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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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Jennifer Cray: Once a hard-working associate lawyer in a Los Angeles firm, she is now married to the Thukar of Sikkre, Thukara in her own right, a powerful Wielder of Night-Thread Magic, and legal advisor to the Emperor’s Heir.


Dahven: Thukar of Sikkre


Aletto: Son of the murdered Duke Amarni, nephew to the usurper Jadek—and the reason why three Angelenos were drawn into Rhadaz four years ago. He is now Duke of Zelharri.


Robyn Cray: Jennifer’s older sister, Aletto’s duchess, shape shifter.


Chris Cray: Robyn’s twenty-year-old son, previously a high school senior and computer gamer, now a trader and importer of current foreign technology into Rhadaz.


Edrith: Former Sikkreni market thief and close friend of Dahven’s; now Chris’s business partner and fellow traveler.


Enardi: Bezanti son of a wealthy merchant and also Chris’s partner, Enardi handles finances and diplomacy.


Lialla: Aletto’s sister, the sin-Duehess of Zelharri; both Wielder of Night-Threads and Shaper of Light.


Shesseran XIV: Current Emperor of Rhadaz—an aging and ill man who has put most of his duties into the hands of his brother and Heir, Afronsan.


Afronsan: The man who will become Shesseran XV spends most of his days in the civil service building and thus is regarded by his enemies as a “paper pusher.”


Vuhlem: The harsh, patriarchal Duke of northern Holmaddan, who nurses his own ambitions.
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Henri Dupret: Second son of the French Due D’Orlean, in charge of his father’s sugar fields and estates in French Jamaica and, like Vuhlem, a man with secret ambitions.


Ariadne Dupret: Henri’s daughter by an indentured servant; Ariadne knows more of her father’s secrets than is safe.




i


It was warm and close along the northern Holmaddan shore; unusually and unpleasantly warm, particularly for so late in summer—nearly autumn. The sun hung midway in a clear, deep blue sky, turning the water a rich, white-capped aqua, reflecting blindingly off knee-deep tide pools.


A ragged line of women came slowly along the sand. Behind them, above the southern bluffs that separated the shore from the village of North Bay, a line of thick black cloud was just visible. And against the cloud, upon the leading edge of one high ledge, the motionless outline of a boy. He stood very still for a long moment, watching as the women straggled across hot sand, their scarves and carry-bags flapping in a sudden gust of wind. Their heads were down; if they talked to each other, he couldn’t tell from here. He raised his own head to gaze beyond them, at the Lasanachi wreck the storm had tossed ashore, then brought his eyes back to the women, studied them for such signs of trouble as the headman had spoken of—but no, they weren’t gabbling, out there, gossiping, wasting time. Spreading—sedition, that city guard had called it. Getting above themselves, the headman said, using words a man could understand. Making trouble for those they were created to serve, he’d said. But the women had been very subdued since the Duke’s men came and took that outsider woman away. Afraid their own heads are for the block, like hers nearly was, he thought and nodded sharply, pleased with his analysis of things. He ran a hand through sparse, silky beard, turned and began working his way back to level ground, glancing over his shoulder one last time before the beach was out of sight.


The headman was right; after that early morning raid on the village witch’s house and its aftermath, even stupid women such as theirs would know better than to try the city women’s tricks here. But that foreign female who called herself a Duke’s sister hadn’t been here long enough to subvert anyone, fortunately, and with her gone, there wouldn’t be any further trouble. The women were following the headman’s orders: Go out to gather shells for trade, shellfish for eating. Pick thereafter through the remnants of the Lasanachi longship, and bring back any treasures the men might have missed. Waste no time. They were moving across that hot sand as quickly as he’d ever seen them move.


The boy shook dirt and stones from his trous and sandals at the base of the hill, grinned and groomed his moustache with careful hands as he caught his breath so he could run the rest of the way to the men’s house. Make a good show of it, he thought, of obeying the headman’s orders himself. Because among the things the men had removed were several wooden crates containing pale glass bottles of truly wondrous liquors—sweet and fruited, and strong enough to turn even the old men’s heads. Make a good enough show of his willingness to serve his elders, and he might be given another small skin of the stuff.


Out on the sand, one of the women stopped suddenly and caught hold of her foot, as if she had stepped on something sharp; another stopped and knelt to check the sole of it, then shook her head. Her eyes were searching all along the high ground behind them. “It’s all right,” she said quietly. “He’s gone.” She stood, stared back at the bluff where the boy had been, shaded her eyes and looked carefully along the bluff as far in each direction as he might have gotten, then shook her head again. “Truly gone. I told you they were growing bored with this constant watching, and Harana’s son was always impatient. He’ll be halfway to the men’s house already.” She shoved the scarf back from short-cut red hair.


The Wielder Sretha put her foot down, pressed her own scarf aside, and stood very still, eyes closed for a long moment. The other women waited. “You’re right, Ryselle. He’s gone.”


“I wish you would not do that, Sretha,” one of the older women said fretfully. “It’s not—”


“Not what?” Sretha demanded in a crisp voice as the other hesitated. “Not proper? Not right? And what do you know about Wielding, Aleria, that I do not?”


“It isn’t safe!” Aleria replied sharply. “The sin-Duchess Wielded during daylight hours, and look what became of her!”


Sretha shrugged. “One doesn’t follow the other; if that woman had not been able to Wield the ways she did, things might have gone much worse—for all of us. And I was wrong. Thread simply is, just as she said; there’s no right and wrong time for it, or way to handle it. It’s more difficult to use during the day, of course—for me, at least, but I’m older and more set in my ways than the sin-Duchess, of course. It’s harder to see by far. But anyone can use the red sensing Thread. I could even have taught my sister’s son—” Sretha shrugged again as the other woman made a wordless, unhappy little sound. “Let it pass. Kepron is gone to the city with his father’s company, the sin-Duchess is gone. More importantly, Harana’s stupid son has become bored with watching to see if we intend rebellion. But it has been ten days; I think Ryselle is right: Even the headman is bored with it, and content that we have learned not to thwart him or the Duke, in any fashion.”


Ryselle shook her head impatiently. “We’d better get on, though. You yourself said not to do anything to make them curious. And there is no second-guessing Father these days, if there ever was.” She turned and strode out across the sand. Her mother made a vexed noise, sighed faintly, and followed.


