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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.






 

 

Epigraph

Dragon is a fearsome creature. It is born of the sun, and so incendiary is its nature that neither stone nor water nor air nor any other element can withstand the fire that lives in its blood. A young Dragon comes whole from the womb of its mother. Even as it is born, the mother dies, and the young one feeds on its flesh.

Dragon is so strong that not the most extensive space, nor the highest obstacle, can contain its flight. It may kill by claws, fangs, or fire. The significance of its color is as follows: azure for wisdom, white for patience, black for ferocity, silver for fidelity, gold for incorruptibility, red for sacrifice.

The span of Dragon's life is short, far shorter than the span of human lives.

 

—A. Panati: An Uncommon Bestiary

 

 


 

 

PROLOGUE

 

 

An ice storm blew across the hills that night. It left the tree branches bowed and crystalline. All night the lovers heard them tinkling and snapping.

"It sounds like an army moving through the wood," the woman murmured sleepily.

"Not my army," the man said. "My men are quiet when they travel."

The woman laughed, and rubbed her face against his shoulder. Despite the freezing cold outside, the cottage was dry and warm. Quilts lay unheeded at the foot of the bed. Across its single room a pine-scented fire burned in the hearth, but the warmth came mostly from the man. He was clean-shaven, fair-skinned and golden-haired, and extraordinarily beautiful. Although he was young, scarcely twenty years of age, his face was an adult's, not a boy's: he was a man who could command armies, and did.

Beside his long, densely muscled frame, the woman appeared even slighter than she was. She was compact, with a narrow, heart-shaped face. Her rich dark curls were the color of new-turned earth. She trailed her fingers along his chest.

"Wake up," she whispered.

He snaked his arm up from the bed and pulled her on top of him.

After lovemaking they lay side by side. The pale March light slid through the cracks in the window shutter. The man stirred. "I should go." The fire woke beneath his blue gaze. A candle leaped to life in its sconce. He reached for his clothes. The woman twitched the soft silk shirt from his fingers and twined it teasingly around her shoulders.

"I like this shirt."

"Give it back."

Grinning, she shrugged into it. It fell below her knees.

"Iva, give it back."

In response, she went quickly to the door of the tiny cottage, unbarred it, and walked barefoot into the winter dawn. He followed her.

"Iva!"

She fled, laughing and shivering, around the rear of the hut. He caught her. He scooped her into his arms. His body was warm. She butted him fiercely in the chest.

"I want this shirt. Give it to me."

"It's yours." He carted her inside the cottage and dumped her on the bed. She pulled a quilt around her like a shawl and sat cross-legged.

"How are the boys?" she asked.

"They are well. Kaji wants a sword, so he can come with me to fight the Isojai." For four years now bands of Isojai had come across the border into Issho, looting and burning. Pohja Leminin had sent his couriers riding through Ryoka, to call the lords together with their armies. The Black Dragon had led his men to war, and brought them back triumphant.

"A sword! He is not yet three!"

"Changelings grow more swiftly than other children," he said. "And dragon-children develop especially swiftly. I was a man at twelve."

"And Tenjiro? Does he also want a sword?"

A shadow crossed Kojiro Atani's face. "No. He is not so vigorous as his brother."

She had never seen his sons. She pictured them—flame-haired imps, the image of their father—in Dragon Keep, chasing through corridors and down stairways into the fragrant, seething kitchen where Jon Duurni, the castle cook, was king. She knew those corridors well. She had been born within the Keep. Her mother, Wina, had been maid to Atalaya Atani, the Crimson Dragon, ruler of Dragon Keep, this man's mother, and her father had served in the garrison.

Kojiro Atani had been her lover for over two years. After his wife died he had stayed away for a few months, but then he had returned, hungry for her. She had not been a virgin. He did not care. She was older than he was. It did not trouble him. He wanted her because she matched his lust, and because she was not afraid of him. Hana Diamori, who had died birthing his sons, had feared him to the point of terror. His soldiers feared him, too. They had good reason. She knew what punishments he meted out. She had seen the broken bodies hanging on the castle walls. Outside Talvela, her father had told her, he had ordered a deserter flayed. Earlier that winter his men had brought him a man accused of raping his own daughter, a child of twelve. The lord had ordered that he be stripped, tied to stakes, and left to die in the snow.

He could also be extraordinarily generous. Four years before, on a battlefield outside Ruitsa, in Issho, Reo Unamira had flung himself between a charging Isojai and his unhorsed liege. For that loyalty Kojiro had given him land and gold, enough to build a house, and to hire other people to serve him. He talked now as if he were a lord himself.

"What news from the border?" she asked. "Will the raiders return?"

"Not now. It's winter. No one makes war in winter."

"Do you think they'll come again?"

He shrugged. "If they do, we'll kill them again." He reached for his boots. "Where's your father?" he asked.

"Gone to Sorvino. He left yesterday. He has a woman there."

"Does he indeed? The old bull! Who is she?"

"Her name's Lena. She's a widow. She's cousin to the lord of the city."

"You've met her?"

"Yes. I like her."

Resting his big hands on his knees, he said, "You know your father has been after me to marry you."

"I know."

