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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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PROLOGUE


LORD Stane lay awake, gazing into the darkness. The turmoil in his heart chased away his much-needed rest, though he knew a full day of work awaited him with the dawn. In one short month he would become a father. He had only that long to acquire the wisdom and compassion of his own father. I’m not ready. The certain knowledge of imminent failure washed over him. Not ready.


His wife, Lady Wylfre, slept beside him in the curtained bed, her left leg flung over the small of his back. Her big belly pressed warmly against his side, moving with the silken rhythm of her breath. The unborn child also seemed to slumber now, though she spent most evenings in determined attempts to kick her way into the world.


Wondering if he were the only waking member of the household, Stane lifted his head to listen. In the alcove just outside their chamber, the whistling snores of Wylfre’s old nurse split the air. One of the two deerhounds at the foot of the bed sighed in its sleep. Outside, no louder than a whisper, an early April wind blew over the earthen walls of the ancient fort of Dorlach Tor.


It suddenly occurred to Stane that, between the active baby and her aching back, Wylfre rarely managed sleep. Raising his head a bit higher, he peered down at the plaited band of horsehair around his right wrist. A recent gift from his Horsemaster, the charm was supposed to draw the discomforts of pregnancy away from Wylfre and onto himself. He hoped his wakefulness meant the bracelet worked. If it did, he would gladly tie horsehair around every part of his body.


Moving with tender caution, Stane propped himself up on his elbows to admire his lady. In the dim light, Wylfre’s strong-jawed face seemed to glow with inner radiance, and her auburn curls appeared black. Seven songs extolled her beauty and proud will, and the extravagant poetry of the High Marchland bards styled her “the Dark Flame of Dorlach Tor.” Her right hand rested on Stane’s pillow, callused palm up, fingers curled slightly. A powerful hand, he knew, capable of a crushing grip, the hand of a noble lady, the hand of a horsewoman. He longed to press his lips to her palm in a secret kiss but dared not for fear of waking her.


In the morning, Stane would tell the Horsemaster that the charm seemed to work, but he would neglect to mention to Swordmaster Gaer that he had spent the night awake. Gaer tended to worry about such things, and he might see it as his duty to put the new Lord of Dorlach Tor through a grinding afternoon of practice.


Grinning, Stane stroked the new growth of blond hair on his upper lip. Though her idea, Wylfre loathed the mustache. To command the respect of men twice his age, a young lord of twenty summers must look like a war chieftain. Stane’s lips matched the perfect curve of a bow, his nose was small and fine, and his long lashes were as golden as his hair. Without the mustache, he did not resemble a fierce Battlemaster so much as a pretty maiden.


Since the death of Wylfre’s father in early December, Stane needed to claim his rightful place as the new Lord of Dorlach Tor. His smile faded. No one openly challenged his leadership, but he knew they obeyed him only out of deference to Wylfre. She was their Lady, their law-giver; and he was merely her new husband, an unproven outsider from the Low Marches. It was fortunate, he reflected, that she possessed no brothers to complicate matters.


Wylfre stirred.


Stane held his breath, pinching the strand of horsehair. Work, he silently urged the charm. Work.


Wylfre opened her eyes. Blinking sleepily, she smiled up at him.


Crestfallen, Stane released his hold on the bracelet. “Awake, my love?” he whispered. “And you slumbered so beautifully.”


Wylfre did not answer but reached up to his face. With one finger, she rubbed the anxious crease between his brows. “You’re worried,” she said quietly. “What is it this time?”


Stane clasped her hand in both of his and pressed it to his cheek. “Everything.”


Wylfre chuckled warmly. “Again?” She propped herself up on one elbow and leaned to touch her forehead to his. Her sparkling eyes filled his vision. “Tell me.”


Stane’s breath caught in his throat as he gazed at her. So beautiful. “I’m just—” Undone by emotion, Stane struggled to marshal his thoughts. “Spring is already upon us, and there’s so much left to do.”


“Ah,” she said softly. “You’re thinking about the news from the Low Marches.”


Reluctantly, Stane dropped his gaze. Surrounded by mountains, the Marchlands lay between the northern wastes and the highly populated countries to the south. Though always racked by blood feud and war, the Marchlands faced a new threat in recent years. Raiders from the south traveled in ships up the eastern coast and invaded the interior by the riverways. Every spring, the raiders rode the rivers farther north; and the current news from Stane’s kinfolk in the Low Marches indicated they would soon breach the High Marches. “Actually,” he confessed, “I was worrying about the baby.”


Wylfre’s smile deepened. “But everything is perfect. Our firstborn will be a daughter. Yes?”


Stane nodded. Men died in battle, many while still young. Women inherited the lands and properties, to insure the continuance of bloodlines. The healer, old Sygil, seemed certain that the ancient passage of Dorlach Tor from mother to daughter would remain unbroken. “Yes,” he answered softly. “A daughter.”


Wylfre sank back onto the pillows, still smiling. “And she will be born in May, spirit-linked to one of the finest colts in our herd. Yes?”


Following her lead, Stane also reclined. He disliked contradicting his lady, but the spirit-link was not a sure thing. If a human and an animal were born at precisely the same instant, and within a certain distance of each other, their souls merged and they could communicate. A spirit-link was a rare and special blessing of the gods, but he and Wylfre would attempt to force the link to occur. No one, to his knowledge, had ever tried to do such a thing. It might prove impossible. “Maybe.”


Wylfre gave a low, provocative laugh. “ ‘Yes,” she corrected. She laced her fingers through his and pretended to wrestle him. “Say ‘yes.’ ”


Stane offered no resistance. Mona, Wylfre’s cousin in the neighboring fort of Sarn Moor, had borne a spirit-linked child just over a year ago, and Stane understood it was Wylfre’s deepest desire to do the same. “Yes, my lady.”


Wylfre drew their joined hands to her belly. “And because of the link, our daughter shall never know illness, shall live beyond a hundred years, shall find—”


From the courtyard, a dog barked a warning. At the foot of the bed, the deerhounds stirred and grumbled. Stane lifted his head and held his breath, listening.


Abruptly, discordant clanging rang through the air, the night watch hammering an old, iron cauldron as the alarm signal.


Stane swept aside the curtains and rolled out of bed. Born and raised in the battle-torn Low Marches, he expected the worst.


Moonlight spilled into the bedchamber from a high, narrow window. The air was damp and chilly. Upon the oaken rack on the wall beside their bed, his sword belt hung beside Wylfre’s bow and quiver. He pulled his weapon down and strapped the belt on over his night robe, muttering to the goddess of battle an invocation that was also a curse. “Almighty Hepona!”


From the courtyard, a man hailed the watch. Stane could not make out his words through the alarm’s din, but he recognized the voice of the Swordmaster, Gaer.


The hammering fell silent. “A rider!” called the watch. “A rider from the south!”


Sarn Moor, the closest fort, lay a half-day’s ride to the south, the holding of Wylfre’s cousin, Mona. Stane’s sense of disaster settled into certainty, and he loosened his sword in its scabbard. To send a rider out in the night, alone against ghosts and the Dark Court, bespoke a dire emergency, and he could only assume the River People had staged a surprise raid.


Moving awkwardly, Wylfre clambered toward the edge of the bed, her eyes wide and anxious. “Wait for me,” she said. “I’m coming, too.”


Despite the need for haste, Stane gave Wylfre a hand to her feet. He knew she worried about her kin, and he could not find it in him to reproach her. “My love,” he said. “Of course, I’ll wait.”


The most ancient of forts in the High Marches, Dorlach Tor crowned its steep hill with two concentric rings of earthen walls. Within the inner ring, a rugged outcropping of solid granite rose to the sky like a tower. It took its name, “dorlach,” from the ancient word for a quiver of arrows, and it overshadowed the Great House built at its base.


Breath steaming in the cold night air, Stane glanced around the outer courtyard. A thin blanket of dry snow had fallen in the night, and it magnified the light of the full moon. Wrapped in Stane’s borrowed cloak, Wylfre stood close, her shoulder brushing his, her face pinched. Around them, the household of Dorlach Tor assembled. Several men wore their swords, and a few women carried their bows. Excited children and dogs scampered among the adults.