It was also close and warm in French Jamaica, particularly along the southern coast, but that was natural for the season. There had been one hurricane already, which had missed the island as the old women with their smokes had said it would. It had tossed enough debris high on the northeastern shores that the boys would be busy for many days to come, clearing the wharves where the small fishing boats put out, and word had it another of the storms was on its way. The smoke-women weren’t needed to tell that; there was a feel to the air, as though it were liquid—a brassy look to the sea and the sky.


On such an afternoon, the streets of Philippe-sur-Mer, protected from storms and from all cooling breezes but the rare southerly sea winds by its deep bay, were nearly deserted. Only a few men moved along the docks, which reeked of tar, fish, and other less pleasant things. On the heights above the city itself, where many of the nobles and wealthy lived, only a faint, occasional breath of air moved the trees; at the cemetery reserved for the upper classes, set against a ridge as it was, there seemed to be no more moving air than on the docks.


Women swathed in full-skirted black and dull gray gathered beneath a small, square canvas awning, installed to protect fair skin from the sun; a few men clustered a distance away and spoke in low voices. Between the two groups, just under the edge of the canopy, a coffin, its dark wood smelling faintly of wax and lemon; brass handles gleamed in the rays of a late afternoon sun.


The widow sat where she could have touched the box, her face and shoulders draped in black gauzy stuff. An older woman whose gown bore damp patches beneath the bosom and at the elbows patted her shoulder; two others bent to speak with her. From behind the veils, a steady, low voice asked: “Are any of the men near?”


“No.” A girl whose blue-black hair was scarcely restrained under a broad hat glanced toward the men, away at once.


“Well done,” the older woman murmured. “All of you. They saw nothing but what we wished: an old and overweight man with a weak heat, too much wine on a hot summer’s day—even his doctor said as much, did he not, Helene?”


“There is still the chance—” the widow began doubtfully. The older woman knelt to grasp her hands.


“No, Helene. He is dead, your husband—and not greatly missed by any of them, I should think. But why should they doubt his end to be caused by other than his heart? We bring no attention upon ourselves by wholesale slaughter among them, we only cull those like Lord D’Etarian who—” She hesitated.


“Who deserve to die, for treating their women like cattle,” the girl said flatly.


“Hush, Ariadne,” the widow whispered urgently. “If anyone of those men heard you—!” Ariadne shook her head; the widow sighed very faintly. “But you are wrong, Ariadne Dupret. What man of my husband’s—my late husband’s—friends and relatives would beat his cattle? Or even treat indentured servants as he treats his women?” She pressed veils from her face; one side of her mouth sagged oddly, as though the nerves there did not function properly; the greenish yellow of an old bruise showed faintly against her temple. “Two good things at least have come of this; that Marcel will no longer beat upon me—any more than he will petition your father—”


“I would not marry your son,” Ariadne said flatly. “I would die first—or he would, another victim of too many rums and the wrong alley.” She smiled grimly.


“Caution, Ariadne—” the older woman began.


“Yes, of course. But what man of them would believe it—that any of their daughters could do such a thing? To stalk a man down a black dockside alley and stab him dead—” Her fingers curled; she flattened them against her skirts. “You know what my father is, Aleyza. If he does not suspect the least thing, why, then, which of them ever would?”


“All the same—have care, girl,” the older woman whispered sharply. ‘The priest comes, the men will follow.” She drew a length of pale gray across her own face and helped Helene D’Etarian lower her veils.


“If we could remove Henri,” Helene murmured. “He is the worst of them all, I think.” But Ariadne Dupret shook her head.


“No, not the worst. There are two others, much more vile than my father, and I can manage him—for now. But be careful, Helene, here he is.”


It was cool in Zelharri, damp and foggy in Duke’s Fort even at midday, but all along the eastern mountains there had been little true summer this year. The young Duke was seldom seen in the city these days; the few times he had come into the market with his outlander wife, he had been limping and his face was tight with pain. The par-Duchess Lizelle never came out of the Fort anymore, and only rarely did the Cornekkan twins who served her come in search of the special delicacies she liked to eat. Duchess Robyn seemed distracted and frequently worried. The market buzzed with low-voiced, worried gossip—but for all the talk, no one really knew what was wrong in Duke’s Fort just now.
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It was hot and still in Sikkre, hotter than normal in the Thukara’s offices, even so late in the afternoon, but Jennifer had ordered the windows tightly closed, the thick cloth shades drawn, and the door shut, and had sent most of her clerks home. It was close and airless in the enormous room now, and though lamps and candles were lit, still gloomy. Better, she thought crossly, than the alternative—the Sikkreni farmers were burning fields west of the city now that the grain was harvested, and the wind had shifted to blow acrid smoke toward the city and the Thukar’s palace only after it was too late to smother the fires.


“So what else is new?” she muttered and glared at the fat leather case centered on her desk, the surrounding stacks of papers and files. The deserted desks nearby were piled nearly as high; the ones across the chamber, where three of her clerks were readying the latest foreign trade contract for the printers, weren’t much better—reasonably cleared only to make room for the immediate project, nothing more.


If she bothered to peer around the shade, she knew there wouldn’t be anything to see outside except smoke and dust—lots of both.


Maddening. “I thought that was one of the good things I’d managed, leaving the smog behind in L.A.,” she muttered under her breath. She sighed heavily, picked up the face cloth Siohan had brought her at midafternoon, dipped it in a deep bowl of cool herbed water, wrung it out, and patted her face and the back of her neck. It wasn’t air-conditioning by a long shot, but it did help alleviate that sticky, stuporous hot feeling.


“If I weren’t so fat—” She sighed again, ran a hand across the thin, loose red dress that was becoming less loose by the day. The morning sickness had finally gone, but now her waist was going. “Ugh. Robyn was right. Pregnant in hot weather is not a good idea. Well, it can’t be helped; think of something else.”


She looked at the reasonably clear corner of her desk, at the chunk of machinery sitting in its midst, and smiled. “Typewriter. Genuine typing machine. I told that kid someone had to have come up with them.”


She would probably go nuts trying to use the thing—the keys were in an odd order; it was a little like the first time she tried reading or writing in Rhadazi, brought it home that this wasn’t her native language. Something nearer Spanish, perhaps, some polyglot Romance language, anyway—she’d long since given up trying to figure out the crossovers and even Chris didn’t bother worrying about it much any more.


