mildly, overriding Marckl's intended sharp retort, “we in no case want, do we? But they'll give us credit. Osnera is too far away, and less known to us. Less friendly as well.” 

“So we'll need someone who's dealt with the Narrans, if we've such a man among us. Someone who can talk trading language and not sell us short.” 

“I've a man,” Bnorn spoke up quietly, “who sailed with a Narran cog, three summers ago. He was one of Lord Corry's go-bys before that.” 

“Good. We can decide tomorrow what we might have to offer in exchange for what we need most desperately, and what we do need most desperately. Think on it, will you, and let me know, tomorrow, so we can set things down. Lord Bnorn, bring your man with you then.” The old man inclined his head, faded back into his chair. 

“We'll need someone to deliver the messages to the Sirdar. For that, we need one who can bow prettily and not be left open-mouthed by the Ylsan-great-halls. They're fussy about protocol, the Ylsans, so even though we're few and rough at present, we should present ourselves with what grace and dignity we can muster.” 

“I'll see to that,” Erken said. “Someone who knows proper forms of address or can learn quickly. And a good change of clothing for him. The last,” he added ruefully, “will be difficult, but I daresay we'll manage.” 

“Good, I'll leave that to you, Erken.” She stifled a yawn: the chamber was smokier than ever, and there was an underlying unpleasant odor of damp, warm woolen clothing, and indifferently washed bodies. The scent of wax and whatever flowery oil Malaeth had laced into the candles lay incongruously over all. “Enough for tonight then, we're all tired, and tomorrow will be another long hard day.” 

“Yes.” Erken pushed to his feet, clamped his tattered hat firmly to his head: “The latest hunt—any word?” 

“Only rabbits and thin birds so far. There was sign of deer, though. They may have something tomorrow. Lev will probably send some of the younger boys back with what they got today.” So much she'd seen from the upper ledges while it was still light. 

“Rabbits and thin birds,” Marckl mumbled. “If,” he added as he stood, “we can't find plantable fields and dwelling land soon, we'd better move the herds on and use that ground to plant what seed we have. It's the best bit of dirt anywhere near. At least it would be something.” 

“We'll think on that, Marckl.” Ylia stifled another yawn. “Do so, all of you. Here again tomorrow, same hour. Ifney, let me know about the boats, if there's change r anything you need.” 

“And so I shall.” A few more minutes, they were all gone. Her young door warder snuffed the candles behind her, slipped past her to serve as escort to the Grand Temple and thence to the outer chamber. She dismissed him there, wandered out into the open, sparing a smile and a wave for the guard. 

'Nisana?’ 

'Here.’ The cat was perched on a rubble of fallen tree, high above the main entrance. 

'Anything?’ 

'No.’ And, with a rub against the girl's arm—'Nothing yet.’ 

'Perhaps the Folk could—’ Ylia hesitated. It was difficult for her to speak of the Folk, even to Nisana. ‘Perhaps if we spoke to them, asked for their aid, they could help us.’ 

'Perhaps. I will go out South later tonight, perhaps Eya will speak with me.’ 

'Good. Near, the River, if possible.’ 

'Want a little, don't you?’ the cat grumbled. She eyed the girl critically. ‘Are you eating and sleeping at all?’ 

Ylia shrugged. ‘Enough.’ 

'See that you do! You are no good to these folk worn to nothing, remember that!’ 

'Of course.’ 

'Of course,’ the cat mocked. ‘I see I must find this refuge for you soon, to get you the rest you deserve.’ 

Ylia laughed, ran a hand across dark ears. ‘As if the labor will stop there, cat! Don't fuss, I daresay I sleep better than most here. I can always use the Power to sleep, or to set aside worry.’ 

'You can,’ Nisana replied tartly. ‘You never do.’ The wind soughed over them; the few visible stars vanished behind a ragged, fast moving cloud. Drops of rain splashed Ylia's upturned face, sending them both hurrying for shelter. 

Odd, that reticence between us when we spoke of Eya and her kind, or of the Nasath we had met, deep within the Foessa. Seldom could either of us speak to the other of them without stammering, as though it was a thing to hold close, a thing incapable of being shared, the experience we had had with Eya's Folk, that wondrous meeting with the Guardians. Certainly Ylia could not speak aloud of the experience, and or course I was not capable of such a thing, had I wanted to. On thought, I doubt I would have. 

But there was no such hesitancy between us regarding the renegade Lyiadd, though Ylia perversely clung to her insistence he must be dead. So human, that: that he must be dead, because she dared not think otherwise. I knew there was still an edge of madness in her that Lyiadd, dead or alive, could trigger, and so I did not fuss at her for her stubbornness. And at least she could speak of him with others, such as her Duke, if need pressed. 
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It was an hour she'd have foregone, two months before, an hour she'd still have been deeply asleep: the chill hour of first daylight. The sun was not yet above the eastern ridges and would not rise for many a while. For a mercy there was yet no wind, though it doubtless would come with the sun. She stood, her council about her, the folk, filling the bridge and the narrow pathway from the Caves, lining the cliff walls, huddled on the riverbanks, Before her, in a deep, eddying pool, were the boats: Three narrow, shallow-drafted boats and nine men in the warmest and best lanolined cloaks they had been able to find. Ylia handed the waterproofed packets to Erken's man, who stowed them in the pouch around his neck “We'll return as soon as we can.” He had to shout to be heard above the roar of the water “If there is delay, we will somehow send messages.” 