"I told him I wouldn't."

"Good. I don't want to marry you, my lord."

"Why not?" he demanded.

She arched her back, and moved her body in the silken shirt. "I like it when you come to me."

"Are you so certain of me?"

"Are you bored with me? Ah, well. I suppose I shall have to find another lover."

Kojiro Atani's big hands flexed like claws. "You do and I'll kill you both," he growled.

She laughed, and bit his ear.

 

* * *

 

She walked into the snow to say farewell to him. He climbed the hill to the ridgetop, and Changed. Night draped the hill an instant, and he rose gleaming from it, immense and terrible, his ebony wings soft as cloud, his great arched neck crested with scarlet.

She watched him fly toward the Keep. Her eyes stung briefly with tears. She scrubbed them away. Tears were useless. She returned to the cottage. Sitting on the bed, she smoothed the shirt over her delicate, rounded belly with her palms.

It was too soon for the babe inside to move, but she knew it was there. She had felt her body changing. She had not meant to have a child. She had taken fennel, but the herb did not always work, especially when used against the dragon folk.

Her father did not know, yet, that she was pregnant. He would know soon enough, of course. There was no way to hide it. He would want to know the father's name. She had no intention of telling him. He might guess, of course, but there would be nothing he could do if she refused to tell him, except beat her, and she did not care about that. She had made the arrangements months ago. She was going to Sorvino. Lena had invited her to stay with her. I will introduce you to Marion, the woman had said. His wife's left him; run off with some doctor, I heard. He needs consoling. You would captivate him, I know.

Marion diSorvino was older than she was, closer to forty than thirty, Lena had said. He had given his wife two children, both girls, but she had taken them with her when she left him, and he had, not surprisingly, disowned them both. She had never met a man she could not dazzle. Pregnant or not, she was certain she could make him want her.

Kojiro would be angry when he learned that she had left his domain, but he would not come after her: his dignity would not allow it. He would forget her, and find another lover. Karadur Atani, the little flame-haired imp who would one day rule this land, would never know his half brother. It was necessary. Cruel as the dragon-kindred could be to their subjects, they were lethal to one another. She was of Ippa; she knew the stories. Lyr the dragon-king had killed his wife. The sons of Lyr had killed each other. Atalaya Atani, the Crimson Dragon, had disappeared in the middle of a thunderstorm, and it was said (very softly) by some in the domain that she and Kojiro had quarreled, and in the heat of that dispute the dragon-lord had killed his mother. Iva did not believe that, but knowing Kojiro Atani's temper, she understood how it was that the whispered tale persisted.

Even the small sons of Kojiro Atani had been touched by the dragon curse. Tenjiro, the youngest, had come from the womb bleeding from the claws of Karadur, his brother. Those same claws had torn Hana Diamori Atani inside. She had bled to death.

It would not happen to her. The baby growing in her womb was not a dragon-child. She was sure of it. When first she realized she was pregnant she had considered pennyroyal, but the thought only lasted a moment. She wanted this baby.

She folded the quilts, and laid them away in the chest. She fastened her knife about her waist. It was a good knife, sharp and well balanced. It had come to her from her grandmother, her mother's mother. She put sand on the fire. She took her staff from its place beside the door. The sun had risen: the peaks of the snowy mountain were alight with flame. The day was warming. She turned her back to the cottage, knowing that she would not come there again, and walked up the treacherous slope of the hill toward the ridgetop, and home.

 

 


 

 

PART ONE

 

 


 

 

1

 

 

In the house on Coll's Ridge, the outlaws were arguing again.

Wakeful in her upstairs chamber, Maia Unamira diSorvino sat silent in the moonlight. The Hunter's Moon, full and diamond-bright, blazed over the dark tree-covered hills. The men in the hall below were drunken and joyful. They had ridden out at sunset, her brother at their head. They had returned hours later, clamoring as if they had conquered a kingdom.

The noise rose to a crescendo. Fenris, motionless in her place beside the door, swiveled her fine pale ears back as if the shouting hurt. Morga lifted her dark narrow head and gazed at her mistress.

"It's all right," Maia said. "They'll stop."

Someone whooped. "I win!" a man roared. She thought it was Nils. "Pay me, you luckless devils!" Suddenly the shouting ceased. Treion had tired of the noise at last. The yelling did not resume. Maia stretched her arms above her head. Her muscles ached.

In the chamber next door, her grandfather, oblivious to what was happening in his house, snored. He, too, was drunk. He was constantly drunk, now. He had started drinking before her mother's death, and since that event, a year ago New Year's Moon, he kept a bottle always nearby. But his sickness—the falling, the tremors—had begun before then. Nothing she knew of Master Eccio's lore would help him. He refused the tonics she mixed for him. On good days he was lucid. On bad ones he marched through the house shouting incoherent orders, half-naked, breathing wine fumes into the faces of those who had once obeyed him. They had no time for the sick old warrior. They were Treion's, now.

A door opened, and someone shouted below. At first she thought it was her brother.

Then she heard the rush of footsteps through the house. Booted feet came down the hall. The dogs came silently to their feet. Fenris faced the door, her silver pelt erect. Morga growled deep in her throat.