Too busy, he said, trying to find outside tech he could bring into a country only just beginning to emerge from a five-hundred-year isolation. And then trying to work the deals that would persuade the Mer Khani, English, French, and other outsiders to sell, and—most difficult of all—the ill and aging Rhadazi Emperor Shesseran XIV to let it in. Keeps him off the streets and out of trouble. Edrith—Eddie, too.


Typewriter. She ran a fond hand over dark-blue engraved metal. It was a very clunky manual, reminding her a little of the ancient machine her aunt and uncle had in their home back in southern California: Nearly a foot high, it must have weighed a ton; the space bar was actually polished ash instead of plastic and the tabs had to be set manually across the back of the machine; ribbons were damn near impossible to find. She’d typed school papers on the old monster, leaving her arms numb to the elbows sometimes, but her aunt had never seen the need for anything newer. “She can’t really have said ‘for anything newfangled.’ I must have remembered it wrong later. They were country folks to start with, but they couldn’t have been that hick.” She dismissed that with ease of practice—school in Studio City all those years ago, fresh from the hills of Wyoming and most of her peers children of actors or somehow related to them, and much wealthier than she. Fifteen or more years back, plus the four-and-change she’d spent here in Rhadaz.


“You taught yourself how to type back in grade school,” she said firmly. “You can do it again.” One of the few clerks in the room glanced up; she shook her head and he went back to comparing several long sheets of thick paper.


Trade contracts—Chris’s deal for that Mer Khani refrigerator, if she recalled; there had been half a dozen odd little things like that in this packet. And two large renewals of agreements, plus one she’d kept to go over herself: the English wanted to arrange a tour by a group of Rhadazi dancers, perhaps in exchange for a theater company of their own. Afronsan would be all for it, of course, and Shesseran had loved the string quartet that had come from London. So did I, for that matter; bless Afronsan for getting them to come here when I was too morning-sick to go there.


The Emperor still had a firm hand on imports, though, and if English theater in this place was anything like Victorian theater in her own world… Tact, she thought. Make sure he sees or reads the right things—nothing even remotely resembling Wilde. And wasn’t Victoria “not amused” by Gilbert and Sullivan? Whichever of them had written the lyrics she could never remember; the Queen had liked the music but found the words lacking in respect. Shesseran would’ve been able to give that old gal a lesson or two in arrogance, Jennifer thought, and bit the corner of her mouth to keep from laughing aloud. Then, if something like The Mikado were performed in English, he’d never catch a hundredth of it—probably wouldn’t catch any more in Rhadazi, either. “My object all sublime, I shall achieve in time,” she warbled softly. The clerk comparing documents was deep in his work and didn’t look up this time. “To let the punishment fit the crime—heh, heh.”


She went back to the stack of papers with a much lighter heart. And a stack there was: The Emperor’s brother and Heir Afronsan had indeed given her the first couple months of her pregnancy completely off, just as he’d promised, but there was too much work for the vacation to last long and he was beginning to make up for lost time. “And next month when that darned telegraph line between the two of us is on-line—God.” She blotted her throat once more, drew the typewriter across the desk, patted its squatty, heavy body fondly, and pulled the thick fold of paper from behind the platen.


A letter from Chris to brag up the gift and how he’d found it didn’t surprise her; she’d heard from Robyn he was in Bez on his way to visit Duke’s Fort and had half expected a fly-by-night visit after he rode up to Zelharri to see his mother, but he’d gone directly to Podhru and sent the box by Afronsan’s courier. Her eyebrows went up; he’d actually typed the letter. “Forgot he knew how to use one of these things. Of course, he’s—he was—the computer-game kid, but that doesn’t necessarily mean familiarity with a keyboard.” She considered this, shook her head firmly. “Don’t even think computer, either, Cray. Be grateful for low-tech goodies, it’s definitely nine or ten up on ink pen and paper,” she ordered herself.


The two pages were filled, front and back, liberally splattered with cross-outs, typos, and misspellings, and the spacing was creative, to say the least.


“Hey, lady, goody for you. It’s a Mer Khani machine, why they don’t want to spread the tech around to us poor Third Worlders is beyond me, but I only found out about them by weird accident (tell you some time, remind me) and actually had to go to the ENGLISH to find one I could buy.”


“Good news is, the English will sell me as many as I want to buy—the guy I was dealing with has set up shop somewhere in their midlands, (I know, you don’t care where, right?) and after I explained about the keyboard and how ours weren’t set up in this order, he said if you wanted a bunch of ‘em, we didn’t actually get down to specific numbers, they could even change the arrangement of keys for you, make you a QWERTY special or something. I don’t know, this was so goofy, using a typewriter AND doing it in Rhadazi at the same time, I wasn’t as thrown by the order of keys thing, but you do more of this stuff than I do. Send word back to the Head Dude in Podhru; he and I are keeping in pretty close touch right now.”


“The French are seriously tinkering with steam ships, did I tell you last time? Between that and the new canal through the New Gaelic Lake (Lake Nicaragua—I know, you don’t care about the geography), we should be able to trim some serious time from these trips, and let me tell you, I am like heartily BORED with spending ten days to two weeks on a boat. Some of em are pretty with all the sails and brass and stuff, and the French speed ones are downright class, food and all, but they’re still slow, and some of em—well, you don’t want to know how the crews live, either, but it gets my hackles up, and it’s hard keeping your mouth shut on a long trip. Ok, MY mouth. But I swear, I ever find someone hot to work on an airplane…. Okay, maybe a zeppelin, something with hot air and a propeller to guide it.”


“Had to wait two days this last time through, spent some time on the right coast of New Gaul (Mexico to you) waiting for a ship to get me to French Jamaica, so I finally got to test the waters. As in, skin dive. Never thought I’d be diving that water—of course, I never thought I’d have to fake up my own fins and snorkle, I’m still trying to figure out a mask and burning my eyeballs out in salt water, but still, wow, I stayed under until I was one giant pink prune. The locals think I’m nuts, they sit on top of the water in hot, dry boats and sweat a lot, burn themselves black and fish with nets, go figure.”