One of the great gates stood ajar, open just enough to admit a single horse and rider. Gaer, the Swordmaster, stood by the wall, fully dressed and impeccably groomed. He wore his silver hair long, and his lean face evinced no sign of weariness. With an admiration bordering on envy, Stane studied the urbane and elegant figure. He wondered how Gaer always managed to appear wide awake and fresh from the bath.


As if sensing the young lord’s regard, Gaer turned to meet his gaze. A trifle embarrassed, Stane nodded his head in a dignified greeting.


Wylfre also noticed the Swordmaster. “Uncle Gaer,” she called. “Over here.”


Suddenly smiling, Gaer tossed his cloak over one shoulder and performed an elaborate bow. He was not actually Wylfre’s uncle, but her late father’s most trusted retainer. A lone wanderer from exotic lands across the Sea, Gaer retained the pretty manners of a foreign court, even after fifteen years in the High Marches. He could sing, dance, and tell a good story. Though not born to the Marchlands, he nevertheless served the goddess of battle with a devotion that earned him the respect of the most hardened warriors. In Gaer’s hand, a sword became the very lightning of Hepona.


Gaer strolled to where they stood, moving with easy grace. “My lady,” he said in a reverent tone. “My lord.”


The night watch, a battle-scarred old warrior named Fawley, crouched atop the outer wall. The sound of hoofbeats pounded the air, and Fawley raised his voice. “Watch out,” he called. “Here he comes.”


The thunder of galloping hooves grew louder, joined by the jingle of tack.


Stane tensed and wrapped his arm around Wylfre, ready to pull her from danger. The messenger might be one of the Dark Court, those rumored to steal children and pregnant women in the night.


Gaer drew his sword in a smooth, sweeping motion and stepped between Wylfre and the gate. Around the courtyard, other men also held their swords at ready, and the women bent their bows, taking aim.


A tall, white horse hurtled through the narrow opening. Its rider hauled back on the reins. The horse screamed and shook its proud head but came to a plunging halt. Foam spilled from its mouth and flanks, and its sides heaved with every breath; but the horse pawed the flagstones as if spoiling for a race.


Wylfre gasped. “Sea Cloud!” She clutched Stane’s arm. “It’s Sea Cloud!”


Stane gazed in wonder at the stallion, the pride of Sarn Moor, the last horse in whom the old blood ran true.


From the sheltered paddocks of the inner courtyard, the horses called in answer to the newcomer, high-pitched whinnies of wild distress.


Stane’s scalp prickled. The horses of the Marchlands were known in song as the Children of Hepona, and they were stronger, more fleet of foot, and wiser than the lesser breeds. He wondered what Sea Cloud had told them, what news caused them to keen like banshees.


The rider slid from the stallion’s back, falling more than dismounting. Mud plastered his hair flat and covered his face, save for his eyes and the tracks made by tears. He cradled his left arm in his right, and his breath was dry panting. He gazed around, seeming dazzled by the torchlight, and took a staggering step.


Moving before anyone else, Stane abandoned dignity and darted to the rider’s aid. “Easy,” he said. He threw a steadying arm around the youth. “Easy, now. You’re safe at Dorlach Tor.”


Trembling, the rider stared blankly at Stane. “Dorlach—?”


Wylfre said, “He’s hurt. Someone, go bring Sygil.”


A murmur passed through the gathered folk, and several young men raced toward the Great House.


Cadder, the Horsemaster, wove his way through the crowd, moving purposefully toward the agitated stallion. Only a few years older than Stane, he stood as solid as a block of granite, but was already graying at the temples. Behind the Horsemaster trailed his four-year-old son, Maddock, clomping in boots a bit too big.


The rider turned erratically, as if he also intended to care for his mount.


“Easy,” Stane repeated. “Cadder will look after Sea Cloud.” He could only imagine what terrors the rider had faced on his dark journey, and he tried to speak gently. “Give us your news, my lad, while we wait for old Sygil to come heal your arm.”


The rider’s eyes widened. “No!” he cried out, trying to twist away from Stane. “No, not for me! For little Adan!”


Afraid the fellow would fall, Stane gripped the rider’s shoulders in both hands. Adan was the oldest son of Wylfre’s cousin Mona, he recalled, just six years old. “Adan?” He kept his tone calm. “What happened to Adan?”


The murmur strengthened, and the folk passed along Adan’s name in a rising tone of worry.


Wylfre drew near, her face white and rigid in the moonlight.


The rider caught sight of her and spoke in a breathless rush. “Oh, my lady! For the love of all mercy, lend the skill of your healer—” He broke off in a rasping cough.


At that moment, Sea Cloud roared low in his throat. Cadder stroked the stallion’s neck. “Gently, brave one,” he said in a soothing tone. He eased his hand around the headstall’s cheek piece and attempted to lead Sea Cloud forward. “Steady, now.”


The stallion took one step and stumbled, throwing Cadder to his knees. The horse balanced splay-legged on the flagstones for a heartbeat, then collapsed onto his side.


With a desperate cry, the rider ripped from Stane’s supporting hands and scrambled to his mount. “No!”


Sea Cloud’s legs thrashed, as if he attempted to canter on air. A flying hoof sent Cadder tumbling. With an oath, Gaer leaped forward and carried the Horsemaster’s young son from harm’s way.


The rider flung himself to the ground and lifted the stallion’s head onto his lap. “Get up, Cloudy,” he begged. Tears left new trails in the mud on his cheeks. “You can … do it. Get up … for me.”


Sea Cloud sighed, then lay still.


For a long time, no one moved or spoke. Feeling as if he’d just woken from a spell, Stane walked stiffly to the rider and knelt beside him in the snow.


The rider sat with his face averted, one hand crushed against his mouth, shaking his head in denial. “No,” he whispered. “Oh, gods, no.”


Stane looked at the dead stallion, the bright pride of Sarn Moor, and did not know what to say. He glanced around at the crowd. Cadder slowly got to his feet, his expression blank with shock and grief. Little Maddock clutched the Swordmaster’s hand, his face puckered with encroaching tears.


“I tried to hold him in,” the rider said thickly. “I tried—” A sob choked him, and he paused for breath. “But he seemed to know Adan needed help. When he smelled Dorlach Tor, he just ran away with me. I tried—”


Stane set a careful hand on the rider’s shoulder. “Tell us,” he said. “What has befallen young Adan?”


“Horrible,” croaked the rider. “Accident.” He gestured feebly toward his own forehead. “Horse … kicked—”


A cold deeper than the snow seeped into Stane’s blood. He remembered the last time he saw Adan, when Wylfre’s father died, and what a consolation the lad had been to Wylfre. Stane’s memory presented a picture of Adan with his small hand pressed against Wylfre’s belly, feeling the baby kick.


As if given a signal, the crowd shook off its daze and stirred to action. Some clustered around the fallen Sea Cloud. Others ran to bring more torches. Chatter broke out as people speculated about the accident. An elderly woman drew little Maddock away from the Swordmaster, and several men gathered around the rider.


Relieved of his responsibility toward the fellow, Stane climbed to his feet and turned to Wylfre.


The Lady of Dorlach Tor stood as rigid as a post in the courtyard, shoulders tight, arms folded. The wind lifted strands of her hair and tugged at the embroidered hem of her cloak. She looked down at the rider. “When did the accident happen? What time?”


The rider drew his brows together, as if thinking were an immense effort. “Before sundown,” he whispered. “Rode all night.” His gaze fell again upon the dead stallion. “Sea Cloud.” He tried to escape from the men’s ministering hands. “My poor Cloudy.”


At that moment, old Sygil pushed her way through the crowd. Her face was as brown and wrinkled as a dried berry, but her blue eyes remained shrewd and bright. “What’s this about Adan?” she snapped.


Stane looked at Wylfre, since it was her place to speak; but the lady of Dorlach Tor remained silent. Stane nodded toward the rider. “Evidently a horse kicked Adan in the head. They beg you to come tend the lad.”


“Huh.” Sygil did not sound enthusiastic. She strode to the rider and laid her hand on his injured arm. “You. Did you see Adan?”


“Oh,” the rider stammered, “blood everywhere. Blood—”


Sygil made an impatient noise. “Never mind that. What part of Adan’s head? Was the skull broken?”