“Mind you do, Kalann!” Erken shouted back. “Leave Jersary in Nalda in any event, your decision whether to leave Hever with him. Right?” 

“Sir!” They'd had it out five times the night before; poor Kalann would repeat the orders in his sleep the next month running. There was nothing to add. Grewl, temporarily at least Father to the Nedaoan Chosen, stepped forward to bless the boats and give a short prayer. Ylia blessed them after her own fashion. And then the ropes were cast off and they were swiftly gone. 

The folk disbursed rapidly as the last of them vanished around the point: it was too cold to remain outside, and there was a watery porridge in the kitchens. Scarce filling, but at least hot. Ylia stared down river; she was barely aware of Marhan's rambling assurances, Erken's hand against her shoulder. 

“They will return.” Lisabetha spoke in her ear; she jumped. “Don't fret what you can't alter, you told me that. There is food and Malaeth is fussing. You've lost weight.” 

“I can afford it” 

“Nonsense. You can't afford the argument with Malaeth, in any event.” 

“I—well—” 

Lisabetha frowned. “You look unwell this morning, are you sleeping?” 

“Sleeping? Mmmm. Yes. Enough.” 

The girl hesitated. “Not—dreaming, by chance?” 

“No.” Ylia searched Lisabetha's face then. “You're not, are you?” 

“Once. Nothing much. Only the once.” Lisabetha shook herself, shook Ylia's shoulders. “You need food, go on now! Wait—” She stepped forward, straightened the thin gold band across her Lady's forehead. “Now go!” 

“You,” Ylia grinned suddenly, “are spending entirely too much time with Malaeth, you sound more like her than anyone has the right to!” 

“I got a dose of it myself just now, for letting you go outside without food,” Lisabetha replied tartly, but her eyes sparkled, “and I see no reason not to share. Go on, now, did you ever eat anything worse than wheat gruel cold?" 

“Yes.” Ylia nodded energetically. “Golsat's smoked fish, remember it?” Lisabetha grimaced. “All right, then,” Ylia added, with a sidelong eye at the cliff, ‘I'll race you, come on!” And she took off at top speed for the bridge. 

There was an indignant shriek behind her, and footsteps pounding the path. Ylia sped across the bridge, drew a deep breath and plunged up the steep trail. Left—right—left and the trail took a brief dip, pointed even more sharply upward. The breath was burning her throat and lungs, but the upper ledge was almost in reach. Lisabetha passed her moments later and stood waiting as she staggered up the last few steps. Both of them were red-faced, gasping for air and giggling like children. It was several minutes before they could help each other back across open rock into the Caves. Ylia fell back against the stone wall; Lisabetha collapsed onto a flat shelf. 

“Haaa!” She brushed the damp hair from her brow and grinned. “You forgot, didn't you? I can even beat Brelian!” 

“I shall never—forget it again!” Ylia gasped. She was still laughing. “But anyone else would have let me win, which of us is Lady here, after all?” 

“Good for you,” Lisabetha giggled. “You begin to give yourself airs.” 

“Hah. We'd better go, my food is congealing.” 

'Ylia.’ 

'Nisana?’ Ylia shoved aside the near empty bowl. It was absolutely impossible, hunger notwithstanding, to finish the stuff. Nisana sniffed at it gingerly, stepped back with a look of distaste on her dark face. 

'Search. You will lose your edge, do you not keep at it.’ 

'I know, cat.’ She sighed. ‘Time! There just isn't enough of it—’ 

'There won't be, if things come upon us unseen,’ Nisana remarked pointedly. ‘And you create time for practice, you do not wait for time to present itself, you know that!’ 

'All right. Here, or where?’ 

'Well.’ Nisana considered her gravely. ‘At least in that much you improve! I recall a time, and not so long ago, when you would no more do search among your Nedaoans than—’ 

'Circumstances change, cat,’ Ylia remarked dryly. ‘Ledges. The sun's up by now, it may be warm.’ 

'A wager on that?’ 

'No. Come on!’ She scooped the cat into her arms, slid the dish in a pile so Malaeth might not mark it as hers and slipped from the chamber. 

'Have you seen anything, Nisana? Sensed anything?’ 

'Anything? You mean of course Mathkkra or Thullen, or other of Lyiadd's sendings?’ Direct—however unpleasantly—as ever, Nisana. ‘No. Nothing of that sort. But it is a vast place, this, and a tiresome search.’ 

“I know, cat. I'm sorry.” 