“I cut the Mom-visit short; sibs are both cute and ok but the whole Fort is just totally nuts right now. Isn’t the old girl-pirate thing to plead your belly? Whatever, you better plan on being too preggers and sick to go visit if any of them ask you, it’s cold and damp and has been all summer, and it’s totally grim, Aletto’s aching a lot and Mom’s pissed about something and worried about Lizelle, who has to be sick cause she looks like death and hardly leaves her room and—well, plead your belly, stay home. The telegraph between you and them should be done by the time you get this, or not long after anyway, hey, it’s almost as good as phone, right? So I’m almost out of paper and time and this thing is mangling my fingers, gotta go. Head Dude’s putting a note in with this. If you don’t get the typewriter, it’s cause Afronsan has the hots for it so bad, he’s almost drooling. I smell another super deal in the works for CEE-Tech, hope the English aren’t pulling my leg about how many of these wristbreakers they can put out for us. Take care of yourself and don’t let down your guard just because the rotten twins ate it and your old man offed their number-one pet brute, there’s plenty more of ‘em out there, believe me. Be as cautious as I am, you’ll do fine, XXX, Chris.”


Jennifer cast her eyes up, set the sheet aside and read the note Afronsan had put with it—typeset, fortunately. It was too gloomy in here with the shades drawn to read the Heir’s writing, and he had a tendency to cover all bare paper, both sides, as though fearful of wasting the least inch. Worse than Chris—as bad, anyway.


“Thukara. I hope this finds you well. I thought you should know, the merchant Casimaffi has returned to Bezjeriad, and sent me a lengthy letter distancing himself from any illegal uses made, as he puts it, ‘of my ships by my captains or others serving them—which uses I would never condone or permit if I knew of them.’ In short, he claims innocence and has volunteered to come in person to assure me of his purity; unfortunately, we have no actual proof to link him with the illegal actions of the Thukar’s twin brothers, or with any delivery of the substance Zero to anyone inside Rhadaz. I shall keep you apprised, Afronsan.”


That rat. Jennifer glared at the letter with narrowed eyes, then pushed it aside. Casimaffi—Chuffles, as Chris’s Bez partner Enardi called his father’s old friend—had done his best to get them all killed. Offer us a ship for transport, strand us on that high spit of land and then instead of a ship, send Dahven’s brothers’ men and Aletto’s uncles’ men… He only thinks I don’t owe him for that one.


She laid a hand on her stomach—not really that bowling-ball-shaped yet, she decided critically, but she’d have to let Afronsan get Casimaffi (if possible) and let that do her. Humiliate the chubby little rat, that’ll hurt him more than anything. Probably the loss of the two or three ships the Emperor had confiscated when Zero was found on them—the ships and any future revenue they might have brought in—was hurting Casimaffi, whether or not he actually felt a financial pinch because of their loss.


She doubted he did; he had at least fifteen ships, or so Enardi said. Ernie, she reminded herself. Chris got shirty with her when she forgot the nickname he’d given his partner, just as he did when she called Edrith by his given name, instead of Eddie.


One more letter lay unopened on her desk, only one corner visible under the stack of official documents and papers from Afronsan. This one had come via caravan much earlier in the day. Jennifer unearthed it reluctantly, broke the seal, and unfolded it.


Damn Lialla anyway; if the Holmaddi don’t kill her or Aletto doesn’t strangle her, I’m going to. Back from the lovely, macho north one whole day and safe for the first time in weeks—and instead of heading home or coming to Sikkre to hide out until Aletto cooled off (until I could cool him off), she turned right around and went back That much Jennifer already knew; the grandmother of the Gray Fishers had sent that message. Not why, just the flat, bare fact, along with Lialla’s letter.


“Maybe she can explain herself. Damnit, she’d better.” Jennifer groped for the damp cloth, dipped a corner in the water and sponged it across her face, blotted drips with her wrist, then began to read.


“Sin-Duchess Lialla to Thukara Jennifer:


“By the time you receive this message, I will doubtless be back in Holmaddan, somewhere deep within the city. Somehow, I am certain that even at such a great distance, I will feel the heat of your—let us call it displeasure—that I have done something so foolish.” You got that right in one, girlfriend, Jennifer thought grimly.


“I do apologize, Jen, for setting you between me and Aletto. I know you understand how difficult my brother can often be—stubborn, intractable and determined to swaddle all his women in protective layers, wife, mother and sister alike. I admit he has a little more cause to worry this time. I told everything to the Gray Fishers’ grandmother and my friend Sil who is one of her people; Sil promised to pass on to you what I told her if you send for her. The grandmother tells me the caravan will stay in Sikkre at least two days before moving on to Dro Pent. I fear that once you hear Sil, you will agree with Aletto. Even during all my years with my uncle and those days we spent together hiding from him, I was never so near death so many times as I have been in the north.”


“In all honesty, a part of my mind tells me I must be mad. I was cold and frightened most of these past days, in that village and then in Holmaddan City. I was never certain—and still am not at all sure—that I accomplished anything, or that those women are any better off than they were.”


“But this time will be different.” Sure, lady, they all say that. “I have seen part of a shipment of the drug Zero. I know nothing that can be proved but I cannot simply walk away and leave the matter to others. And I think the city women can use me. Where I stood out in a village, I might not in Holmaddan City. Also, I left that stupid boy in danger—he is too proud, stubborn, and young all at once to keep himself from trouble. Either he will give away that he has learned to Wield or that he aided my escape, and they will kill him. He saved my life; I cannot let him die because he is an arrogant young Holmaddi male and so not worth the effort—or because I was too afraid to go back.”


Jennifer read this paragraph twice, finally shook her head, swore under her breath and went on. Hardly any of it made sense. Boy? What problems in that village? This Sil had better be ready to talk. She drew a pad over, scribbled herself a note—Get someone to locate that caravan this afternoon, get the woman Sil here right away. She glared at the note, transferred the glare to Lialla’s letter.


“Also, the boy knows the Duke’s armsmen—his father after all was one—and I think I can persuade him to help me learn more about the traffic in Zero. If only for the mercenary reason that I will teach him more Thread.”


“There is a last matter: The Duke has a Triad, which he has kept as close a secret from all outsiders as my uncle did his. Since it is no longer a crime to maintain one, I wonder why he does it, and if there is some secret purpose to it. If so, knowing Vuhlem as I now do, he has no good purpose in mind. But I also wonder about the Triad itself; Jadek’s vanished from Duke’s Fort before we ever came there, you will recall, and has not been heard of since.” Oh, great. It keeps getting better.