The rider made an obvious effort to think. “I saw—His scalp above his brow … laid open like a flap.” He gestured to the right side of his face. “And the flesh here … like pulp.” Two tears rolled down the rider’s face. “You … you should have heard him. Telling his mother … not to cry….”


Sygil’s gray brows shot up. “Awake and talking? That’s encouraging.” She released the rider and turned to Wylfre. “I’ll go. There’s a chance I might do some good.”


Wylfre did not seem to hear her. Stane stepped forward. “Let me send someone ahead of you, so they’ll be ready.”


The old healer grunted approvingly. “I’ll want a cauldron of boiling spring water and lots of clean linen for bandages. And don’t let Adan sleep.” She turned on her heel and strode toward the house, still talking. “I’ll get my bag. Bring my mare to the door when she’s saddled. I want to ride before the next quarter-hour.”


“Wait,” Stane called after her. “This fellow’s arm—”


“Broken,” she replied without looking back. “Someone ought to set the bone.”


Fresh chatter burst over the courtyard as folk began preparations. A young fellow ran to Stane and dropped to one knee. “My lord,” he said, eyes shining. “Send me ahead to Sarn Moor. I’m not afraid of the Dark Court, and my horse is the fastest.”


Stane could not recall the youth’s name, or that of his horse. “Good man. May Almighty Hepona ride with you.”


“Thank you, my lord!” He snatched Stane’s hand and kissed it, then leaped to his feet and ran to the stables.


Stane turned to the Swordmaster. “Gaer, please arrange an escort for Sygil. I don’t want her riding out alone.”


Gaer bowed. “My lord.”


Wylfre spoke stiffly. “I’m going, too.”


Gaer glanced at Stane.


Though dismayed, Stane nodded, as if agreeing. Neither he nor the Swordmaster possessed the right to argue against Wylfre’s wishes. “My lady and I,” he said carefully, “will ride for Sarn Moor at daybreak.” He glanced at the sky, checking the position of the stars, hoping he had provided enough time to change her mind. “That allows about four hours for us to make preparations for an extended absence.”


Wylfre looked from Stane to Gaer. “Daybreak.”


Gaer bowed again. “I’ll see to it.” He turned away and began calling instructions.


Stane gestured to the group of men who held the rider. “Take him inside and see to him. Give him a place close to the fire.”


Against the rider’s protests, the men bundled him in a horse blanket and led him away to the Great House.


Stane turned to Wylfre. She still stood stiff and unmoving, her face like a mask of white stone, her eyes fixed on the dead stallion. Gently, Stane cupped her chin in his hand. “My lady?”


Wylfre sighed as if awaking from a deep sleep and leaned into him. “Oh, my love.” She pressed her face into his neck. “What a wicked folly we have contemplated.”


Stane enfolded her in his arms and bent his mouth to her ear. “How so?”


“The spirit-link. Had the messenger been linked to his mount—”


The man would have killed himself when his link-mate died. Stane understood her misgivings. A spirit-link prevented illness and extended the lives of those so blessed to span three generations. But if one member got killed, the other must pay the ultimate price. “We knew the risks—”


Wylfre lifted her head. “I thought so. I thought I knew the risks, but now I’m not sure. What doom might we be placing upon our daughter?”


Stane touched his forehead to hers and gazed deeply into her eyes. “It is all,” he whispered, “in the hands of the gods.”


“The gods.” Wylfre repeated woodenly. “It’s because of their quarrel that we suffer.”


Stane searched for words of comfort. Humankind learned war and poverty when Hepona and Hernis, the divine lovers, became estranged. Some said the deities had disagreed when the goddess created horses, encroaching upon Hernis’ lordship over animals. Others claimed the separation occurred when the god invented the bow, thereby challenging Hepona’s reign over tools and weapons. Only in a future age, when the Lady of Battle married the Lord of the Hunt, in the time of the Joyous Reunion, would mortals know peace and plenty. “The gods,” he said, “also suffer. In life or death, our only choice is to follow our hearts. Yes?”


“Yes.” Wylfre returned her head to his shoulder. “Yes, my lord.”


After two hours of riding, the entourage from Dorlach Tor left the grassy slopes of their home country and descended into the lowland moors that bordered the edges of the Old Forest. Birdsong filled the air. The sun burned bright in the April sky, melting the snow and coaxing green from the trees and scrub brush. The warmth did not touch the mood that hung over the travelers, however, and the group rode in silence. The coil of anger and worry in Stane’s gut tightened with every passing mile.


A lanky woman who never smiled, Anra the Hunt-Keeper headed the line of riders. She held her tightly-curved bow ready, guiding her mount with her legs and weight. Beside Anra rode an armsman, one of the fort’s best swords. Stane had learned as a boy that the warm weather often brought more than birds to the Marchlands; with the spring came raiders from the walled settlements along the river valleys. And though Stane doubted the River People would make a move so early in the year, or travel so far north undetected, he could not risk complacency.


Behind the leaders rode two bow-women dressed in their hunting leathers. Stane stayed beside Wylfre in the center of the column, and Gaer rode just behind them. Two more bow-women followed, leading the packhorses; and a lone armsman brought up the rear.


Six deerhounds paced alongside the horses. They were not quite a year old, still pups, and Wylfre brought them as gifts for the lady of Sarn Moor.


Stane pretended to survey the surrounding countryside while keeping a close watch on Wylfre. If he stared at her, it would only make her angry; then her pride would never permit her to admit she had made a mistake in undertaking this journey.


Wylfre rode her gray mare with her back rigid and her eyes straight ahead. Stane recalled seeing a similar expression on the face of a soldier with an arrow in his gut. The mare seemed to sense her rider’s distress. Her ears flicked back and forth to catch Wylfre’s slightest sound, and she stepped carefully.


Stane’s mount, a bright bay stallion, also responded to his rider’s mood. He snorted with excitement and danced, obviously believing they rode to battle. Stane stroked the stallion’s muscled neck and wished the situation were that simple.


The road turned marshy in places, and mud hissed and sucked at the horses’ hooves. To the left of the road, a bowshot away, a tiny grove of beech trees stood on a hillock. Stane smoothed down his mustache with his thumb knuckle. The grove could yield drier ground, a good spot for Wylfre to rest. He glanced in her direction, ostensibly checking the position of the sun.


Perspiration ran down Wylfre’s colorless face, and her dark brows knotted in pain.


Heart stinging, Stane flung up his arm. “All halt!”


The party reined in their horses, and those in front glanced over their shoulders. Wylfre slowly turned her head to look at him, moving as if it required concentration. “My lord?” Though controlled, her voice carried a note of anger. “Why are we stopping?”


Because I don’t want you to die! Stane forced himself to smile pleasantly. “I think Blood Rage picked up a stone.” The deliberate lie raised heat in his cheeks. Unable to look Wylfre in the eye, he dismounted from the opposite side and crouched by the stallion’s front feet.


Sneezing and snorting in happy greeting, the pups gathered around him. Stane gently pushed them aside and picked up his horse’s foot. Aside from mud, the hoof was absolutely clean. “Ah, poor fellow,” he said. “No wonder you hopped around like a sparrow.”


Blood Rage twisted his neck to watch Stane and nickered curiously.


The Hunt-Keeper trotted her mount back to him. “Need help?”


Caught in the lie, Stane glanced up at the dour-faced woman and wordlessly nodded in Wylfre’s direction.


Anra’s hard gaze flicked toward the lady, then down at him again. Her expression remained unaltered, but she gave a slight nod. “Looks bad.”


Stane spoke casually. “This may take time. Lead everyone to those trees over there to wait. Let them eat, if they’re hungry.”


The Hunt-Keeper nodded again and whirled her horse. Trotting back to the head of the column, she raised her bow in the air. “All ride!”


The party ambled off toward the little beech grove, but Gaer hung back and dismounted. He dropped the reins, leaving his mount where it stood, and approached Stane. “My lord,” he said in an elaborately courteous tone, “you are a miserable liar.”


Stane looked over his shoulder and watched Wylfre’s stiff back as she rode away. His heart twisted within him. “Gaer, I—” He sighed and reluctantly met the older man’s gaze. “I don’t know what to do.”


