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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.


      






1

 

There was fog this second day out of Bezjeriad; everything was damp, the air still, thick with the smells of salt, washed-up weed and small, very dead fish left by the last high tide. Enardi, who was familiar with spring fogs along the northern shores of the Sea of Rhadaz, suggested an early halt, so that the tent could be set up and the horses staked to a loose line before it became too dark to see anything. He had no arguments: His companions were one and all wet and chilled right to the bone.

An hour later, with the sun a mere haze of deep orange in thick gray, eight people huddled inside dark canvas walls over mugs of hot tea. “We can set a watch later, if you like,” Enardi said finally. It was the first thing anyone had said in some time. “But I know this kind of night; there won't be any wind, the fog will double and with no stars or moon you can't see your thumb when it's rubbing at your nose. As still as it is, we'll hear any approach. But no one would be fool enough to attempt to ride through that, would they?” He gestured, a wave of his hand taking in the road, the rock-strewn land to both sides of it, the sea a half-mile of slope away, the fog that hid it all.

"You might be surprised,” Jennifer said mildly. “We've some determined people after us just now; you'd do well to keep that in mind, since you've chosen to come with us.” Enardi, his young face suddenly quite grave, nodded. “I tend to agree with you, though: We'll hear anyone trying to ride along the road long before we could possibly see them. Since we'll be able to hear just as well from inside the tent, I can't think why anyone should court pneumonia by walking around outside it."

"We'll hear anyone provided they come by horse,” Robyn said. She shook her head. “I'm sorry I said that. God, I didn't need to think about that!"

"Well, don't then,” Jennifer replied. “Think about what you're going to feed us instead, why don't you? But don't scare yourself conjuring up ugly scenes, either. If you're thinking about someone using magic to find us, well, think it through, Birdy, we can deal with that. We've done it enough times already, haven't we?” Robyn nodded rather reluctantly, but she looked considerably less unhappy as she drew the largest of the food bags across her shins and began rummaging inside. “I for one,” Jennifer finished firmly, “am not going back outside until I thaw.” She shivered down into her leather jacket. “And that may not be until tomorrow.” She glanced over at Dahven, who sat cross-legged next to her, silently sipping his tea. He looked absolutely dreadful, damp hair plastered to his forehead, a drop of water formed on the end of his nose. She resisted the urge to remove the water drop and kept concerned remarks resolutely to herself; he wouldn't want to hear it, and he certainly didn't want anyone else to hear it, either. If he hadn't insisted on riding all day, she thought sourly. Getting angry wouldn't help, either; it only upset her stomach. Dahven could out-argue her, anyway, and he was at least as stubborn as she.

She didn't agree with him, but she could understand his problem; he didn't want anyone finding out where he had really been this past month. Didn't want them knowing that he'd been chained to the oar of a Lasanachi merchant ship, mistreated and beaten, until circumstances and luck had come together in Bez and frightened his owners into releasing him. By purest chance, Edrith had located the desperately ill and injured man and with Jennifer's help they'd gotten him into hiding before his brothers’ men could take him.

Once she would have dismissed his attitude as macho posturing, but that wasn't all of it. Why? she asked herself. Because you wouldn't ever fall for a macho posturer, or because you'd dump him if you found out that's what he was? Or because she could sense the same reaction somewhere deep in her own guts? I might do the same, if it were me. I'd want to bury it, pretend it never happened, just go on.

She still felt vaguely guilty, somehow responsible for his enslavement. I didn't want him to give us all his protective charms, even if I didn't have a reason for that. If he'd come with us—Instead, they'd left Sikkre heading south across rough country for Bezjeriad, while Dahven went home all unaware to find his father awaiting him—with Lasanachi slave-buyers, and a bag of coin. Robyn would probably say I'd had an Awful Warning that night. Good old Robyn, with her Tarots, Wicca, tea leaves, I Ching—anything to give her a grip on the future. Birdy had always been so certain she had a sixth sense. Jennifer knew darned well she wasn't prescient, and even with all she'd seen lately, she still didn't believe in Sight, or Awful Warnings. It had been the desperation of new love and pure selfishness. Well, don't be so hard on yourself, Cray, she told herself. After all, having a first schoolgirl crush at twenty-eight, and that after being torn from everything you'd struggled for in L.A., trading a law career for magic and two obnoxious young nobles—you did all right, girl. Hell, she might have burst into tears or fainted; she considered this, considered Dahven's reaction to either, and grinned briefly. Fortunately for both of them, she'd been very calm and collected about the whole thing.