“The grandmother told me what things have happened while I was out of contact with the rest of Rhadaz: A pity Dahven’s wretched brothers could not have left well enough alone, and stayed away once they fled the lands. I am glad for you both, though, that you carry Dahven’s child. Take care of yourself, and the baby. If you will, please, when you write to Aletto, send word to Mother that all is well. I hear she has taken a turn for the worse and I fear it is some dread disease she keeps from all of us. But—if she is taking Zero, as the grandmother said Robyn thinks she is…”


“I see the son of the grandmother coming to warn me. I must leave Hushar Oasis shortly and go north with the Silver Hawk clan. Jen, give my love to my brother—and of course, to Chris when you next see him. I know he will laugh at the very notion, but warn him to be careful around those who traffic in this Zero; if the foreigners are anything like Duke Vuhlem, they are indeed deadly.”


“Lialla.”


Jennifer set the letter down and stared at it moodily. Finally she shoved it as far away from her as her arm would reach, planted her elbows on the desk and let her head fall into her hands. “I’ll murder her. Twice. Her and Chris both. Telling me to be careful while they go out and tiptoe through the bear-traps, they’re both nuts.” She groaned and gripped her hair with both hands, tugged at it furiously. “And I’m nuts, letting them both use me as a switchboard. God.” She stared blankly through her fingers for several moments, then sat up and pulled the typewriter over to the edge of the desk and threaded a sheet of thick Rhadazi paper into it. The letters were every bit as hard to find as Chris had warned—really strange for someone who’d been a touch-typist more of her life than not—and the action was more like using a ten-pound axe on cordwood than the electronic wonders she’d used most recently. Better than ink pens, keep that firmly in mind, she reminded herself.


Robyn had always griped about her handwriting; well, this time she might cuss at the content of the letter, but at least she’d be able to read it.


It was barely past midday in Zelharri, but all along the second-floor hall of the fort, lamps were lit to counter the gloom of yet another heavily overcast, damp day. The stone walls smelled damp, even under the thickly scented incense burning in pots at both ends. Thick wads of cloth had been laid across the deep windowsill at the stair end of the hall to block the chill wind that whistled through the ill-fitted casing and to catch the water that puddled there when it rained.


Men’s voices from the courtyard filtered into the silent hall. The hush was broken by the creak of hinges, the par-Duchess’s glass-cutting shrill voice echoing in the hallway, immediately and blessedly muffled by the slam of her door. Robyn glared at the door she’d just hauled shut behind her and stalked down the hall to the Ducal apartments.


But at the double doors to the rooms Lizelle had once shared with Aletto’s father and then with Jadek, she hesitated. Her right hand gripped the latch so hard her knuckles stood out white. “Damn. No, she isn’t going to pull this on me again. And who knows when Aletto will be tied up halfway across the fort again?” How many times—Robyn had long since lost track how many times she had fought her own discomfort at prying and hysterical scenes both and tried to confront Aletto’s mother—to get the woman to let her find a healer, an herbalist, or anyway to talk about what was wrong with her. “And each time, she goes into hysterics, or Aletto comes in and shoos me away. Or I back off.” She looked at the crumpled sheet in her left hand: She hadn’t even had time to tell Lizelle where her only daughter was, what Lialla was doing. Even that she was safe. “Yeah, right; safe like I used to be hitchhiking on Sunset Strip. Safe like a chicken playing with the foxes.” She turned her head to look back down the dark, empty hall and sighed; her shoulders sagged. “Yeah, right, I love this crap. Jen, damnit, you owe me for this one. Go on, girl, before she quits squawking long enough to bolt the door.”


She’d waited too long: Lizelle had bolted the door. It was just enough to tip Robyn’s mood from tentative to furious. She slammed the side of her fist against thick wood. “Lizelle! If you don’t let me in, right now!” Another echoing slam. “I am going to stand out here, in the hall, and let the whole fort hear me!” She stepped back a pace, folded her arms and waited.


A muffled, teary voice answered her. “Go away, Robyn. I won’t listen to you.”


Slam! “Well, everyone else on this side of the fort sure will! You really want that?” A long silence, enough for Robyn, who was panting slightly, to catch her breath. A faint click; the door opened just a crack and one dark, accusing eye looked out at her. “I’m serious, Lizelle.” Robyn lowered her voice. “If it were just you—but it’s not.”


“Go away,” Lizelle sniffed discreetly; she would have closed the door, but Robyn had the tip of her low boot shoved into the opening. She held up Jen’s letter, by now badly crumpled.


“I have a message for you, from Lialla.” Lizelle eyed her warily, then stepped back, letting the door swing free. She blotted her eyes against the back of her hand, walked to the center of the spacious sitting room and stopped just short of the hearth, her back stiff and unforgiving.


“Where—is she coming home?”


“She’s been in Holmaddan—”


“I know that!” Lizelle snapped. “In that coastal village, pretending to be a common Thread novice and talking to women. Why she would ever go—” She made an impatient gesture, fell silent.


“Yes, well. You wouldn’t have gone and neither would I, but Lialla did. She sent Jennifer a note—”


“Jen?” Like so many Rhadazi, Lizelle hadn’t been able to manage Jennifer’s full name; she still used the nickname. “She writes notes to Jen but not to her mother?”


“She apparently didn’t have much time. She—”


“Why not?” Lizelle whirled around, sending her skirts dangerously close to the fire. Robyn eyed it warily.


“Because she had something important to tell the Emperor, and she went back. No, wait.” Robyn held up a hand, silencing the older woman. “Just let me finish. I don’t know any more answers to why than you do. She went back, she’s in the city now. She told Jen to send you her love, and to tell you she’s safe where she is for now.”


“Safe.” Lizelle blotted her nose on a gauzy little square of embroidered lace, and tucked it back in her sleeve. “She isn’t safe in Vuhlem’s city, she’s mad to think it.”


“I happen to agree with you on that point,” Robyn said. “But she went back for you, in a way. Because she wasn’t just there to help women, she was watching for outside drugs being brought into Rhadaz.” She was watching Lizelle closely. “And she found them.”


“I—” The par-Duchess opened her mouth, closed it without saying anything, and turned away. Robyn waited her out. After a very long, uncomfortable silence, she laughed and said, “What has that to do with me?”