The Swordmaster knelt on one knee beside Stane. “The Dark Flame of Dorlach Tor has left you little choice.” He smiled kindly. “Don’t blame yourself, my lord. Had you refused to make this journey, she would have ridden without you.”


Blood Rage shifted restlessly and tried to pull his foot from his master’s hands. Stane set the hoof down. “But she’s in pain. I need to—” He spread his hands, unable to finish. He did not know what to do, or what he might say to Wylfre to persuade her to return home.


Gaer shrugged, as if he heard Stane’s unspoken thoughts. “Pain lends strength.” His tone was gentle and respectful, taking the edge from his words. “Borrowed pain, my lord, only weakens.”


“But I love her,” Stane protested. “How can I harden my heart against her suffering?”


“Not against her,” Gaer explained. “For her.” He clasped the young man’s shoulder with a fatherly hand. “Your hard heart will become a rock in the wild sea. She can cling to it.”


Stane shook his head. “But don’t you see, Gaer? She could lose the baby, or she might—” His throat closed, but he swallowed and forced himself to go on. “She might die. I can’t let that happen.”


Gaer tilted his head. “You can’t prevent it,” he said softly. “My lord, even if we were safe at Dorlach Tor, the hand of death could close around her at any moment. She could fall down the stairs, or—”


Stane’s pulse raced. He scrambled to his feet, dragging himself from Gaer’s grip. “No!” His voice was too loud, and he struggled for composure. “No.” Worried that Wylfre had heard his outburst, he glanced toward the beech grove.


The party was dismounting. Two of the women helped Wylfre from her mare. She stood doubled over, as if the weight of eighty winters lay upon her. Stane’s heart dropped. Anra strode over to the lady and seemed to question her. He could not hear what they said, but Anra turned and ordered the packhorses unburdened.


Only at that moment did Stane realize he was sprinting toward the grove. He could not remember a decision to move.


The deerhounds loped out to meet him, wagging their tails. They frolicked along beside him as he ran and escorted him up the hill.


Wylfre still stood in a half-crouch, breathing in little grunts. Stane rushed to her and laid his hands on her shoulders. “My lady? I—”


Wylfre raised her head and stared at him without recognition. Blanched with exertion, her face streamed sweat. Her eyes seemed sunken and bruised. Stane’s blood shocked through him.


Anra drew near. “The baby’s coming, my lord.” Her tone was matter-of-fact, as if announcing the approach of a rain shower. “We’ll need your cloak.”


Stane tore his gaze from Wylfre and turned to Anra. “My cloak?” He knew he sounded like an idiot, but he could not fathom the sense of her words. “The baby—?”


One of the bow-women chuckled. “Be kind, Anra. Our young lord is new to this.”


“But—” Stane could scarcely think. “But Wylfre can’t have the baby here. Not under the trees.”


Old Anra shrugged, but something relented in her eyes. “Best place on the road, my lord. Clean spring water, wood for a fire, shelter from the wind and sun.” She nodded curtly. “You chose well.”


Heart pounding, Stane glanced around at the gathered women. Their expressions ranged from affectionate amusement to calm patience, but none of them seemed anxious. They all, he remembered, had several children each. They had all experienced what Wylfre endured at the moment.


Stane returned his attention to his lady. Her face was blotchy and sweat dripped from the tips of her hair, but her eyes no longer seemed blind. Beneath the pain, he saw her locked in a monumental effort of will, and he suddenly felt as if he stood in the presence of a great warrior. He remembered Gaer’s words, that he must harden his heart for her, make it a rock in the wild sea, a tower of granite in a ringed fort.


Drawing a deep breath of sweet April wind, he reached for the brooch that pinned his cloak. “Very well.” He kept his voice low and calm, and he met Anra’s gaze directly. “What else do you want of me?”


Anra jerked her head toward the foot of the hillock. “Take the horses, dogs, and men, and wait down there. We’ll need every man’s cloak.”


Stane nodded, though he wanted to stay with his lady. It was forbidden for a man to attend childbirth, since the curses of a woman in travail possessed the power to render men impotent.


Wylfre shook the sweat from her eyes and smiled grimly. “Won’t be long … my love….”


Though his soul twisted like a dying thing, Stane smiled back. “I’ll be waiting.” He dried her face with the sleeve of his tunic. “When you want me, I’ll be here.”


The sun rode high in the flawless sky. The horses kept their heads down, contentedly picking through the rough grasses for tender shoots. The hound pups romped together or hunted for mice.


Gaze fixed on the grove, Stane stood apart from the other men. He listened to their convivial talk, stories about the births of their own children and the children of kin. He resented their good cheer, their stupid blindness to the tragedy that might occur; but he also clung to the hope they offered. Women bore babies every day and did not die. Even babies born before their time often lived and thrived.


No sound but the whisper of leaves drifted from the grove. Stane resisted the urge to pace. He twisted the bracelet of horsehair between thumb and forefinger, hoping the dread in his heart belonged to her and that she fought her battle with an easy mind.


Gaer approached and stood beside Stane. “My lord?” His tone still held that measured balance of respect and kindness. “We’ve a skin of sweet wine, if you would like any.”


Stane’s gut protested the bare thought. “No.” He forced himself to look at the older man. “No, thank you. I’ll save my drinking for the birth of my daughter.”


Gaer made a polite bow. “Yes, my lord.”


Stane looked back at the hilltop. The women were hidden among the trees. For all he knew, the Fair Folk had carried them away, and he and the men would turn to four stones, forever waiting for the women to call from the beeches. “It’s been hours,” he said irritably. “She said it wouldn’t take long.” Then he realized how ridiculous his words sounded, and he shook his head in self-disgust. “Ignore me. I’m a fool.”


“Not at all, my lord,” Gaer said smoothly. “It’s hard to wait. Now we know a little of what the women must feel, when they watch us ride off to war.”


The young lord of Dorlach Tor nodded, finding obscure comfort in the thought. “And neither men nor women can—”


A shriek split the air.


Stane bolted toward the hilltop.


Swiftly, the Swordmaster blocked the way. “Wait, my lord!” Another thin cry tore the air, joined by the excited bell of a hound. One of the armsmen swore.


Stane whirled.


All six hounds chased a creature through the scrub grass and heather. At first, Stane thought it was a hare, but then he clearly saw its bushy tail. “A fox!”


The hounds closed the distance to their quarry and bore it to the ground. The two armsmen rushed to intervene. The hounds tore at their squirming victim, and the fox screamed again with the voice of a woman.


Stane ran to help. Foxes were the shy little helpers of humankind. They kept the grain stores free of rodents and made safe paths through the treacherous moors. It was not only considered unlucky to harm one, but a disgrace and shame to those responsible.


By the time Stane and Gaer arrived, the two men had pulled off the hounds. One of the men turned a woeful face to the young lord. “A vixen,” he said. “And I think she’s carrying young.”


The fox lay panting on the ground, blood soaking the fur around her throat. Traces of pale winter color still marked her tail and torn belly.


Sick at heart, Stane prodded the fox’s forelegs with the toe of his boot. She made no move to defend herself. “Poor little lass.”


Entirely unrepentant, the hounds struggled to break free from the men.


Stane made a sweeping gesture. “Take them away. Tie them up.”


“Yes, my lord.” Gaer gripped the collar of a lunging hound in each hand, but he managed to sound entirely self-possessed. He turned, hauling the dogs with him. “This way, you misbegotten curs.”


The three men trudged back toward the horses, dragging two hounds apiece.


For a moment, Stane stood unmoving, staring down at the vixen. Her entire frame jerked with the rhythm of each gasping breath. The stink of blood and viscera mingled with the musk of fox, fouling the sweet April air. Reluctantly, Stane pulled his dagger. He could not allow the poor creature to suffer, and he wondered if somewhere a dog fox waited for the return of his mate.


The vixen issued a high-pitched whine. Her hind legs thrashed convulsively, and a bloody mass emerged from under her tail. Cursing himself, Stane knelt on the wet ground and raised his dagger. For an instant, the vixen raised her head and opened her eyes, seeming to look up at him. Stane thought he read in the fox’s gaze all the wild desperation in his own spirit. Then her head dropped to the ground, and she lay still.