"Hush," Maia said softly. She moved to the window and peered through the gap in the shutter. The clearing in front of the manor was ringed with armed men. Moonlight glinted off sword blades. She backed from the window.

The knife her mother had left her lay beneath her pillow. She strapped it on. A fist hammered on the door of the chamber next to hers. Her grandfather yelled a stream of drunken curses. A quietly competent voice told him to be still. She waited for them to pound on her door. But they did not. She heard her grandfather's plaintive voice, and the sound of booted feet retreating down the stairway.

She opened her chamber door, and gestured to the dogs. They went downstairs together. The hall was devoid of life, except for a bloodstained cat grooming in a corner. It raised its head to growl at the dogs.

The front door was ajar. Through the opening she saw Edan and Nils and the rest of her grandfather's men standing in the clearing. Their weapons lay in a heap in the dirt.

She looked for Treion among them. He was not there. The Hunter's Moon made the night bright as day. Her grandfather, barefoot, wearing only his night robe, stood in the center of the clearing, hands on his hips. His white hair was wild.

"Iva," he called shakily to his dead daughter, her mother. "Iva, we have guests! Bring wine!"

Before him stood a tall, fair man. He said, "Do you know where your band of cutthroats went tonight, old man? To Thorin Amdur's farm. They stole the horses. They killed Thorin and his son Garth. They fired the house and left everyone in it to burn."

His voice was very deep. His face was bleak as winter. Although Maia had seen him only once before, and that at a distance, she knew who he was.

Her grandfather said, whining a little, "I did not tell them to do that."

"Did you not?" the dragon-lord said. "It does not matter; it's done, and you must answer for it."

She knew the stories of the dragon-kind: their strength, their startling generosity, and their terrible ferocity when defied. She put her hand flat on the door and pushed. It was stuck; it would not move. Her fingers trembled.

Her grandfather leaned forward. "You should not speak so to me," he said, with a drunkard's mad dignity. "I saved your father's life in battle. He granted me this land."

The dragon-lord said, "I know it. You have traded on that service for nearly thirty years. Out of respect for my father I grant you one day's grace. But by sunset tomorrow, you and your kin must be gone from my domain."

"What of my men?" Reo Unamira demanded.

"They killed my people," Karadur Atani said coldly. "Their lives are forfeit." He looked at the encircled outlaws. "Which of you is Edan?" No one spoke, but heads twitched. The dragon-lord leveled a finger. "You. Step forward." Edan obeyed. The other men moved away from him. "Finle. Kill him."

From where he stood beneath a copper beech, a slender dark-haired archer lifted his bow and shot in one smooth motion. An arrow seemed to grow out of Edan's broad chest. He curled his hands helplessly around the shaft, and fell.

Reo Unamira cackled. "That for the gratitude of the dragon-kind." He genuflected mockingly toward the dragon-lord. "Iva! Iva, hurry up. We are leaving. Maia! Treion! Come quickly. Our gracious liege is dispossessing us from our home!" He spat in the dirt.

Maia pushed the door open with her shoulder. With Fenris and Morga flanking her on either side, she descended the steps. They all turned to look at her: her grandfather's men, the soldiers, and the dragon-lord.

He was taller than she was. The amber moonlight seemed to settle on his shoulders. But she was Iva Unamira's daughter. She would not be cowed, even by a dragon.

"Treion is gone, Grandfather," she said. She saw him in her mind, circling soundlessly around the soldiers' perimeter, finding a horse, mounting, riding, over the ridge, and gone.... He would not have been drunk. He drank—he had an especial fondness for her grandfather's merignac—but in all the months he had lived among them, she had never seen him drunk.

She faced Karadur Atani. "My lord," she said, and was pleased to hear her voice emerge steady, "as you can see, my grandfather drinks more than he should. It makes him foolish."

His gaze was like a weight. "Who are you?"

"I am Maia diSorvino. My mother was Iva Unamira."

Her grandfather said jauntily, "You were supposed to marry her, boy!" He giggled. "Your father and I planned it all. But then he went mad. Mad Dragon." He ran his hands through his white brush of hair.

The dragon-lord said, "I remember. Your grandfather wrote me a letter four, no five years ago. He wanted me to marry you." He looked at her oddly. "I thought you were younger."

She remembered that letter. Her grandfather had sent it without telling her mother. When finally the old man let it slip, Iva Unamira had been furious.

Greedy thieving sot! she had said. What did you ask for in payment? Gold? A case of wine? My daughter is not a horse or a sheep, to be bartered to the dragon-kindred in exchange for a bottle of merignac.

She said, "I was younger. Five years ago I was thirteen."

"You're from Nakase?"

"I was born in Sorvino. My father is Marion diSorvino. My mother and I returned six years ago."

Reo Unamira cackled. "You want her, my lord? Twenty nobles, and I'll throw in the dogs." He snapped his fingers at the moonlight. "You, there. Bring me some wine."

Karadur Atani said, "Your mother—is she still alive?"

"She's dead. She died in January last year."

Some emotion, perhaps surprise, perhaps compassion, she could not tell, moved in the dragon-lord's brilliant blue eyes. He said, "I am sorry. I know what it is like to be motherless."