“You know best what, Lizelle. Drugs like Zero aren’t common here, not like they are where I come from. I used to take some of them, I’ve told you that, haven’t I? So I know a little about what they do to people—”


“Zero?”


It was Robyn’s turn to laugh. “If you’re trying to fake me, don’t bother. Everyone in Duke’s Fort knows about it, Aletto’s got border guards watching for smugglers—I’ll bet damned near everyone in Rhadaz knows about it, or at least has heard the name.” Another silence. “I think you’re taking it, Lizelle. Not just for the fun of it, like I took things, but because you’re hurting, and it helps the pain.”


Lizelle started convulsively, then stood very still. Her back was still to her son’s wife but Robyn had caught the sudden movement of her head, the direction of her anxious eyes. She swallowed the last of her compunctions and strode past the woman, caught hold of the small chest Lizelle had looked at, and yanked at the lid. With a shrill “No!” the par-Duchess threw herself on Robyn and clawed at her outstretched arm. “How dare you come into my rooms and touch my things? Get out!”


“Not until you explain this,” Robyn shouted her down. A ring of thin, yellowish rope dangled from her far hand. “Who’s bringing it to you, your girls? Because no one else has such freedom to go where they like and come back to you, Aletto’s had nearly every place and every one around here searched at odd times, but never them, you’d never stand for that, would you?”


“Give that to me—!”


“Damnit, woman, don’t you know what this stuff can do to you?”


“It’s not—I don’t—” Lizelle burst into tears again. Robyn gritted her teeth and raised her voice once more.


“It’s-not-I-don’t what? It isn’t a drug, it isn’t dangerous, you don’t use it, you don’t care? Your daughter’s out there somewhere risking her hide to stop this stuff from taking over your country—our country!—and keep you from killing yourself with it. All right, let that go, what do you care about Lialla?”


“You can’t—”


“Shut up and listen to me,” Robyn hissed furiously. Startled, Lizelle fell silent and stared at her with wide, teary, smudged eyes. Robyn fought the urge to shake the woman until her teeth rattled. She looked like a spoiled child caught breaking the rules. Like a damned victim, like Jen once said about me. No wonder she used to get so pissed. Was that what all her own men had seen—what Chris had seen when he came down on her for using drugs? Some of his arguments came back to her, and inwardly she cringed, but her face stayed hard. “Have you looked at yourself lately, Lizelle? My God, you’re a beautiful woman—you were, except you’ve aged twenty years over the past year. You look like a hag. How do you think that makes Aletto feel? You hide out in your rooms, you won’t talk to us, you won’t let us do anything to help you—hell, we don’t even know what’s wrong!”


“It’s not,” Lizelle began sullenly. Sounds from the doorway, someone shuffling booted feet on bare stone; she broke off and turned to look, then ran past Robyn and across the room.


“Oh, hell,” Robyn mumbled. She knew it was Aletto before she turned. Aletto was holding his mother tightly while she wept into his shirt, glaring over her head at his wife. “How long have you been there?”


“I just came. One of Mother’s maids came to get me; she said the whole fort could hear you screaming at her.”


“Aletto—”


“Shhh, it’s all right, Mother.” He patted her hair. Robyn scowled at them both, then held up the rope ring where he could see it.


“You know what this is,” she said crisply. He stared at it. Lizelle, sensing some change in him, pushed back to look at his face, then laid her own against his shirt once more. One accusing eye met Robyn’s; she let it close and clung to Aletto’s sleeve. “It’s Zero; she’s been taking it for God knows how long. And it comes from Holmaddan, unless I’m very mistaken.” Robyn held up the letter. “At least, that’s what Lialla thinks.”


“Lialla,” Aletto echoed blankly. He blinked; his mouth tightened. “What does Lialla know about this?”


Robyn told him, held out the letter. “Read it yourself, there’s more. That’s the important stuff, though.”


“She—she went back, to try and prove Vuhlem is involved in that stuff? He’ll kill her!”


“She’s not totally helpless,” Robyn snapped.


“She’s a damned stubborn fool,” Aletto growled. “But we can talk about that later. What were you doing going through Mother’s things in the first place?”


Robyn rolled her eyes. “Why am I defending Lialla to you, and why are we fighting about this? Aletto, damnit, do you think I would snoop in Lizelle’s room if I didn’t have a damned good reason? You know what this stuff is, and what is does; she’s killing herself with it! And by letting it come into the fort, she’s undoing all the hard work you’ve put into keeping it out of Zelharri!”


“You can’t—”


“Oh, yes, I can,” Robyn said sharply. “I know about drugs. You’ve had my input on a lot of the stuff you’ve done to keep the Duchy free of it; you know I know about them.”


Lizelle was eyeing her sidelong once again. “My real daughter would never—”


“Don’t,” Robyn implored her. “Your real daughter wouldn’t say boo to you, all right? I know that. She’s up north instead, risking her stubborn, stupid neck to cut off your supply, and leaving me to hold the baby instead. When she comes home, I think I’ll wring her neck for doing this to me.”


Aletto put Lizelle from him and stalked across the room; his shoulder was too high and his leg was clearly hurting him once more. Robyn compressed her lips and kept her concerns behind them. “Mother’s not well, you have no business—” He stopped; Robyn had begun to laugh.


“Oh, hell, Aletto. Why are we arguing? I know your mother isn’t well; I also know she’s drugged to her hind teeth. And I also know that this stuff is dangerous.” She dangled the rope ring under his nose. “And so do you. But if you won’t put any pressure on her to admit she’s sick and get a healer, do something right, I’m going to do what I have to. I don’t want to fight with you, not over something we really both agree on.” Silence. Aletto’s face lost its angry set; all at once he looked worn and tired. Almost old. And when he finally spoke, he sounded old and tired; his voice was so soft, Lizelle over by the door couldn’t have heard him.


“I—Robyn, what do you want me to do? I can’t just—”


Robyn lowered her own voice. “You can put your mother in the guest rooms across the hall, have this apartment thoroughly searched, and have the guard keep an eye on those twins from now on.” He looked at her unhappily. “But you won’t, will you?”


He was silent for a very long time. He finally took the bit of rope from her and turned to face Lizelle. She looked back at him, her eyes wide and fearful, then threw herself at him—too late. Aletto took the two steps to the hearth and threw the ring into the flames. He caught Lizelle’s hands before she could burn herself trying to retrieve it, held her until it had burned to ash and the fire settled down once more. “Robyn. Are there any others in the box?”