But I always have been good at that: Take charge, stay cool when it's blowing up all around me. At least, the insanity of love at first sight hadn't been one-sided; that would have been truly awful. Dahven had been thrown as off-balance by it as she. Maybe moreso, she thought dryly. According to various comments by Aletto, Edrith—Dahven himself—the man hadn't been quite as intent on his career to the exclusion of the opposite sex as she had.

Well, he was with her now, and she couldn't feel selfish about bullying him into coming to Podhru. The promise she'd extracted from him had probably saved his life. The damned idiot actually had thought of going back to Sikkre, alone, to browbeat his brothers into giving him back his Duchy, and here he still couldn't sit a horse for more than a few hours! Is he really that dense, or is brother-love that strong? He has to know they have men out looking for him! Men looking for “the traitor Dahven” probably weren't tracking him down to make certain he was eating right and taking his vitamins, and somehow Jennifer didn't think the twins would simply step aside if Dahven got close enough to ask them. More likely, they'd kill him in hopes it would seem he'd murdered his father and vanished. If they didn't kill him, they'd hand him over to the Emperor, unless they planned an end for their elder brother that was more devious and twisted than anything she could work out. Having met them, she didn't doubt they could devise such an end.

Look at him. What they've done to him. All of them. She could feel the muscles in her jaw tightening; forced herself to leave it, to relax. But before it gave her a headache. It was a no-win situation, at least for her: It made her fighting mad but there was no one to fight, and she couldn't fight with Dahven. She closed her eyes and turned her head slightly away from him. He looked so ill.

Just now, Aletto didn't look much better. None of them looked very good, really. The stay in Bezjeriad had given them a chance to relax. But the good food, warm bathing water, clean clothing, a real roof and real beds—hard to remember it was anything but a dream: Reality was wood smoke, a little warm water from one of Robyn's pots, a cloth to dab into it, soup made with dried vegetables and herbs, biscuits burned on one side. Men pursuing them, and ill will on all sides. Only Enardi was untouched by anything but the adventure of it, but then he knew nothing of privation, fear or pain. The rest of them knew all three only too well.

Aletto sat with his lame leg out straight; the bad shoulder was higher than the other and he rested his head on one hand, the way he did to keep it from being obvious that his head would loll to that side anyway. He spoke seldom just now and only in monosyllables; the slurring was noticeable only to one who knew what to listen for. Nothing could be done, though, about the acnelike scars that marred an otherwise attractive face.

In his case, it was very possibly a literal case of macho that kept him pushing so hard. Jennifer wished at the moment she had one of those magazine articles her secretary had photocopied and set on her chair, though Jan had never had reason to think her boss would need anything on the effect of partial paralysis, lack of male bonding activities and sterility on a man's behavior. Good old Jan. Jennifer swallowed around a sudden lump in her throat. I hope they're taking good care of her, now that I'm gone.

Well, it wasn't really her business anyway—Aletto was Robyn's to deal with, if she married him and had to provide him with heirs. Their problem. All the same, it must contribute to what made Aletto tick.

It was too bad she hadn't paid attention to something else Jan had run by her, a while back, but then, who was to say that information about polio rehab would be useful here? She'd just have to rely on Robyn to slow Aletto down; difficult, since he'd discovered he actually could do things. Fortunately, he admitted now when he ached and wasn't so prickly about asking for help.

Of course, he couldn't be expected to show his weak side, considering all the years he and Lialla had lived with Jadek.