Reo Unamira whined, "I want a drink. Treion took my merignac, the little bastard. Little bastard." He turned in a circle. "She would never say his name, no matter how I beat her. But I knew. I saw them. I saw them." He giggled senselessly, and crouched to pat the dirt with his hands.

Karadur Atani's face went stony again. Maia said, "My lord, I beg you, ignore him. He does not know what he is saying. He has been like this for months."

"Has he indeed." His face changed suddenly. "Of course. He did not lead the raid tonight. Who did?"

She could tell him it was Edan. But no, one could not lie to the dragon-kind. They always knew a lie, and it made them angry. Her mother had told her that. She did not want to make him angry.

"My half brother Treion led the raid. Ask any of his cohorts, those that are sober enough to talk. They will tell you."

"And where is he?"

She said, "Gone, I am sure. He must have heard you coming, and escaped."

"Herugin!"

A lean, grim-faced man with a badge on his sleeve said, "One man did get out the back ahead of us, my lord. But he won't get far. Huw and Elief are out there."

To her horror, a familiar voice said, "My sister tells the truth. I do not deny it." Sweet Sedi, it was Treion. He sauntered into the center of the clearing. He held his bare sword in his right hand. "However, I must correct her inference that I ran away when your men arrived. I did not run away. I merely moved faster than these cretins." He cut a contemptuous look at the encircled men. Arrogant, impossible, stupid Treion... The outlaws looked at him hopefully. Fools, Maia wanted to shout at them, he will only make it worse. Her fingers curled into fists. She wanted to hit him.

He bowed theatrically, almost derisively, to the dragon- lord. "Treion Unamira, my lord, at your service. They call me the Bastard."

"I have no interest in your parentage," the dragon-lord said. "Was it indeed you who led tonight's raid?"

"It was. Though I did not kill the old man. Edan did that." Treion nudged Edan's corpse with his toe. "He's paid for it, I see. Dragon's justice."

The dragon-lord's eyes glittered like blue flame. "Herugin. Take him."

Drawing his sword, the grim-faced officer walked confidently toward Treion. Treion turned to face him. He looked relaxed, even lazy, and entirely unafraid.

Suddenly his drooping sword sliced upward. The Atani soldier's sword spun from his hand. Treion touched the point of his blade to the disarmed man's throat.

He said tautly, "I am not so easily taken, my lord. Tell your men to lay their arrows in the dirt. Otherwise, he dies."

No one moved. A ghostly bird called across the forest. A second answered.

Then Herugin turned his head to look at his lord.

Karadur said, "Do it." The archers unfastened their quivers and laid them on the ground.

"Move away from them," Treion said.

The dragon-lord nodded. His soldiers stepped back.

"You drunken, stupid pigs," Treion Unamira said scathingly to the outlaws. "Find your weapons and meet me where we left the horses. Go." The men scrambled to obey.

"My lord, as you have ordained, we will leave. You will not see us again, though you may hear of us. I intend that you shall hear of us. I will take your officer with me, however; he shall be my safe conduct till I leave your land. Once we're beyond your borders, I'll let him go. Edric, get a rope. Tie his wrists together in front. Now, get me a horse. One of theirs. The rest of you take their horses. Hurry." Edric brought him a horse. "Tie the end of the rope to the saddle." The tip of his sword had not deviated an inch.

He waited until the rope had been secured, then mounted. "I understand you brand brigands in this country." The sword point slashed across the bound man's face, and returned immediately to his throat. "My brand," Treion said.

He touched his rigid captive lightly in the center of the chest with the tip of the sword. Blood from the wound on his cheek ran down the man's face and into his clothing.

Karadur Atani's voice was soft and deadly. "If he dies, make no mistake: I will find you."

"I believe you," Treion said. "I wouldn't want you to do that. I'll keep him alive. Farewell, Grandfather. You are a vicious drunk. I hope your death finds you soon." For a moment his eyes met Maia's, and she saw the pride and the rage there. "Farewell, sister dear. Walk, you." He urged his mount into the trees. The Atani officer, blood streaming down his cheek, loped at the horse's side.

The dragon-lord's soldiers scrambled to retrieve their weapons. Maia's legs were shaking. The dogs pressed protectively against her.

The delicate, insubstantial birdsong went on. The moon, its light diminished, had fallen behind the trees. Dawn was approaching.

Reo Unamira whined, "Iva's little bastard. It was my thought to name him Treion. It means treasure. I meant it as a joke. The joke's on me. The boy took my treasure. Stole my soldiers. Drank my merignac. Bad dragon. Mad dragon." He glanced archly at the dragon-lord. "Mad as your father."

"Old man, for the gods' sweet sake, be quiet," the dark-haired archer said.

"Hah." The old man drew himself up. "Who are you to talk to me like that? My lord, your men are rudely mannered. Mad Dragon. They say you killed your brother for his treasure. Chests of gold and jewels." He waggled his bony fingers in the air. "Poof! I had chests of gold and jewels once. Gone, all gone. Treion took them. He took my merignac, too. It was the dragon's gold he stole. Your father gave it to me. Kojiro Atani, the Black Dragon. I wanted him to marry her, but no, he wouldn't do it, not Iva Unamira, not my daughter.