Numb, Stane sheathed his dagger. The sticky lump under the fox’s tail squirmed and rolled over. Without thinking, he picked up the newborn kit and dried it off with the sleeve of his tunic. Smoky gray with tightly shut eyes, it lay quivering in his cupped palm. It looked more like a mouse than a fox, its ears folded flat against its head like scraps of velvet. Stane stroked it with his little finger, and it unsteadily nosed around his hand, searching for a teat.


Though familiar with the ways of war since the age of twelve, Stane had never been a man who killed without thought. For a moment, he entertained childish fantasies of trying to save the fox kit. He could keep it warm and take it to Sygil at Sarn Moor. The old healer would know what to do. He thought maybe he could coax one of their deerhounds to nurse it, and the fox would grow up to become the living good luck talisman of Dorlach Tor.


Stane’s gaze fell upon the beech grove, where Wylfre fought her solitary battle, and the cold hand of reality closed around him. He knew he had to mercifully end the fox kit’s brief life; it would never survive without its mother.


With an aching heart, Stane drew his dagger again. The kit pressed its nose into the crack between his first and second finger, determinedly paddling with its tiny, clawed feet. His throat tight, Stane picked it up by its hind legs and held it upside down. The kit let out a surprisingly loud squeal of fear. Not allowing himself to hesitate, Stane used the hilt of his dagger to club the kit hard on the back of its head, killing it as he would a hare.


The little creature died instantly. Stomach lurching, Stane laid the limp body beside its dead mother. “Sorry,” he whispered as he sheathed his dagger. “I’m so sorry.”


A shout drifted to him from the direction of the horses. Stane glanced up. Gaer ran toward him like a boy, his silver hair flying. “My lord,” he called, his face lit with excitement. “My lord, your lady is asking for you!”


Stane launched himself into a sprint before the Swordmaster finished speaking. He scarcely felt the ground under his boots as he flew past the older man and tore up the hill.


At the edge of the grove, the Hunt-Keeper blocked his path. “One moment, my lord.”


Half mad with impatience, Stane stopped. “What?”


Anra put her hands on her hips. “My lady is tired. Don’t wear her out.”


“Yes, yes!” Stane dodged around her.


Wylfre lay on a makeshift bed of cloaks, eyes closed. Sweat pasted tendrils of her auburn hair to her face and throat. Wordlessly, Stane knelt at her side.


Wylfre’s right hand lay on her head, fingers curled.


Carefully, Stane raised her hand and pressed his lips to her palm.


Wylfre opened her eyes. “My love?” Her voice emerged as a squeaking whisper. “Have you seen her?”


Startled, Stane shook his head. He had worried so much for Wylfre, he had forgotten about the baby.


One of the women came forward, carrying a bundle wrapped in his red cloak. “She has your nose and chin, my lord.” Beaming, she settled the baby into his arms.


Stane looked down at the tiny stranger, expecting to see a newborn like all others. She was small and bluish, with a strangely-shaped head; but that was normal. He inspected her nose and chin and found the resemblance to his own uncanny. “Almighty Hepona,” he whispered. “She does look like me.”


Stane glanced at Wylfre and added hopefully, “Maybe she’ll grow out of it?”


Wylfre’s smile was tired but full of love. “She’s beautiful.” She leaned her cheek against his shoulder. “You’re beautiful.”


Stane shook his head but did not voice an objection. He glanced up at old Anra. “She’s going to be all right, isn’t she?”


Anra shrugged and pursed her lips, the closest she came to smiling. “Probably.”


Stane returned his attention to his daughter. Her eyes lay complacently shut, and a myriad of strange expressions paraded across her little face.


An unfamiliar sensation seized Stane. It burned in his chest like unshed tears and stretched his nerves like terror. His heart began to pound. He struggled to breathe. A great love filled him, encompassing and binding together all the other loves in his life, and he knew himself to be changed completely. “My daughter,” he whispered, believing his words the most profound ever spoken. “My little girl.”


Without warning, the baby’s face contorted, and her mouth opened, revealing a tiny red tongue. Her small body went rigid in his arms, and she squealed.


It was exactly the same cry as the newborn fox’s.


Horror flashed through Stane.


“Ah,” one of the women said indulgently. “Sweet, wee darling.”


The baby went limp in Stane’s arms.


He gasped for air and bent over his daughter. What have I done? A silent cry to the gods welled up from within him, powered by a love strong enough to level mountains. No! Please. Don’t take my little girl!


The baby inhaled in three hiccuping jerks, then burst into heart-wrenching cries.


The Lord of Dorlach Tor looked up at the bright April sky and let tears fill his eyes. Perhaps some kindly god had intervened, softening the curse his slaying of the fox kit had wrought. It seemed his newborn daughter would not die in his arms. Wylfre stirred beside him, but Stane could not look at her for fear of sobbing aloud. “And what shall we name her?” he asked unsteadily. “This future Lady of Dorlach Tor.”


Wylfre laid tender fingertips on the baby’s forehead. “Kiarda.”


Kiarda. “Blessed gift of the gods” Stane clenched his hands. A truer name was never given.


Wylfre placed her head upon Stane’s shoulder.


A quivering hope seized Stane, as precious and fragile as the new baby wrapped in his war cloak. If only he might view this miracle as a sign of the Joyous Reunion, a coming age of universal peace. Please, he prayed. Let it be so.




CHAPTER ONE


TYNAN strode across the yard of trees and lush grass that surrounded the Great House of Dorlach Tor. Wisps of brown hair, curling with perspiration, clung to his forehead and cheeks; and he loosened the lacing at the throat of his linen tunic. Though the late August sun burned down from a cloudless sky, Tynan found the free-moving air much cooler than the heat of the main hall, where the feast continued without him. He brushed the damp hair from his face and hoped no one commented upon his absence. His link-mate was in the yard somewhere, and he sensed the cat was vexed and ready to make his displeasure known.


Tynan sported the handsome, angular features of the noble family of Sarn Moor: a strong jaw, large eyes, and straight brows. But even when worried or upset, his expression always reflected a gentle nature, a rare and soulful sweetness. Forehead wrinkling, the young man paused and swept the area with his gaze, seeking the ginger tomcat.


Tables loaded with baskets of fresh bread and platters of roasted quail sat at regular intervals around the yard. Laughing adults stood conversing in small groups or reclined on cloaks on the grass. Children of every age raced between the tables in wild games of their own invention. Everyone wore festively embroidered versions of their work clothes: full-sleeved tunics, loose trousers, and knee-high buckskin boots. All were Riders of the Marchlands, all kin in some degree, come to Dorlach Tor to celebrate the birth of Lord Stane and Lady Wylfre’s fourth child, a son spirit-linked to a foal.


Though concerned about his own link-mate’s capacity for mischief, Tynan smiled as he wandered through the yard. He enjoyed noisy family gatherings, and horse fairs, anything that placed him in the midst of people. He loved Dorlach Tor, his second home, and how it seemed to remain changeless in spite of yearly additions and improvements. When the Joyous Reunion of Hernis and Hepona had occurred, and permanent peace came to the Marchlands, Lord Stane had been the first to open trade with the River People. A shrewd and fair-dealing merchant, Stane garnered a considerable amount of wealth for his family, and Lady Wylfre transformed the rough fort into an elegant estate. The orchards, gardens, and vast stables were the settings of Tynan’s happiest boyhood memories.


As if summoned by Tynan’s thoughts, a dozen young cousins galloped toward him, neighing shrilly. He grinned, recognizing the game. “Oh, no! A stampede!”


A little boy with a smudge of dirt down his nose led the herd of pretend horses. He snorted and charged straight at Tynan.


Feigning desperation, Tynan flung himself out of the way at the last moment. Giggles mingled with whinnies as the herd thundered past.


Still grinning, Tynan straightened his tunic and watched the children run around the corner of the House. He toyed briefly with the idea of joining their play, though he was seventeen and a grown man. More than anything, he wanted a family, a clever and beautiful wife, lots of happy children.


On a nearby cloak, a cousin from the southern fort of Ewyas Skarrd sat with his new wife and baby. “Bravely done, Tynan,” he called. “But be careful. Those beasts will yield to no one’s hand.”


Tynan laughed. “I do believe you’re right.” The cousin, Badhg, was not much older than him, and he swallowed back an unfamiliar pang of jealousy. Badhg’s married already?