Lialla sat a little apart from the others, staring moodily at her feet. Jennifer considered asking her something—anything—to draw her out of it, then decided to leave it alone. Let Lialla work it out herself; Jennifer couldn't think of anything she could say that she hadn't already said, at some point or other. Lialla had worked so hard, so long, trying her damnedest to become a high-ranking Wielder—only a few days before, in Bez, she'd learned that Merrida had taught her everything wrong. Lialla had wanted a Silver or White sash as badly as Jennifer had wanted to make partner in three years. There didn't have to be a lot of logic on the side of that. And it was easy to say that in Lialla's place she'd be grateful to have the chance to undo the error and fix it; Lialla could only see the wasted years, all that time spent wading laboriously through skills that anyone with talent would have learned easily.

Leave it, she told herself. It is not your problem. Lialla has to learn how to manage these things on her own; she's a grown woman. Lialla wasn't talking about it, but that was her way of dealing with things—not dealing with them at all. Maddening. At least she'd stopped telling people she was going to give up Wielding entirely; apparently she and Aletto had had one of their shouting matches over that the first night out of Bez. It's a good thing I didn't hear her, after everything I've done to encourage her to think about it, to find other ways to work it, I think I'd have killed her. After all, the woman could—and did—use Thread during the day, she listened to it, she was willing to at least talk about the theory behind it. She no longer sounded like Merrida's parrot. She might actually have been starting to grow some backbone. She might yet, if I don't strangle her out of sheer frustration, Jennifer thought grimly.

She finished the now lukewarm tea. Awful stuff; Jennifer never had cared for any kind of tea, and the herbal ones were the absolute rock bottom. She would have to dig out her precious coffee beans, pot and roasting pan as soon as her feet thawed. Until she could actually feel all ten toes, she wasn't pulling them so much as an inch from Robyn's cookfire.

Chris looked fine, but then—other than right after his rescue from the Cholani nomads, he always did. I can't even remember what it feels like to be seventeen and totally resilient. A whole, what, eleven years later? At the moment, Jennifer thought she felt more like a hundred. Chris was off in a huddle under one of the blue-lights with Enardi and Edrith—Ernie and Eddie, as he called them. They owed Enardi to Chris—most of those eager young Bez traders on their way to Podhru were Aletto's because of Chris. He fascinated young Rhadazi, and small wonder: They had never seen anyone with hair spiky on top, falling behind his ears to his collar, blue jeans and high-tops. He walked with a spring that wasn't in their walk, and his style of dancing was both startling and astonishing. He wound the Rhadazi language into an amalgam of Los Angelese, mellow-speak, Val-slang, and—now that he had a better handle on it—something akin to rap. Jennifer had picked up a taste for reggae and rap both from Chris back in L.A. and thoroughly approved of it. Robyn made her laugh: The woman often as not sounded like a hippie in a time warp, and she hassled him constantly for murdering the language. Of course, Jennifer thought, you had to keep in mind that was how she and Chris showed love for each other.

She was glad Chris had made such good friends; he needed them, definitely needed people his own age to help him adjust to such a totally alien culture. Besides, Robyn was of necessity deeply involved in Aletto's well-being—above and beyond her affection for him. It left her son at something of a loose end. And this time, Robyn might well settle down for good and all with Aletto. Well, only look at what she'd gone through so far for him! Not only privation, which she had certainly known well enough between communes, food stamps and generally living at the bottom of the social ladder most of her adult life. But she'd also faced everything from loud arguments to physical danger, things Robyn had always done her best to avoid. She'd even dressed up in Bez to impress the sixty-year-old Zelharri merchants Robyn had called the nearest thing Rhadaz had to upper-middle-class Republicans, to help Aletto get financial backing. Boy, Jennifer thought irreverently, it must be love.

But Aletto must be genuinely fond of her: For a man who'd loathed shapeshifters all his life to accept such a thing in Robyn must have taken courage and love both.