“No. Wait—a bottle of liquid, under her embroidery thread.”


“Bring it over, pour it out. Mother, please, don’t.”


“Take her across the hall,” Robyn said firmly. But Aletto shook his head, and once Robyn had poured the contents of the small brown bottle out the window onto rain-soaked slate tiles, he let go of Lizelle, took Robyn by the arm and led her into the hall, shutting the door behind them. Robyn’s knees were beginning to tremble.


Once the door was closed, Aletto pressed her onto the low bench next to it and said quietly, “I left a meeting; I’m going back. I’ll see you tonight at dinner.” Robyn nodded; she wasn’t certain she wanted to see his face just now. Aletto limped off in the direction of the kitchens; as the sound of his footsteps faded, she let her head sink into her hands.


I don’t believe I did that. I don’t believe it. What Aletto thought of her right now—He’s not stupid. He knows I had to, he’s known it all along. He wouldn’t admit it, of course. Any more than he’d have Lizelle’s rooms searched, or those of her girls. I’ll have to stay tough, and keep an eye on all three of them. God. I hate this. I really am gonna kill that Lialla.


If Vuhlem, or his Triad, didn’t beat her to it.
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It was warm, even for the time of year, along the southern coast of French Jamaica. Humid, too—particularly for so late at night. Of course, there was hardly ever any breeze in lower Philippe-sur-Mer, and anyway, the windows in this club were all shut tight. Chris blotted his forehead cautiously on a finely woven, snowy white sleeve, gave the man seated across from him at the oval table a faint smile and shrug, then scooped up the cards the other had dealt out, fanned them open long enough to see what was there—Hey, not so bad—and flipped them shut again.


Several other men sat around the table, most of them simply watching now as the second son of the Due D’Orlean, Henri Dupret, peered at his own cards by tipping up the ends with very long, pale fingers. He smiled, too, a movement of thin, mobile lips under a thickly drooping black moustache that didn’t quite reach his eyes; Chris scooped up two of the silver-colored metal chips and tossed them into the center of the table.


“Out.” The man on Chris’s left sighed heavily, shoved the chair back, scooped up his few remaining tokens and left the circle of lamplight. “Me, too.” Another, halfway between Chris and Dupret, leaned back in his chair and folded his arms across his chest—like the men on both sides of him and on both sides of Dupret, simply watching.


“Card?” Dupret inquired. Chris made a show of considering this, finally glanced at his hand once more, smiled faintly and shook his head. “I will take—one.” The accent was only just there, the man’s English impeccable.


Cannot even believe I am doing this, Chris thought as Dupret made a show of his own, discarding one, dealing the new card with exaggerated care from the top, squaring the deck and setting it in the exact center of the table before adding the card to his hand and picking it up. He moved one card, a second. Shifted the first one back; frowned at the cards, and then at the lamp. Chris suddenly felt faintly ridiculous. Acting without cameras—or the other guys in the D&D game. But poker was acting, after all. So one of Robyn’s boyfriends had said. Chris leaned back in his chair and rubbed his shoulders against the padded surface, and kept his eyes on the man opposite him.


There wasn’t much to see around them, anyway: Like most of the private clubs in French Jamaica, this one was quite plainly done up inside, nothing like Vegas or Reno—just a steep, narrow flight of uncarpeted steps leading to a single large room of dark walls, a discreet bar set against one of them, a few deep and high-backed chairs and tiny tables set close to the bar for men who wanted to sit and drink and watch the card games but still be able to converse without bothering the gamblers; anywhere from one table (as this place had) to four. It was only the third time Chris had been in such a club in his four-plus years of trading in this end of the world, but then, it took an invitation from a member, and members were ordinarily men like Henri Dupret: second and third sons of the wealthy or noble back in France or Spain or the Italiate Confederation of States, now and again a Bait or even more rarely, an Englishman. Men who had what was called Family, or Class, who kept to their own company, made what Chris considered to be disgraceful profits from their plantations and trading operations and shipped most of it back home, spending the great portion of what they kept—still notable wealth—on gambling, fine carriages and finer houses, expensive horses and the like. So far as he could tell, the word “charity” wasn’t part of the language in this end of the world.


Ordinarily a trader—even the head of a highly profitable company like CEE-Tech, which sought out recent developments like the telegraph, typewriters, mechanized milling and spinning equipment, whose three owners had the ear of the heir to the Rhadazi throne and who paid very well for what they bought—ordinarily such a man would never cross the paths with the upper crust anywhere in this end of the world, particularly not in French Jamaica.


But Henri Dupret was a rarity: Known for his “hands on” approach to his business ventures, rather than leaving matters to the agents, he often came to the docks to meet with people, or to see his ships loaded and unloaded. It was said he even went into the fields to see how his sugar did and that he talked personally with his workers, something that would have branded a lesser nobleman as slightly mad, or Not One of Us. With his family connections and his wealth, and his otherwise orthodox behavior, Dupret was instead looked upon as a community leader. He had twice been chosen as Governor by his peers.


Chris had been in port less than an hour this last trip out when Henri Dupret approached him, calling him by name and speaking with a familiarity that in anyone else would have left Chris wary at least. With Dupret—Chris had mentally shrugged, brought up the matter of the new French steamers; Dupret had smiled, though his onyxlike eyes remained flat and expressionless, deprecatingly denied any knowledge of these matters, and instead mentioned a possible deal on sugar. Chris, never one to turn down a bargain on sugar since Jen still preferred it to the honey used throughout Rhadaz, had casually bargained price with him as Dupret watched crates of rum distilled from his sugar and boxes of exotic desert brandies being loaded onto the sleek Le Chat for shipment to his father’s estates on the Mediterranean.


And then Dupret had casually made mention of machinery he used for harvesting; Chris had expressed interest, and Dupret suggested a visit later to his plantation to watch the equipment in use. He had finished up with an invitation to his club. “You are staying where—at the Parrot? An excellent establishment, I know the owner quite well. So, I will send my carriage for you, this evening at—ah, do you have a watch? Good. At nine, then.”