"He fucked her, though. She would never admit it, but I saw them, I saw them, I saw them lying beside the stream. I knew it.

"I knew the Diamori bitch would never satisfy him."

The dark-haired archer flinched. Karadur Atani's eyes burned like stars. A hot wind rose out of the earth, bowing the tall trees as if a giant's hand had swept across their tops. Dust and dirt and tiny pebbles whirled in circles. Half-blinded by the swirling dust, Maia grabbed for the dogs' collars. She could not find them. The hot wind thundered in her ears. She saw her grandfather's mouth fall open. Then fire sheathed his head, and he screamed.

A bright light seared the clearing. The Golden Dragon soared above them, great wings spread like sails. His deadly exhalation fell upon the house. White flame dripped along its walls, its heavy timbers.... Fire filled her vision. The trees were burning. Her grandfather howled in pain. Fire whipped about her, devouring the air. She panted, fighting for breath. A terrible, inhuman bellow shook her to her knees. She struggled to her feet.

Pain shot through her scalp. She yanked the bronze hair clip from her head, and flung it away. A searing silver rain spattered at her feet. Flame erupted from the dry forest floor. She ran, and fell, and ran again. A tree crashed in front of her, showering her with sparks. Eyes tight shut against the bitter smoke, she felt her way around it. A body cannoned into her.

"This way!" a man's voice cried. "This way. Get to the river!"

Suddenly her legs went out from under her. She fell, and slid into a sour, enveloping coolness. Near her, someone sobbed. She clutched at the riverbank. Far away, a horse screamed in agony, a terrible rending sound.

The sobbing man cursed.

 

* * *

 

Eventually, the fire passed.

Maia sat on a rock. She had no idea how she had gotten there: she did not recall leaving the haven of the river. Below her the land sloped down toward a scorched hollow. Debris littered the ground: shards of blackened wood, which had once been the thick beams of a house, her house.

Morga shivered at her feet. The black hound had somehow remained with her through her flight through the woods, and even to the river. Her coat was caked with mud; she trembled, but appeared to be unhurt. Fenris was gone: dead, no doubt. Maia's limbs felt sluggish and sore, as if she had been beaten.

Her gown was charred. She still had her knife, though; somehow, through long hours clinging to reeds in the river, it had stayed in its sheath.

Clouds like feathers streaked the pale mauve sky. A shadow passed over the sun. She looked up. High above her, the Golden Dragon, terrible and beautiful, glittered in the autumn air. His immense pale wings were evanescent as gossamer. She wondered if he knew what he had done.

A place on her side pulsed with pain. She heard Master Eccio's cool, astringent voice in her head, reminding her that tea, or a paste made of old-man's-beard, would ease the pain of burns and scalds. She had no tea.

Atani soldiers, worn and grim, accompanied by one sore-footed horse, moved slowly along the ridgetop. They halted when they saw her. After a moment, one of them maneuvered down the slippery, ash-strewn slope. He was hairless, even to his eyebrows. His face was streaked with mud and ash, as was hers. Morga growled at him. Maia stroked the dog's sleek head.

"Hush."

He said, "You need shelter. Come with us."

"To Dragon Keep?" She shook her head. "I think not."

"Where will you go?"

"I know a place." She had a picture in her mind, of a place where the river widened into a pool beside a tangle of berry bushes. Near it lay a stone cottage, a trapper's hut. Her mother had brought her to it, soon after they arrived from Sorvino.

What is this place, Mama? twelve-year-old Maia had asked.

Her mother had said simply, A place where I was happy. I wanted you to see it.

"You're sure?" the soldier said.

"Yes," she said. "I'm sure. Thank you."

He left, limping. Her legs ached, and her chest hurt from breathing smoke. She was stiff. The longer she sat, the stiffer her body would be. She rose. With the wolfhound at her heels, she ascended the slope. At the crest of the ridge, she stopped. Below her spread a meadow, and beyond it the blue-green tinge of forest. A glint of silver caught her eye: the river, curving through the amber meadow grass. She trudged down the slope. The river was farther away than she had thought.

By the time she reached the cottage she was shivering. A ghost of a path led to a vine-covered entrance. She struggled through the thick tangle. A thorn hidden in the glossy leaves left a bloody scrape on her arm.

"Come on, girl," she whispered to the anxious dog. Morga whined and wriggled through after her. The cottage was small, but it seemed dry. Morga snuffled in the corners. A shutterless window, a simple square, graced the south wall. A rude chest sat below it. Maia lifted the lid. Inside it, someone, some trapper or hunter, had left a blanket, a bowl, a jug, and a coiled, dry bowstring.

Thank you, she said to that unknown stranger. She wrapped the blanket around her shaking shoulders.

"Hey, girl." The dog came to her. "What shall we do now, eh?" The dog licked her chin. The cottage was dim. Light, she thought. Fire.

Methodically she felt about the hearth until she felt a loose stone. She pried it up. As she had hoped, a small leather pouch lay in the exposed hole. Inside was a bit of dry puffball, and three jagged bits of flint.