 

* * * *

 

Robyn was sitting cross-legged on one of the many carpets that lined the large tent—a gift from Enardi's father, together with the carpets, the three blue-lights that illuminated the interior, the pile of fat cushions stacked in one corner at the moment. She coughed, rubbed her nose on the back of her wrist and sniffed discreetly. The fire pit had been set right under the vent in the roof but the fog was so thick the smoke wasn't going even high enough to clear the top of the tent. It was giving her a headache, and the tea—a blend she'd got from Enardi's eldest sister Marseli, who ran a magic charm and herbalist's shop in central Bez—wasn't really helping, though it contained raspberry leaf and rosemary both. Nor was the mantra she'd chosen all those years ago, back in the commune where she'd had Chris.

Face it, she told herself gloomily. It didn't work that well back then, either. Some people have what it takes to meditate and get something out of it. You, on the other hand—Well, fortunately the commune hadn't gone macro at the time she gave birth to Chris. I'm damned lucky the kid didn't come out brain dead, all the weed I smoked during labor. Man, I cannot believe the stupid things I did back then. Obviously, God looks out for idiots and their kids. Smoke. Robyn ran a hand through her long, straight blonde hair and bit back a sigh. Over a month since that horrid old woman had dragged the three of them and Jen's shiny new Honda from the Devil's Punchbowl road and into this place. And me, with a two-plus pack a day habit. God, what a way to quit. She still had three cigarettes left, but no way to ever get more. She'd smoked the last two furtively, half at a time. And then put up with Chris's looks—Darned rotten kid, him and all the rest of them. I mean, there's things in the market that smell twenty times worse than a cigarette! Maybe it was guilt that took the pleasure from smoking them—all of them looking at her, her feeling somehow like a kid who got into grandpa's Camels to sneak out behind the barn. They tasted absolutely rotten. It was too much to hope for that she might be losing her taste for them; it was just too bad she wasn't losing the need as quickly. God. They were something to do with my hands, something to fiddle with or drag on while I thought about what I was going to say—something that went with, oh, Jesus, don't think about a good bottle of California burgundy, either.

Not even a whole one: just enough to blur the edges on reality; that would be lovely. She sighed. Forget it. Wine was available. But not to her. She'd promised herself. Because Aletto shared that with her—not an addiction. I'm no wino, I'm not an alky. I could've given it up any time, if I'd wanted to. Aletto says he could, and I believe it. All the same, he had a—all right, call it a problem to equal hers. A taste for wine and the oblivion it brought—from money or man problems in her case, physical pain in his. But Jen and Chris had always protected her, thanks to Aletto's uncle, he had such a rep as a useless, crippled drunk, he didn't dare drink above a cupful in public. Unfortunately, like Robyn, he wasn't altogether certain he could stop at that. In his case, people would be watching every swallow he took, and so, while he'd let them press the stuff on him, he actually tasted hardly any wine at all the entire time in Bezjeriad. And she'd done the same. Moral support. So far as she knew, he now actually had not drunk wine since the night in Sikkre, when they'd escaped Dahven's father.

The night I killed a man. Robyn let her eyes close briefly. The night she'd given up trying to pretend she could cope; Chris had tried to shine her on, but Aletto had understood. The rest of the night, thank God, had been a complete blur, and now she couldn't even recall if Aletto'd had any of that bottle after all.

So damned, horribly unfair, that of the three Angelenos, she should develop a murderous alter ego, the woman afraid of the least height should assume the form of a monstrous bird that could kill—had killed once already. I never hurt anyone in my life, not even under provocation. Chris—she'd instilled a belief in nonviolence in the boy from the first, and to her knowledge he'd never sought a fight. But he was practical, more practical than she: He was able to accept the need to defend himself, and he didn't agonize it later. Jennifer was probably even more pragmatic about such things than Chris; Robyn suspected her younger sister knew about the fight in Bezjeriad, down by the docks, where the Sikkreni had been stabbed. I remember what she said, though: Them or me and it's them every time. Jen knew herself; she probably could kill to protect herself and never look back on it. I wish I could be like that—now that I have to. I wonder if I ever will.