Badhg’s wife beckoned. “Come sit with us, Tynan. Badhg tells me you’re spirit-linked to a cat. I’d love to hear all about it.”


“And I’d love to tell you.” Tynan felt shabby refusing such a gracious invitation. “But I’m afraid I must find my link-mate. He’s out here, somewhere, and on the verge of causing trouble.”


She pouted but kept her tone sweet. “Later, then. I’ll look forward to it.”


Tynan bowed. “My lady.” He turned and strode away, feeling rude. He did not know how to talk about the bond he shared with the cat, and most young women of his acquaintance were resentful when he put his link-mate’s needs before their wishes.


Another husband and wife stood at the wine table, laughing, with their arms around each other. A courting couple strolled by. Barred from touching by the strict traditions of the Marchlands, they each held an end of a horse-hobble festooned with bright ribbons; but their gazes mingled freely.


Tynan sighed and glanced away, then spotted his oldest brother standing beneath an oak tree. Adan of Sarn Moor was not a handsome man, though tall and well-built, for the scars from his childhood accident marred the right side of his face. Mottled, puckered skin stretched from his temple to his jaw, pulling his eyelid into a squint and drawing the corner of his mouth into a perpetual grimace. Adan held a meat-filled pastry, which he ate with obvious relish. At his feet, the ginger tomcat danced in anxious circles, begging for a taste.


Tynan’s smile returned, and his brown eyes sparkled. “What’s going on here?” He strolled toward them. “Adan, are you torturing my link-mate?”


“Silly question.” Adan noisily sucked gravy from his fingers and pretended not to see the cat. “Of course, I’m torturing your link-mate.”


[[He won’t give me any.]] The cat ran to Tynan and jumped onto his shoulder. [[Make Adan give me some, or I’ll die of starvation.]]


Tynan reached up and ran a comforting hand down the cat’s sleek back. “You won’t die.”


Communication with his link-mate was a strange thing, difficult for Tynan to explain. Though always aware of the cat’s emotions, he could not read its thoughts. It “spoke” without words: a meow, a flick of the tail, a silent glance. Tynan “heard” them all as speech. Likewise, his link-mate could not read Tynan’s thoughts but perfectly understood gestures and inarticulate sounds as well as spoken language. When in physical contact with Tynan, the cat even comprehended the words of other humans.


Plump, succulent morsels of fowl in a savory-smelling gravy peeked from the pastry in Adan’s hand. Though sated from a grand feast, Tynan found his mouth watering. “I have to admit,” he said casually, “it looks pretty good.”


“Delicious,” Adan replied with his mouth full. “Some kind of fried hunt-bread stuffed with pheasant.”


Now hungry again, Tynan glanced toward a table loaded with breads and pastries. “Where did you get it?”


Adan swallowed. “Last one.”


“Oh,” Tynan said forlornly.


Adan lifted the pastry to take another bite, then paused and looked at his little brother. “Would you … like some?”


“No, no,” Tynan said softly. “I don’t want to deprive you.”


Adan shrugged. “Please yourself.” He started to take a bite and stopped again. For a long moment, he gazed at his brother, then he abruptly held out the pastry. “Here. Take it. I’m full.”


Tynan blinked in surprise. “Are you sure? I don’t want—”


“Yes, I’m sure.” Adan forced the pastry into Tynan’s hand. “I’m sure I can’t stand the two of you staring at me.”


“Thank you.” Tynan sat cross-legged on the soft grass. “It smells wonderful.”


The cat hopped from Tynan’s shoulder to his lap. [[Hurry! I’m dying!]]


“You are not,” Tynan muttered affectionately. “Calm down, Cat-of-the-Noblest-Whiskers.”


An incredulous grin spread over Adan’s scarred face. “Cat-of-the-Noblest-Whiskers?” he echoed. He settled near a tree, facing his brother. “Is that his name now?”


“Yes, as of this morning.” Tynan pulled a chunk of pheasant from the pastry and offered it to his link-mate.


The cat delicately sniffed the proffered tidbit, then flicked his ears back. [[Yuck. Smells like onions.]]


Tynan shook the meat enticingly under the cat’s nose. “You don’t mind a little onion.”


The cat turned his head, shuddering the fur on his back. [[Onions are stinky.]]


“I’ll eat it, then.”


[[Please yourself.]] The cat curled into a ball on Tynan’s lap. [[I’ll take a nap so I don’t have to watch.]]


Tynan popped the morsel into his mouth. It tasted of pepper and marjoram, but not onion. He licked his fingers. “It’s good,” he told his brother, knowing the cat would hear. “Thanks again.”


The cat did not look up, but the tip of his tail twitched. [[Stinky.]]


Adan laughed. “Well, I could hardly let the two of you starve.”


Tynan tilted his head, smiling at his brother. “I didn’t see you leave the feast. Why did you go?”


“Because Tassi, our dear sister-in-law, kept pestering the bard to sing ‘The Death of Sea Cloud’ over and over again. I hate that song.”


Uncomfortable with the rancor in Adan’s voice, Tynan dropped his gaze. He had hoped Tassi and Adan would set aside their differences while visiting Dorlach Tor.


Adan continued, seeming oblivious to his brother’s uneasiness. “Also, I couldn’t stand another moment in the company of that smarmy blackguard, Vecco.”


Tynan gasped in shock. Vecco was one of Tassi’s distant cousins from the Low Marches, newly confirmed in a high rank within the priesthood of the Joyous Reunion. “But you can’t—”


“Every family with the slightest political ambition is filling the temples with their surplus offspring, priests and priestesses to carry out covert feuds with the Great Houses.”


“Adan—”


“Lord Stane’s uncle killed Vecco’s father. You think he’s going to forget something like that? Mark my words, that oily villain is out for revenge.”


Tynan forced himself to smile, worried that Adan would work himself into another of his dark moods. “Please. Can’t we talk about something nice?”


Adan snorted. “ ‘Nice?’ ”


“Please?”


Adan folded his arms behind his head and leaned against the tree trunk. He studied the people around them with an unreadable expression. “Whole clan turned out for this. Good thing the weather’s been fine. The lot from Ewyas Skarrd traveled for five days, with all those children.”


Glad for the change of topic, Tynan bit into the pastry. The buttery crust of fried bread gave way to savory meat and gravy. For a moment, he was too overwhelmed by the flavor to think. He chewed slowly and swallowed. “Saw cousin Badhg. He has a wife and a baby.”


“Lucky man.” There was still an odd tension in Adan’s voice.


Concerned, Tynan studied his oldest brother. The left side of Adan’s face evinced a bloodline as pure as snow-water. The high cheekbones, long nose, and strong jaw were characteristic of the clan’s heroic ancestors. Highlighted with a rich cast of red, Adan’s brown hair fell in a shining cascade to his shoulders. His hazel eyes looked perfectly green in some kinds of light. Tynan could not understand why the girls never seemed interested in Adan, at least not since Culan married Tassi. Can’t be the scars. They’re barely noticeable, once you get used to them. He cleared his throat. “Do you ever—?” He paused and felt his cheeks grow hot.


Adan returned his gaze to Tynan. “Ever what?” he asked mildly.


“Think about—” Tynan shrugged. “You know … marriage … starting a family …”


Adan laughed. “I’ve been too busy raising my younger brothers. I was your age when Mother and Father died in the fire. Just seventeen years old and suddenly responsible for a burned-out House and four snot-nosed piglets.”


“I mean children of your own.”


Adan shook his head. “I don’t have any sentimental notions about rearing children.”


Tynan took another bite of the pastry and mulled Adan’s words. There was a song about the five brothers of Sarn Moor: Adan, Culan, Tynan, Fian, and Dod. It was a lament for orphans, composed just after the destruction of the Great House, but it did not account for Adan’s indomitable spirit. The eldest of the five brothers had marshaled the folk of Sarn Moor and rebuilt the House. “What about a wife?”


“A what?”


Still curled in a ball, the cat flicked its ears. [[He heard you.]]


Tynan smiled and ran his little finger along the cat’s spine. “You heard me.”


“I’m not in the habit of wanting what I cannot have.” Adan tilted his head. “Why? Don’t tell me you’re thinking about marriage.”


Tynan shrugged one shoulder. “Very well. I won’t.”