Not too far from the hut grew a cluster of white-trunked birches. Chips of bark, some of them long as her arm, littered the ground. She gathered bark in her blanket. With her knife, she cut swaths of meadow grass. Fingers chilling, she struck flint against the knife blade. At last a spark leaped into the puffball. She blew on it; it flamed. She thrust a spear of grass into the flame, and, when it lit, held it to the hearth.

It caught. The fire sang in its bed. She dragged the chest across the hard dirt floor and positioned it athwart the doorway. An owl hooted across the meadow.

Some creature of the twilight, hunter or prey, rustled through the tall grass outside the hut. Morga's head lifted; she rose to her feet.

"Morga, no! Stay." To Maia's relief, the dog obeyed the croaked command. "Lie down." They curled together beside the fire. Dragons tussled in its glowing heart. Maia's stomach growled with hunger. In the morning she would look for food. She knew how to fish. Treion had taught her. Savage, dangerous Treion...

He was dead, of course, he and all the men who rode with him. He could not have escaped the fire.

A chill breeze blew through the exposed doorway. It smelled of ash. Her hair was filthy; she needed soap to get it clean. She needed warm clothes, candles, a pot to cook in, none of which she had, nor any way to get them. She was alone. Her mother was dead. Fenris was dead. Her grandfather was dead. Treion was dead.

Her eyes stung with tears. She forced them back.

She would not weep. She was Iva Unamira's daughter; she would not weep.
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The burning of Coll's Ridge made news across Ippa.

In Castria Market, where the first sketchy tales were told, the farmers and shepherds spoke of it with grim satisfaction. They were not a vengeful folk, but Thorin Amdur and his family were well-known and well respected throughout Dragon's domain, and all of them had suffered, over the years, from Reo Unamira's attentions.

The merchants from Mako and Ujo and Averra were pleased. Dragon Keep's soldiers were well trained, but they could not be everywhere, and more than one trader, over the years, had found his wagons waylaid in the twilight by Reo Unamira's men, and forced to hand over a few barrels of wine or oil or grain.

"Consider it a toll," the old outlaw had been wont to say, grinning.

In the days that followed, the news grew bleaker. Ten of Dragon Keep's soldiers had lost their lives in the fire. More had suffered burns. Macallan, the Keep's physician, was dead. So was Elief Ivarson from Castria, and Huw Udall, whose parents farmed land outside Chingura.

No one was quite sure what had caused Karadur Atani to burn Unamira's house. Those who had survived the conflagration did not speak of it. This was not surprising. Murgain Ohair, fifteen years archery-master at Dragon Keep, who knew something of Karadur Atani's temper, shared a beer one night at the Red Oak tavern in Sleeth with Egain the tavern keeper, and Niall Cooley, the leather-worker of Chingura, new come from Dragon Keep.

"How is it at the castle?" he inquired.

"Very quiet," said the leather-worker. "The men are mending. Finle Haraldsen has burns on both arms; he had the worst of it, I think."

"What of Dragon?"

"He's barred himself in the tower. No one sees him, save Azil Aumson."

Murgain said, "What angered him?"

Egain said, "I heard it was Reo Unamira's speech. The old outlaw gave the lord some insult."

Niall lowered his voice. "It was the insolence of the man who led the raid. Yellow-haired, smooth-tongued; called himself the Bastard. Took Herugin with him as safe conduct. Said he would not kill him, but what worth does the word of an outlaw have? Dragon went wild. His father come back again, men said it was."

 

* * *

 

The day after the burning, Angus Halland went out to mend the stone fence that ran along the eastern border of his farm.

He was very weary. Neither he nor his wife Maura had slept for two nights. Their daughter was sick. In the five years since her birth, Rianna had often suffered random fevers and coughing spells. But this episode seemed more severe than the others. Angus had sat up with her most of the night.

"Papa, it hurts," she whispered hoarsely, holding her throat. "Why does it hurt so much?" He could not answer.

"It's the ash from the fire," Maura said quietly, bathing her face. "My sweet, it will pass."

A light pall of smoke marred the sky to the east. Northward the peaks of the Ippan range stood sentinel. Dragon's Eye, steepest of the peaks, held a dusting of white along its crevices. The air was soft, no hint of frost. He found a gap in the fence. The ground around it was imprinted with the marks of many horses' hooves. The riders coming from the ridge had jumped the fence and tumbled the stones. The biggest of them was sunk in mud. He rocked it and kicked at it, but the ground held it firm. He would need a stick to pry it loose.

He went back to the barn and found an old ax handle. As he levered the stone out of the sucking soil, Anni, the aging black-and-white shepherd dog, growled. A tall woman stood on the other side of the fence. A lean black wolfhound pressed close to her side.

She was clean, though her blue gown was soiled and stained. Her brown hair was shoulder-length, and so uneven that it looked to him as if someone had chopped at it with a knife. He had never seen her before. The dogs gazed fixedly at each other.

"I could help you with that," the woman said. She had a pleasant voice. She stepped through the gap. While the dogs walked stiff-legged around each other, sniffing, the two of them rolled the big stone into place. Angus put the remainder of the stones on top of it, fitting each one as he knew it had to go. He walked along the fence, looking for more dropped stones. She kept pace with him. He found a fallen stone, and put it into place again. When they reached the gate, he held it open and walked his fingers in the air.