She rubbed her nose again. The headache was growing worse, even though the smoke was no thicker. She hated to ask Jennifer for one of her precious aspirins, she so seldom took such things. But the others weren't going to want to put this fire out once her pan of biscuits was cooked and the soup hot. Come to that, she didn't want it out either: Her back was cold and she could feel the damp seeping through the carpet under her backside. With the fire, the inside temperature was bearable; eventually, the heat would work its way into the corners—probably in time to make it too hot for sleeping. Without the fire, though, the inside air would be just like that outside—foggy-cold and miserably damp. She herself could feel ancient ankle sprains and the ten-year-old break in her arm when it was fog-cold; Aletto felt things like that much more. He wouldn't be able to get himself upright in the morning. Robyn checked her biscuits.

Aletto must really be feeling the damp. But she knew better than to mention that tonight; he was tired and out of patience. And she knew he was trying to keep up a front around Enardi.

I wish he wouldn't, Robyn thought unhappily. But macho stupidity seemed to translate as well here as in her own world. And it wasn't only Aletto, just look at Dahven! A woman would never half-kill herself trying to pretend she was fine—not just so no one would feel sorry for her! Robyn stirred her soup, sniffed it gingerly, and felt for the seasoning packet she'd made up before they left Bez: salt, dried peppers, cumin or something very similar. She poured some into her cupped palm, dumped it into the pot. They'd be lucky if Dahven didn't have some kind of relapse back into whatever flu-thing he'd had. He looked half dead at the moment, but try and talk him off that horse this afternoon and into the wagon, oh no! And then she'd actually heard him arguing with Jennifer that he ought to turn around and ride off for Sikkre. As if he would have made it halfway to the Bez gates!

Women had more brains than that, Robyn thought firmly. She eyed her younger sister covertly from under her spill of blonde bangs. Most women did. Jennifer was capable of the same kind of behavior, but then, she hadn't ever depended on men—emotionally, financially, any way. She'd taken charge of her life early and kept hold of the reins, putting herself through college, then through law school, pulling herself up by her own bootstraps, living and working in that kind of—as Robyn saw it—man's world. Well, men still held the best positions, and male stiff-upper-lip behavior was expected to be the norm. I couldn't do that, Robyn thought. Fortunately, she'd never had to. Jen managed it very competently.

Just as well. Merrida had dropped them in this world so hard Robyn still felt the emotional bruises. They'd needed someone strong to take over and run things. Aletto hadn't any idea what they should do, where they should go. Jen took charge and probably kept them all alive.

Give it a rest, girl, she told herself. All this junk is bad for your digestive juices, and you're gonna burn the soup. She gave the pot another stir, checked her biscuits and pulled them away from the fire. “All right, folks, get it while it's hot."

 

* * * *

 

It must have been midnight; Chris didn't bother digging under a snug sleeve and the blanket he'd thrown over his shoulders to check his watch. It was definitely late, anyway. He and the guys were on fire-watch for a little longer. Enardi had just crawled over to add wood to the fire and balance some more of the damp stuff near enough to the heat to dry it, not near enough for it to catch and start the carpets smoldering. Unfortunately, the stuff wasn't really that dry when it went onto the fire and the tent interior was a little too cool for comfort.

Chris had been trying to write out rap lyrics and not getting very far: Too dark and too cold, and for some reason the shift into Rhadazi wasn't obvious to his brain until he tried making it rhyme. And it was a little embarrassing, doing it with Ernie and Eddie sitting there; he'd have liked a little time to polish what he was doing, at least the first tries.

It was a lot harder than he'd have thought, back home.