Groaning, Adan straightened and met his brother’s gaze. “Who is she?”


Surprised, Tynan blinked. “No one,” he protested. “I mean, I haven’t met her yet. I’m just thinking.”


“Well,” Adan drawled. “Be thinking of a lady with a House of her own, because if you bring her to Sarn Moor, Tassi will rip out her lungs.”


Tynan dropped his gaze again. He could not understand why Adan disliked Tassi, why he refused to accept Culan’s wife as the new Lady of Sarn Moor. As the wife of the first brother to marry, she deserved the title.


The cat flicked his ears again and raised his head. [[Adan’s right. Tassi would.]]


“I’m just thinking,” Tynan repeated. “I’m not about to get married tomorrow.”


Adan snorted. “Good.”


The cat stood up, stretched, and fixed his amber eyes on the pastry in Tynan’s hand. [[That smells good. Give me some.]]


Relieved for the distraction, the youth grinned. “It’s full of onions. You hate onions.”


[[No, I don’t.]] He patted Tynan’s wrist with one paw. [[A little lower, please. I can’t reach.]]


“But you said—”


The cat hooked a claw into the tender flesh between Tynan’s thumb and forefinger and pulled the hand down.


“Ouch,” Tynan said reproachfully. “That hurts.”


[[Don’t try to resist, and it won’t hurt.]] The cat sniffed the pastry, then delicately extracted a sizable morsel of pheasant with his teeth. [[This will do for a start.]] He released his link-mate’s hand and hunkered down on his lap to enjoy the feast. [[Thank you.]]


“You’re welcome.” Glumly, Tynan gazed at the line of blood welling from the finger webbing. “Why didn’t you just gnaw off my thumb?”


[[Not that hungry.]]


Adan stirred. “Of course, there’s always Kiarda.”


Tynan squinted. He could not understand what Lady Wylfre and Lord Stane’s oldest daughter had to do with pastries and cat claws. “Pardon?”


“Kiarda,” said Adan patiently, “would be a good wife for you.”


Horrified, Tynan gaped at his brother. Cousin Kiarda, skinny as a stick, with a stubborn jaw and two blonde braids, was not his idea of a wife. “I can’t marry her.”


“Why not?” All traces of humor disappeared from Adan’s scarred face, and his expression turned calculating. “I thought you were friends.”


“We are,” Tynan blurted. “But she’s just a child.”


“Sixteen. Merely a year younger than you.” Adan tilted his head. “And the future Lady of Dorlach Tor.”


Tynan could understand how the ancient fort’s wealth and prestige would lure other men to ask for Kiarda’s hand, but he was not interested. It would seem like marrying a sister. “She only inherits when Lady Wylfre dies. Pardon me, but I can’t see myself living the next twenty years waiting for the death of a noble and great-hearted woman.”


“It was just a thought,” Adan said mildly.


“Then why don’t you marry Kiarda?”


Adan leaned back against the tree and regarded his brother with a level stare. “Because, at one time, you and Kiarda were betrothed; but the Joyous Reunion changed all that. No more blood feud, war, or arranged marriages.”


Tynan found it suddenly hard to breathe. “I never—” He swallowed. “I never knew.”


Adan turned his gaze toward the Great House. “It’s in the past. But I think Lady Wylfre and Lord Stane would like you for a son-in-law. Your spirit-link makes you a choice prospect.”


Thoughts still churning, Tynan tried to follow Adan’s words. “But it doesn’t work that way. Spirit-links don’t run in the blood.”


“I’m not suggesting that the Lady and Lord of Dorlach Tor are trying to breed link-mates like hounds. I’m just saying that they covet the political advantages that a spirit-link’s longevity creates.”


“Political advantages?” Tynan shook his head. “That’s just silly.”


“Don’t be naive. Why else have they tried for the last sixteen years to force a link to occur?” A sly grin lifted the left corner of Adan’s mouth. “Kiarda is their only child who wasn’t born in a barn.”


Appalled, Tynan made a noise of protest.


Adan rose and stretched. “It’s true.” He regarded his brother fondly. “Your spirit-link, on the other hand, was an accident.”


Cat-of-the-Noblest-Whiskers flicked his tail. [[A blessing.]]


Tynan smiled at his link-mate. “A blessing.”


“Oh, really?” Adan’s expression turned distant. “I’m haunted, at times, by the thought of all those babies who die because no one recognizes their link to the newborn mole beneath the floorboards or the bat in the rafters.”


Tynan gazed up at Adan, wondering why his eldest brother seemed determined not to enjoy the festive occasion. “I doubt that happens very often,” he replied in a mild tone. “Most midwives are gifted with the Sight, as are the priests who officiate at dedications. Spirit-links are extremely rare, but as I understand it, they’re perfectly visible to anyone with the merest talent for magic.”


Adan nodded once, curtly. “Good thing spirit-links are limited to creatures who give birth. No fish, fowl, or insects.” His hazel eyes glinted with sudden mischief. “Otherwise, you might have linked with a blindworm. A cat is bad enough.”


The Cat-of-the-Noblest-Whiskers washed his paws with meticulous care. [[And I might have linked with Adan of Sarn Moor.]] He ruffled his fur. [[Dreadful thought.]]


Tynan chuckled.


Clearly unaware of the cat’s retort, Adan also laughed and affectionately mussed his brother’s hair. “But I see the kitchen just brought out another basket of that hunt-bread. I’m going to get another. Do you want one?”


“No, thank you.”


The cat glanced up, licking his whiskers. [[Yes, please.]]


“On second thought,” Tynan amended hastily, “yes, please.”


Adan glanced back and forth between the link-mates as if he had heard the cat speak. “Very well, then.” He turned and sauntered away.


The cat sat up tall on Tynan’s lap and sniffed half-heartedly at the pastry.


“Want some more?”


The Cat-of-the-Noblest-Whiskers turned his head away. [[No, thank you. I’m full.]]


Tynan made a helpless noise. “But you made me tell Adan—”


The cat interrupted. [[Adan likes to take care of us.]] He stood on his hind legs, resting his front paws on his link-mate’s shoulder, and pressed his nose into Tynan’s ear as if telling a secret. [[Soon, we will need to take care of Adan.]]


Perplexed, Tynan shook his head. “What do you mean?”


[[This is a nice place. We need to arrange it so that Adan can live at Dorlach Tor.]]


“What?” A slight pang of anxiety joined Tynan’s confusion, and he twisted his head to meet the cat’s gaze. “His home is Sarn Moor. He belongs there.”


The cat’s eyes went somber. [[Tassi is the Lady of Sarn Moor now, and she doesn’t like Adan. She believes he undermines her authority.]]


Tynan shifted uncomfortably. Tassi was proud and ambitious but levelheaded, a perfect match for the fiery-tempered Culan. “She’s only the Lady because she married my brother.” He could not believe Tassi capable of plotting to break up the family. Fian was nine and Dod only seven. They both still looked up to Adan as a father-figure. So do I. Tynan swallowed. “I’ll admit there’s friction between Tassi and Adan, but that’s just because she’s not used to him yet. She doesn’t understand when he’s teasing.”


The cat patted Tynan’s cheek with a velvety paw. [[I know it’s nearly impossible for you to think ill of anyone, but I’m not mistaken about Tassi. My ears are better than yours.]]


Tynan stroked the cat’s orange-and-white fur, twining a finger along a darker stripe. “Well, I’m sure Tassi and Adan will become good friends.”


[[I won’t argue with you,]] the cat replied. [[But remember what I said about arranging residence at Dorlach Tor. Otherwise, Adan may have to go live in the Old Forest. And we would miss him terribly.]]


Kiarda hesitated in the doorway to the shrine of Hernis and dragged her sleeve across her blue-gray eyes. Hordes of visitors occupied all her usual hiding places, even her bedchamber; and she hoped the Lord of the Hunt would offer her a haven. She needed a safe place to cry.


From the Great House overhead, the roar of feasting kinfolk echoed down the narrow stairwell, as incoherent as the tumult of a waterfall. The underground vault smelled of damp earth, cold stone, and lamp oil. A branch from an apple tree, still bearing green leaves and golden fruit, decorated the curtained doorway’s lintel, for the Lord of the Hunt was also Lord of the Harvest.