"You want me to come with you?" He pointed toward the farmhouse. "You can't speak?" He nodded again. She followed him to the farmhouse door. He pushed it open.

Maura looked up from her work. He pointed at the stranger, and touched his fist to his heart.

Maura rose. She filled a cup with cider.

"Welcome," she said, holding out the cup. "I am Maura Halland. This is my husband, Angus. Come in."

 

* * *

 

The house was warm, and it smelled of new bread. A ginger cat looked up from its place on the windowsill to gaze suspiciously at the black dog.

"Grace to the house," Maia said. She took the cup the woman handed her. She sipped. The cider's fruity wine taste made her momentarily dizzy. "My name is Maia."

Angus Halland smiled at her. He was a good-looking man. A pity he could not speak. She put the cup down.

"Sit, please," Maura said, indicating a bench beside the table. "Have some breakfast." A platter on the table held a loaf of bread and some thick slices of cheese. Maia laid a slice of cheese across a slab of bread, and bit into it. The bread had bits of pumpkin in it. Her fingers shook. She made herself eat slowly. Maura set a bowl on the floor for the black-and-white dog, and another, on the other side of the room, for Morga.

Maura Halland was an ugly woman. She was not deformed; her limbs were in the right places. But her proportions were wrong. Her torso was long, and her legs stumpy and short. She had massive hips, and almost no chest. Her face was ill-fashioned as well: her nose was too big, her eyes too small, and her mouth too wide. Her hair was lovely.

Midnight black, thick and glossy, it fell smooth as a waterfall to the middle of her back.

"Did you mend the fence?" she asked Angus. He nodded. His fingers drummed a gallop on the tabletop. "How many riders were there?" His fingers flashed, then spread apart. "They were Reo Unamira's men, weren't they? I wonder what mischief the old devil's up to now. By the smoke, it looks as if he's burned the ridge down."

Maia said, "He's dead. Karadur Atani killed him."

"Tell us, please, what happened." She did. At the end of her recital, Maura said slowly, "This is quite a tale you have told us. Thorin Amdur dead, and the Unamira house burned to ash, and Unamira with it."

Maia said, "It is true."

"Oh, I believe you. But who are you?"

"My full name is Maia Unamira diSorvino. Reo Unamira was my grandfather."

Maura said, "Then you are Iva's daughter. I heard she had returned from Sorvino, and that she brought a girl-child with her."

"That was me."

"I heard she was ill."

"She was. She died in January—not January this year, but the year before that."

"May the Mother receive her." Maura bowed her head a moment. "Why did she leave Sorvino?"

Maia said, "She left because my father did not want her—or me, either."

Maura said, gently, "That must have been very hard for you." She poured more cider into Maia's cup. "So, your grandfather is dead. Your brother is gone, perhaps dead, perhaps not. Your home is gone, too. What will you do now?"

"I don't know. I slept last night in a cottage by the river. I would like to stay there."

A child's voice said, "Mama? Who are you talking to?"

Rising, Maura lumbered to the near sleeping stall. "We have a new neighbor, Rianna, sweet," she said. "She has come to visit us. Her name is Maia."

"What does she look like? I want to see her."

Maia stepped to the sleeping stall. A small child half-lay, half-sat in the narrow box-bed. She had Angus's light reddish-brown hair, badly tangled now, and his fine, regular features. Her cheeks were flushed. Her eyes were bright with intelligence and fever. A toy lay athwart her legs: a wooden doll, dressed in scraps of silk.

"Hello," she said. "Why is your dress torn?"

Maia said, "I was walking in the woods."

Rianna shook her head. "You shouldn't, you know. There are bandits in the forest. You have to be careful." She coughed, a painful barking sound.

"You are right," Maia said. "I shall be, I promise." The ginger cat jumped on the bed, turned about twice, and began to wash.

Maura coaxed Rianna to drink. She straightened the bedclothes, crooning.

When she emerged, Maia said, "How long has she been like this?"

"Three days. She is better today than she was yesterday. She strengthens with the sunlight. But then at night the cough returns."

"If you will lend me a pot, and a flask of wine, I will brew a tisane to help control the cough."

Maura said, "You have skill in such matters?" Maia nodded. "I will give you a pot." She brought one from a cupboard and set it on the table.

Maia said, "She is a beautiful child."

Maura nodded. "Yes. By the Mother's grace, she has Angus's form and features, not mine."

"He is a fine-looking man," Maia said carefully. "And he seems very kind."

"He is the sweetest soul alive."

"You have just the one child?"

"Yes. I wanted more, but I lost two before they were born, and two died after. Rain the midwife says there will be no more."

 

* * *

 

When Maia left the Halland farm, Angus went with her. She carried a clean blanket in which reposed a pot, a skein of thread, three bone fishhooks, a needle, a jar of soap, half a dozen candles, a shirt, and a pair of Angus's pants. Angus carried a coil of rope, a hammer, and an ax.