Edrith was fiddling with the blue-light, trying to get a little more illumination out of it. Chris stretched his legs, flexed his fingers. They were stiff and cold; the tips of his ears felt like ice. Probably they could wake Jen up before much longer and let her take over the fire-watch. The fog was at least as thick as Ernie had predicted, though; thick enough that they didn't really have to worry about anyone riding up and grabbing them in the middle of the night. Even paranoid ol’ Lialla wasn't staying awake to listen for sounds of pursuit.

He cast a guilty glance in her direction. That wasn't exactly fair—or nice. Lialla had taken some serious crap off her stepfather, and he was such a total jerk, she had every right to be paranoid about him. Besides, it wasn't as though the guy hadn't been doing his best to grab them all. And the stories he'd spread about them—! Boy, I'd be pissed if I was her and someone told the world my brother killed this fat, middle-aged guy so I wouldn't have to marry him and my brother and I could keep sleeping together. Jeez, what a jerk.

 

* * * *

 

It was a wonder those two ever made it past the gates of Duke's Fort, they had started out so damned unworldly. Fortunately, they had some good people with them. His mom really had done a lot to straighten Aletto out, and Jen had got Lialla past yelling about how you couldn't do all this stuff with Night-Thread; dumb, because Jen could, and here she'd never been trained in magic. Now—you could actually talk to Aletto, and he was growing muscles. Starting to use his brains. At one point Chris had wondered if the guy had any. Lialla—well, she was still fairly weird and hard to talk to, but some of that was shyness.

All the same, Aletto had shown a normal interest in the opposite sex—once he'd had the chance. Lialla didn't. And particularly in the day or so since Dahven joined them, she'd gone even quieter than usual. Maybe she really had liked the guy, or she just wanted what she couldn't have; some girls were like that. Another thought hit him. Jeez, I wonder if she's gay, or something? Of course, it might not be the big deal it was where he came from, but wouldn't it be grim if on top of everything else Li had a thing for Jen? Jen was pretty broad-minded, of course, but it wasn't like she was likely to ever have a thing for other girls, not with the way she felt about Dahven.

At least Lialla wasn't fighting with everyone right now; Chris had absolutely hated listening to her and Jennifer go at each other. And Aletto went longer between fits of sulking, and now you had a pretty good idea what would set the guy off. He was less sensitive about his limp and about magic—probably because he could see it worked, when it wasn't that old bat Merrida trying to use the stuff.

Learning how to take care of himself in a fight had done the most for the nera-Duke's ego, Chris thought. He was extremely proud of himself for introducing them to staff fighting—it worked, and Aletto had proven he could not only absorb what he was taught, he could think up his own maneuvers and improvise in need. Those guys of his uncle's had to have been major impressed, and I'll bet ol’ Jadek's chewing nails, he thought in satisfaction.

They had better get back to practice, though. Aletto was pretty stiff, but they needed to reinforce the moves. And then there was Ernie to get in shape before something else hit them. He was glad for the guy's company, but a little concerned that he might not be up to this; Ernie hadn't struck him, back in Bez, as anything but an easygoing party dude: Dad's money and all that. Well—they'd just have to see.

Edrith gave the light one last fiddle and dropped back down cross-legged next to him. “Not very bright, but the best I could do,” he whispered. “These aren't strong ones."

"It's all right,” Chris assured him. “My hands're too cold to write any longer, anyway. Listen, though, I can watch the fire until it's time to get Jen up if you're tired.” Edrith shook his head. “You?” Enardi, who had just come back from the fire, rubbed his hands across the thick rug under them.

"Me what? Oh—no, I'm all right."

Chris glanced over at the sleepers. His mother was a still, faintly snoring shape next to Aletto, who was moving restlessly but apparently not being kept awake by the low conversation across the tent from him. Jen and Dahven hadn't moved in what seemed hours. Lialla—well, she'd sat up a while back but she seemed to be asleep once more. “Well, then, tell me more about those two ships, okay?"

Enardi shifted, trying to get comfortable, finally dragged a pillow over and sat on it. “I miss couches more than I would have thought possible, you know? And chairs."

"Yeah, I know,” Chris said. “Body wasn't meant to sit around like this. Those ships, though. You're sure they came from the east, and not from straight across the sea?"