Kiarda eased aside the heavy curtain and edged into the shrine. A myriad of tiny windows cut just above ground level filled the air with slanting streams of sunlight. Carved to resemble tree trunks, a double row of stone pillars outlined a center aisle, leading from the door to the raised altar. A veil hung over the image of the god on the wall behind the altar since no one any longer worshiped Hernis in his unwed aspect. Silence hung in the air along with the elusive scent of apples.


Finally alone, Kiarda let the scalding tears well up, unable to name what troubled her. A strange grief darkened her thoughts. She did not seem to fit in anywhere, to belong with anyone. Though the heir to a great estate, and surrounded by an adoring clan, Kiarda had never felt more isolated.


A thin shaft of sun fell upon the steps to the altar. Kiarda wandered up the central aisle and sat in the patch of warm light. She wanted to talk to someone, but guests preoccupied her parents and cousins surrounded her younger brother and sister. Kiarda considered only two cousins close friends, but Tynan seemed to be avoiding her and Adan was in one of his moods where he considered everything a joke.


The loneliness magnified within Kiarda, smoldering with a heat much like that of anger. She bowed her head, blonde braids swinging forward, and rested her hands, palms up, in her lap. Her hands appeared oversized, callused, and strong, a gift from her mother along with a stubborn jaw. In every other respect, she seemed more her father’s daughter, sharing even his easygoing kindliness and steady temperament. Kiarda squeezed shut her tear-laden eyes and struggled against sobbing aloud. What’s wrong with me? Why am I acting like this? She hunched over and crushed her hands into fists. “Why?” The cracked whisper echoed through the shine. “Why?”


A sudden draft brushed Kiarda’s damp cheeks. She jerked her head up.


An unfamiliar woman stood in the doorway. “Kiarda?” She spoke with the River People’s clipped accent. “What’s the matter?”


Kiarda held her breath and remained motionless.


The woman let the curtain fall and paced up the aisle. From her indistinct silhouette, she appeared short and heavyset.


Kiarda swallowed hard to clear her throat. “Go away.” Despising the beseeching quality in her tone, she attempted to roughen it. “Leave me alone.”


The woman stopped and raised her hand. “Light.” All over the shrine, in wall niches and dark corners, clay lamps lit themselves and spread a flickering glow.


Kiarda shot to her feet and stared at the woman in the aisle.


Sandy-brown ringlets escaped from a loose ponytail to frame the young woman’s plump face, and she wore a voluminous apron over her long skirt. “I don’t suppose you know me.” She smiled shyly. “I’m new here.”


Kiarda licked her dry lips. Rare magic-users of every type came to Dorlach Tor to study under old Sygil. “I suppose you’re right. Please leave me alone.”


The stranger did not seem to hear Kiarda’s dismissal. “My name is Bevin.”


“Go away, Bevin.”


“I’m sorry,” Bevin replied with soft sincerity, “but I can’t.” Her eyes were round, gray, and filled with compassion. “I’m a healer, and I sense a pain within you that rises to the sky like a thunderhead.”


Fighting another humiliating rush of tears, Kiarda hastily turned away.


A tastefully arranged offering of golden wildflowers, scarlet corn, and green apples adorned the altar, along with dozens of flickering clay lamps. On the wall behind the altar, the veil fluttered to the side, revealing a life-sized and lifelike painted image of the smiling god.


“Oh.” Kiarda pressed the back of her hand to her mouth. Depicted as a young man with red hair and beguiling green eyes, Hernis spread his arms in welcome. Used to seeing the god represented as the fatherly, bearded figure of the Joyous Reunion, Kiarda felt blood rise to her face. “Oh … my … goodness.”


Bevin climbed the steps to stand beside Kiarda. “He’s beautiful, isn’t he?”


Kiarda tore her gaze from Hernis to glare at Bevin. “We’re not supposed to see this,” she hissed. “He’s married.”


“It’s only a painting.” Bevin’s expression was somehow both shy and determined. “Besides, I needed to surprise you, and lighting lamps didn’t seem to work.” She reached into a deep apron pocket, pulled out a folded kerchief, and handed it to Kiarda. “Here. Dry your eyes.”


Moving stiffly, Kiarda shook out the square of linen and dabbed at her tears. The warm, soft cloth smelled of fresh bread and herbs.


“I was helping in the cookhouse,” Bevin explained, seemingly to reply to Kiarda’s unspoken thoughts. She settled on the altar’s top step and spread her wide skirts around her. “I love to cook,” she continued and patted her stomach. “Trouble is, I also love to eat what I cook.”


Ashamed of her earlier surliness, Kiarda shrugged one shoulder. “I’m not much of a cook, but I do all right with a campfire and fresh trout.” She sat next to Bevin and gazed at her feet, unable to think of anything more to say.


“I adore fresh trout,” Bevin said. “Why were you crying?”


Kiarda’s mouth twitched. She decided she liked the healer. “Why did you need to surprise me?”


“To help you stop crying.” Bevin spoke matter-of-factly. “It’s an old trick.”


“It’s sneaky.”


“Yes.”


Kiarda waited, but Bevin remained silent. Smiling slightly, Kiarda looked at her. “Is this another trick? Will it make me answer your question?”


Bevin raised her brows and returned the smile.


Kiarda shrugged again. “I don’t know why I was crying,” she said. “It scared me.” Her smile fading, she gazed up at the shrine’s vaulted ceiling and studied the shadows that danced in the lamplight. “I remember feeling a bit sad at first. The bards kept singing ’The Death of Sea Cloud.’ And I was tired, I guess, not used to all these people.” She narrowed her pale eyes. “But the feeling just got worse, and no one had time to talk to me, and I began to think about how the whole clan came to see Elrin and his link-mate, and I—” She broke off, shaking her head. “Why am I telling these things to you?”


Bevin laughed. “I’m magic.”


Kiarda tried to laugh also but found her throat suddenly tight with tears. “I was … supposed to be spirit-linked.”


“I know,” Bevin said.


Kiarda twisted the kerchief in her hands. “I’m jealous of Elrin. I know I shouldn’t be, but I can’t help it. And it makes me so … mad at myself.”


“Jealous of the attention Elrin receives? Or jealous of the link?”


Kiarda flinched as the healer identified the source of her pain. “The link.” She closed her eyes and forced herself to continue. “I felt so alone, so cut off from everyone—”


“As if you had lost a part of yourself.”


“Yes.” Kiarda turned to regard the healer. “As if something in me had died.”


Bevin’s gray eyes were solemn. “Maybe you’re sensitive to a certain kind of magic.”


Drawing her brows together, Kiarda tilted her head. “What do you mean?”


“Some people can’t eat certain foods. My sister turns splotchy if she so much as touches a strawberry.” Bevin gestured to the air around them. “At this time, magic lies thick over Dorlach Tor. Sygil and the others are raising a tremendous amount of power, preparing for the great ceremony involving your baby brother.”


As Kiarda understood it, the Pronouncement entailed an assemblage of magic-users who would officially give witness to the existence of Elrin’s spirit-link, then make it visible for a few moments to those without the gift of Sight. “And you think this fog of magic affects me the way strawberries affect your sister?” Kiarda shook her head. “I doubt it. I think I’m a spoiled, self-centered brat. And a rotten big sister. Elrin deserves much better.”


Bevin’s expression remained serious. “Don’t be so hard on yourself.” She scrutinized Kiarda, as if to take in every detail. “I can see things that most people cannot.” She paused a long moment, then added: “In fact, that’s why I’m not helping with the Pronouncement. I’m seeing spirit-links that … are not there.”


Uneasy under the close examination, Kiarda hunched her shoulders and allowed her gaze to wander around the shrine. Plans were to desacralize the holy place and turn it into a storage room. She tried to imagine the shadows filled with stacks of pumpkins and barrels of winter apples. Hernis looked down at her, his grin oddly familiar and mischievous. “You know,” Kiarda said, trying for a conversational tone. “He reminds me a little of my brother, Leith. Same red hair and green eyes.”


Bevin turned her attention to the painting, her manner still peculiar. “Yes.”


Kiarda pulled one of her braids taut and twisted it to catch the lamplight. “I’m getting a touch of red in my hair, too. It’s been changing all summer. Father says I’m just imagining it, but—”
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