'Don't be, it gives me a task. I am no longer a kitten, interested merely in a ball of twine or the hunt, you know.’ And as Ylia opened her mouth, ‘No insult intended, either way. Now. Search. Far vision first. A tight circle, all around us. Good. You've stopped closing your eyes to initiate a search, that's even better. I still think you need to use much less of your strength. However, we will not argue about it! All right. The touch now, try for more distance.’ Silence. ‘More than that, this is not far vision, you should have much greater range with touch!’ She shifted. ‘Better.’ 

'Nothing, cat. Save ourselves, our herds, our kind. Odd, though. As much trouble as we had coming North, it seems unlikely we should not be attacked. Consider the herds, if nothing else.’ 

'That's so. The Folk said they were in-gathered to the south. If that is the case, even if Lyiadd is dead, and his creatures scattered, it would take them time to return North to harry us.’ 

'I—I'd think so.’ She would not argue that matter with Nisana again, she kept the thought locked firmly away. Lyiadd was dead, damn his soul to the Black Well! She was aware of the cat's gaze on her, kept her eyes closed. Nisana caught considerable of her thought at inopportune moments, but if she'd done so this time, she made no comment. 

'Which might account,’ the cat went on, ‘for our temporary safety here.’ 

'So it might.’ “Enough,” she said loud. “There is nothing here. And no,” she added sharply, “I see your next thought as clear as I see the rocks around us, I have not tried to bridge, and I will not!” 

Nisana sighed, ‘If you only—’ 

“No.” 

'But you could—’ 

"No!" 

'All right!’ The cat scowled at her. ‘Just remember, though, all the other times you said no, and were proven wrong!’ 

“Hah! They were different. And you know how it affects me, it makes me ill and faint. There are enough things in this world to make me ill, I need not add to them deliberately.” 

'All right.’ Silence. ‘I am taking a look out East this morning.’ 

“Why? We can't live that way.” 

'Probably not.’ 

“And you have brought in all the animals that were abandoned along the road.” 

'Perhaps. I'm not certain. I want to check the foothills, between the Planthe, say, and the Citadel. It will not take long, and it will cause me no danger. Besides, if folk still are lost in the Foessa, where is it most likely they would be?’ 

“Foothills, of course. But—Nisana, it's over a month!” 

'It's no danger to me, no great cost in time,’ the cat reiterated patiently, ‘and it comes to me to do it.’ 

“All right, then.” It wasn't particularly sense, but if Nisana felt the need in that way, she'd do it, whatever Ylia said. And she was coming to trust that odd sixth sense the cat occasionally had. 

“Lady?” One of the ledge guard stood below them. 

“Imbrus?” 

“Duke Erken wishes to speak with you. No matter of great urgency, he says, but as soon as you are free.” 

“Ah.” ‘Nisana?’ 

'I'll see you after your night meal, before council.’ 

'Luck, cat.’ 

'Hah.’ Nisana bounded away from her, bridged out of sight mid-cap. Ylia scowled at the place she'd been. Swaggerer! 

“Imbrus, tell Duke Erken I'm free now, and unless he has a reason to meet indoors, I'd greatly prefer him here.” 

“My Lady.” Fortunately, Imbrus's line of vision hadn't included the rock behind her, Nisana's vanishing trick would have left him glassy-eyed. 

Ylia was well aware how many folk, like Erken's young guardsman, were unnerved by the magic Nisana used, and were thereby uncertain who to believe: the Chosen who called her evil, or their young Queen, who by strict Chosen Standards was also a servant of their Dark One. Fortunately, the cat's continued presence was easing the tension; Nedao-like, people simply were becoming used to her. As long as she made no show of her Power. And show was not Nisana's way. 

The tall Lord of Anasela, Exiled, climbed nimbly up from the ledge, bowed most correctly before taking a seat beside her. Erken was a stickler for such formalities, and it was only with the gravest of misgivings he'd taken her order and so addressed her, rather than using her full formal title. “You're right, Lady Ylia, it's quite nice here. How goes your search?” 

Astonishing. Erken had been one of the most sceptical, When she'd first explained her method of searching. “Slowly. Not so slowly as if we'd only foot and horse for it, but not fast. Not,” she added, “fast enough to suit me, either. But I haven't Nisana's particular talent, to think myself elsewhere in the space of half a breath. At least we've only two directions for serious search. That simplifies things a little.” 

“Why?” Erken frowned, “You've dropped such hints before. East: anyone could understand why the East is closed to us, and I daresay the North wouldn't be much use; the farther north one goes, the colder and shorter the growing season, but—” 

“Not north. South.” 

The Duke gazed at her thoughtfully “It's not just you either Golsat said something yesterday afternoon, and Lev shushed him, strongly I thought for a mere misstep of the tongue. I could perhaps be of more aid, if you saw fit,” he added pointedly, “to tell me.” 

Ylia swallowed past a suddenly tight throat, blinked rapidly. Almost Brendan's very words. Do I kill another—friend—by taking him into my confidence? But that was stupid; Erken needed to know, and it wasn't fair to keep him unaware of knowledge he might desperately need, and that soon. “All right, I'll tell you. When I've done so, though, you may wish I'd kept silent.” She met his eyes, managed a faint smile. “Last chance, Erken.” 
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