"The Lasanachi come from somewhere out that way.” Enardi waved a hand in what he thought might be a westerly direction. “Until they came up the south coast, these guys'd never even heard of Lasanachi. Besides, the Mer Khani brought goods they'd traded for down the south coast; things father's trading company brings into Bez."

"Mer Khani,” Chris echoed. “Is that what they call themselves, or how it sounded to you?” Enardi shrugged. “And they came—?"

"Around the point of the southern continent,” Enardi filled in patiently and for perhaps the fifth or sixth time as Chris paused expectantly. “Because they actually live somewhere across the east mountain barrier. But not next to it, on their own seacoast. So it's a very long journey just to reach the mountains and they are impassible most of the year. According to the Mer Khani, the journey around the southern point isn't pleasant, either,” he added thoughtfully. “Just easier than the land route."

"You met them, though.” Chris thought a moment, then shifted with a little difficulty to English. “Did they ever speak to each other in a language that sounded anything like what I'm saying right now?” Enardi's brows drew together; Chris translated into Rhadazi. His friend shook his head.

"I can't say. Their language was foreign, of course. But it's been so long since I saw them—well, perhaps, a little."

"Well—all right.” It was so damned tantalizing, the possibility of American ships in Rhadaz! And if Ernie's information was right, this really had to be the west coast, the big water out there the Pacific. But then Ernie had paid so little attention, it was too long for him to remember much, and there were all these things that didn't track. He should be able to pick up more information in Podhru if there was time. And Ernie had said one of the ships might have gone there. They'd been worried about the weather south, worried about the return journey, might have simply gone back home without journeying to the Emperor's city.

Mer Khani—God, it had to be a corruption of American!

It was truly frustrating: All this time, asking as many questions as he could, and Chris still had no idea where they could possibly be in relation to where they had been. The terrain south of Sikkre was enough like the Palmdale area north of L.A., but outline maps of Rhadaz looked more like Spain and the Mediterranean—except it wasn't mountainous enough. Chris had put in enough hard work on geography the past year to know such things. And the distances were all wrong. The language didn't sound like anything Chris knew but if this was the L.A. Basin, then why was there a sea about where the Mexican border should be—and did that make the Rhadazi American Indians?

Couldn't be. So maybe all the stuff about alternate universes really was just fiction. But then, why would they have a Cortez, a Nero, a Charlemagne? That carried coincidence a little far.

Yeah, you're hoping you can learn enough to somehow get yourself back home, right, guy? Chris demanded of himself. Good luck, all right? Well, but it might work that way, and besides, it would be neat to know, try and figure out where things had branched to make a world like this one. Figure out how magic got into it, how come there wasn't any major technology.

Probably he'd have the rest of his life to figure it out, the way Jen said—God, there was a depressing thought. Much as he liked these guys, he'd trade them both for the CD player he'd left behind, for an afternoon at the movies, for a really rad skateboard or even a bucket of Kentucky Fried Chicken. And a girl to share it with. Yeah, like maybe Jessica Morrow from English, with those legs and the outrageous short skirts ... oh, man? Girls here: The ones he'd met in Bez dressed in wads of material and were pretty much off limits except to talk to a little bit. They were nice enough, but they didn't smell quite right—different perfumes or shampoos or whatever. And then there was that innkeeper's daughter up in Sikkre, the one Dahven'd kidded him about. Wow. Chris wasn't certain he was ready for anything that hot.

But it was going to be pretty depressing if a guy had to pass on just—nice girls unless he got married. So ask. But not so you sound like a total nerd. Bad enough Jen had been there when Merrida announced he was a virgin; it wasn't the kind of thing you exactly wanted spread around. He cast one more wary glance across the fire to assure himself Robyn was still asleep, then he dropped down onto his elbows and leaned toward Edrith. “Hey, listen. I got this dumb question, okay?” He could feel his ears growing warm. “Um, like, girls."