Chris glanced at his cards once more and frowned, tapped one finger on the table and glanced at Dupret, who was busily shifting cards from one side of his hand to the other. Actually, the dude’s price on sugar isn’t that good; besides, I already have a line on as much Cuban sugar as Jennifer could use. Gotta see if we can’t expand the Rhadazi market, Mom would argue it, but honey isn’t any better for you than sugar anyway. Bee poop, didn’t someone call it that? Bad for babies, I remember reading that. He picked up his own cards, raised his eyebrows and moved one from the center of his hand to the left—didn’t mean anything, of course, but Dupret’s fiddling probably didn’t, either.


This guy only just thinks I’m gonna deal in booze. All those years living with Mom and a wine bottle—forget it. Not that he intended to tell Dupret that.


Because Eddie had mentioned Henri Dupret once or twice of late: as one of those to watch. One of those on French Jamaica who might well be involved in the trafficking of Zero—and who was high enough in rank to possibly know more than those Eddie talked to. God knows the stuff is thick on the ground here; and man, talk about rumor mill—If I had a grain of truth for a hundredth of the gossip, I’d be able to go home, tell the Chief Dude who’s trying to hook his country and retire to the country, right? But there was a frustrating lack of fact about the shipment of Zero into Rhadaz as well as the darker powers and their intent behind the substance. Well, sure. Where I come from, don’t the cartels mangle people just to make sure the secrets stay kept?


It wasn’t hard to figure out the interest someone like old Casimaffi had: money. He’d lost a little ground recently, all those ships confiscated, and a major dose of humiliation when he’d turned up on the wrong side of a coup attempt by Dahven’s brothers against him.


But even if he could find the nasty little man, old Chuffles was still small potatoes, Chris thought; it was unlikely anyone who knew the first thing about the man, or had dealt with him, would ever trust him with any major secrets.


Time to move up a notch, Chris had told himself this last trip out—and carefully kept that from his mother and his aunt. But it was time: With Deehar and Dayher out of action and a tight coast watch all up and down Rhadaz, things would slow down a while, but the upper hierarchy was still in place. And I got a personal motive: It was probably the twins and their buddy Eprian who tried to murder Jen and Dahven with poisoned wine, but I’m the guy who drank it and damned near took their place. Yeah, someone’s gonna pay me back for that little party.


Eddie hadn’t been terribly pleased with Chris when they had hooked back up, a few days earlier, and had argued long and hard the whole journey from the new Mer Khani Canal through the Gaelic States Peninsular Lake here to Philippe-sur-Mer. He was frankly horrified when Chris brought news of his meeting with Dupret on the docks, and the invitation. “You’re not—you are taking it, aren’t you? Chris, you’re mad! I would plan on a good sick headache, if I were you. You know? You’re the one always warning me not to fool around with the whole Zero business, yelling at me for talking to men on the streets and in the dives and now you’re going to a private club like that? They could kill you, dump the body out the back door, who would ever know?”


Chris had laughed as he climbed into his one set of fancy dress—sleek black trousers, a fine-woven white shirt with frills, a bright blue embroidered silk vest and darker blue sash, and low black boots. “No one’s going to mess up the carpet in a private club; you know what some of that stuff costs? When the revolution comes, and they string up guys like that by their bloated capitalistic thumbs from the nearest lamppost…”


“Yah. Really funny. Noble, not capitalistic.”


“It’s all money stolen from the proletariat, right? Hey, don’t worry, they know we hang out together, I’ll make certain this rich pig knows you know where I am this evening, okay? Cool?”


“Right,” Eddie had grumbled. “Put my head on the block, too, why don’t you?”


“Don’t sweat the small stuff,” Chris had assured him cheerfully. “A few hands of cards, lose a little cash, gain his confidence, maybe get a chance to talk to him alone, or set up something for later, like he said, out at his sugar plantation, talk about machinery and hostile takeovers—”


“You’re nuts. I mean, rully. You want the body shipped home to Robyn, or just burned and the ashes dumped out to sea?”


“Burn it; it would be, like, totally gross by the time it got back to Sehfi. Mom would curse me forever.” A discreet tap at the door. Chris had glanced at his pocket watch, tugged selfconsciously at the frilled white shirt cuffs and gone.


The shirt was sticking to his back now, and the high collar and matching white cravat were threatening to choke him. The embroidered silk vest might as well have been made of ripstop and filled with polyester footing, the way it held in extra warmth. Well, at least I didn’t have to go with a jacket, or a real honest-to-God suit, that would have been the utter end. This wasn’t much better, so far as comfort was concerned. For looks, though—actually, he was rather pleased with the overall effect, though he was careful not to let Eddie catch him preening in front of a mirror. Swashbuckly stuff, particularly the way he wore his hair these days—longer (it was a lighter blond than it had been in L.A. and bore a wave, probably from so much sun and sea air) and with a long, narrow tail he tied back in black ribbon. This small, dark room and the card table were all it took: He felt like somebody in a classy pirate movie.


But so far, he hadn’t had much chance to talk to Dupret, other than a few pleasantries in the carriage about the weather, the streets, about his trip through the new canal across what he’d once known as Lake Nicaragua. Once inside the club, they’d gone directly to this table, where Dupret was well known, had been brought an unopened deck, and other men had gradually drifted over to join the game.


It wasn’t one of the fancy casino games—nothing really like the poker he’d known from old television westerns—and from the little he’d played with a few of his mother’s old boyfriends, off and on. Similar—like the cards—and just enough off that Chris found himself glad he hadn’t played much back in L.A.; a real card hound might well have been lost at the differences. More likely crazy to learn a whole new way to lose money. Of course, how much poker is a seventeen-year-old gonna get to play? Hard to remember sometimes, that was all he’d been when that old wart Merrida had caught them with a Night-Thread drawing spell and hauled him from a pleasant, if poor, life in L.A. to this world.


He put all thought of Merrida aside with no effort at all; it had been nearly five years, and if a guy couldn’t adjust by now… After all, he thought as he ran a finger along the edge of his cards and watched Henri Dupret thoughtfully considering his options, he hadn’t done so bad, thus far. None of them had, really: His mother had been married all this time and to the same guy, she’d given Duke Aletto an heir and a daughter—and himself a couple really cute half-siblings in the process. In Jen’s last letter, she said she and Dahven were working on a baby. Wonder how she’s gonna fit a kid into her schedule? Between clearing contracts for the Heir, working on the Sikkreni market, running the household, just running…
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