That afternoon, Maia swept and cleaned the hut. Angus mended the walls, plugging grass and moss into the chinks between the stones. While Maia pulled sweet-grass and reeds from the riverbank to make her bed, he found the door hidden beneath a mat of brush, and fastened it back onto its pegs. Maia went fishing, and caught two trout. She cut off their heads, grilled them, and seasoned them with rosemary plucked from the woods. As the sun moved slowly into the western sky, Maia looked for herbs. She found bellflower. She found basil and thyme. She found yellow agrimony, lemon balm, and hemlock. She found parsley in the field below the house, and licorice beside the river. She even found some elecampus root.

That evening Maia ate stewed squirrel by candlelight. She slept on dried sweet-grass, under a clean blanket. In the morning she took soap and her new clothes to the river. Using the pot, she scooped the cold river water over every inch of her body. She scrubbed her feet, and her hair. Shivering, but clean, she washed the blue gown. Then, moved by an impulse she did not understand, she gripped it between both hands and tore it down the middle.

The next day she brought Maura the tisane she had promised. It held elecampus root, licorice, and bellflower. She had guessed at the proportions. Master Eccio had always warned that herbals meant for children should be more dilute than those made for adults.

"Let her drink this when she coughs. You can put honey in it if she finds it too bitter. How is she?"

"Not so well as yesterday. Angus is with her."

Angus lay stretched on the small box-bed. Rianna was curled in his lap. Her face looked drawn. Her father rocked her. The ginger cat watched from the foot of the bed.

"She won't eat," Maura said. "She says it makes her cough."

"She must eat," Maia said. "She needs the strength. Don't give her milk. Give her water, or soups if you can." She tried to remember what she had heard Master Eccio say when the cook's children were sickly, as they were, every winter. "Rub her chest with grease, and bind it lightly with flannel. It will help to keep her warm."

The following day, she was in the meadow, her arms full of grass, when Angus appeared. He was ruddy-faced, and breathed as though he had been running. He had been running. The grass slid through her fingers.

"Rianna," she said. "She's worse?"

His grin was wide as the ocean. He mimed sleeping, and eating. Then he extended the flask in which she had poured the tisane. It was nearly empty.

"I will make more," Maia said.

 

* * *

 

In the months that followed, Maia realized that happenstance—the gods' will, Maura said, but then she was a devout woman in her way—had given her a friendship, one without which she might barely have survived the winter, and certainly not in any comfort. She had anticipated solitude, and that she had.

In November it grew cold. In December the storms blew over the mountains, veiling the fields with snow. Throughout December and well into January, days went by when she saw no human face. But then a gloved fist would pound on the door, and she would open the door to find Angus at her doorstep, fur-clad, breathing steam, pulling a laden sledge. Sometimes it held salted meat, once a half round of cheese. Often he brought bread. Maia knew how to bake, but her bread never seemed as tasty as Maura's.

In times of thaw, she sometimes went back with him to the house. She sat beside the hearth, petting the ginger cat, listening to Rianna spin elaborate tales with wooden dolls. Once upon a time there was a beautiful princess.... There were many dolls. They were, Rianna declared, all kings, queens, wizards, warriors. They were gorgeously dressed, in lace and fur, silk and wool, taffeta and satin. Their heads and trunks and limbs were wood. Angus whittled them, and Maura dressed and painted them.

"What do you do with them?" Maia asked.

"Sell them at Castria Market." She picked up one with red wool for hair and a haughty look on her smooth painted face. "This one is for Chloe, Nini Daluino's daughter.

"Mama, you must call her Elisabetta. That's her name," Rianna said severely. She took the red-haired doll from her mother and walked it over the table.

Rianna had given all the dolls noble names: Gaharis, Atalaya, Genevra. She was a loving child, playful and quick-witted. She adored her father, and seemed to find it unremarkable, even natural, that he had no speech. Angus, in turn, would have walked through flame to bring his child a cup of water. He was a strong man, a knowledgeable farmer, and clever with his hands.... His bound tongue seemed his only deficit.

Once, when the two women were alone in the house, Maura spoke of how she and Angus had come to wed.

"We made a bargain. He did not wish to remain on his family's land: they treated him like a lackwit, which he is not. He needed a wife who would help him. I wanted children. And no man who was not simple or blind would marry me if he had other choices."

"The farm is yours?"

"Aye. My mother left it to me. She inherited it from her mother, and she from hers. It is not so big, but it serves us. We have a cow, a horse, a goat, chickens, and bees. And Angus can do anything other men can. He simply cannot speak."

 

* * *

 

Twice that winter Maia glimpsed others in the forest. Once it was a bearded stumpy man dressed in rags. He wore a shapeless cap on his head. She asked Maura about him.

"I don't know his name. He lives with his brother in the woods," Maura said. "In autumn they come out to help with the harvest."

The second time, she was gathering bark from a slippery elm when Morga growled: the low steady rumble that warned a stranger to come no closer. Maia turned. A woman stood watching her. Her white hair blazed about her seamed, strong face. Her clothes were stained, shapeless, and ragged.

Maia said, "Good day, Grandmother. Is there something I might do for you?" But the woman did not answer. Maia returned to her task. When she next glanced behind her, the woman had vanished. She asked Maura about that, too.
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