"Girls?” Edrith shook his head. “What about girls?"

"Well, you know—” Chris spread his hands rather helplessly. “Okay, where I come from, it's okay if a guy goes out with a girl, just the two of them, go do stuff together, kiss and all that.” He swallowed; amazing how warm it had become in here, the past few moments.

To his relief, neither of them seemed to think the subject odd and when Edrith laughed it didn't seem to be at him for bringing up embarrassing stuff. “It's pretty much an according to your class matter—wouldn't you say, Ernie?” Enardi nodded. “You remember the party in Bez—there were girls like Ernie's sisters, music, food. I doubt it would be possible to just go somewhere by yourself with a girl of that class.” Enardi shook his head. “People like me, at least in Sikkre, have a little more freedom about such things, even the women. People like Aletto have less.” He shrugged. “I don't know if that's what you wanted to know—"

"It's what I suspected,” Chris said gloomily. “No dates—no taking a girl somewhere—"

"Oh, that's not so, really: In Sikkre, there are festivals and parties, sometimes there will be some kind of celebration when a caravan comes in, and there's music, good food and ale, dancing. And it's acceptable to go with either a crowd, or just one other person—even alone."

"And even dance with girls there?” Chris asked. He shook his head. “Without—I'm not saying this very well, I guess—say, there was a caravaner girl just standing around, you could go up and talk to her without her parents getting pissed?"

"Probably. Caravaner women particularly have considerable rights of their own, even the unwed ones.” Edrith tipped his head on one side to consider his friend thoughtfully. He grinned and looked rather embarrassed himself suddenly. “I remember now; something Jen said to Lialla. About not sleeping with men before life-bonding? That holds true more for women like Lialla, who are expected to keep blood lines pure, not for the rest of us."

"Um, swell,” Chris mumbled.

Edrith dug under his shirt and held up a hollow wooden ball on a leather thong; Chris had seen it before and presumed it to be the local equivalent of a crucifix, if he'd thought about it at all. “Most girls insist you protect them from babies, of course. Perhaps we should get you one of these.” He held it out; Chris, now red to the ears and very grateful for the dimness of the blue-light, touched it, sniffed cautiously. It smelled green, odd—not unpleasant. “Charm,” Edrith said briefly as he stuffed it back under his shirt. “One like this is pretty inexpensive, keeps you safe for three moon-seasons. Someone like Dahven can afford to buy the silver armband that's effective for a year."

"Well, yeah, okay,” Chris said. “Just—wanted to get the ground rules straight, you know? I mean, I like hanging out with girls, and I'm sure not ready to marry one at seventeen."

"Sensible of you,” Enardi said. “If I had life-mated at seventeen, I could never have come with you to Podhru. There's time for that, but later."

"Oh, you could've come to Podhru with us,” Edrith informed him cheerfully. “But you'd have had to act like your father. If we have a little time, like we did in Bez, we can have some real fun in the Emperor's city. I've never been there, but I know some who have. And even if the Festival of Numbers isn't started yet, there will be lots of other things going on.” He tapped Chris's wrist. “Is it possibly time to get Jen up? I'm quite honestly freezing; we don't get fog like this in Sikkre."

Chris slid his arm out of the sleeve, twisted it around so blue light hit the dial. Conserve the battery, leave the little light button alone. “Close enough. Hey. Thanks for the information. You know how mom is, scared somebody's parents are going to murder me if I so much as look at their daughter."

"We'll keep you un-murdered, I promise,” Edrith assured him.

"Great. Let's crawl in, then; it's Jen's turn and I'm tired all of a sudden.” But once he was curled up in his blankets, he found himself wakeful. Never did ask about the gay thing, he realized. Oh, well, the other was tough enough. And should I care what Lialla likes?

It just seemed unfair, if that was her problem. Poor old Lialla. He had thought she was pretty stuck-up until the afternoon she healed the physical damage the Cholani had inflicted on him. And told him something about living with Jadek, the way he'd knocked her around. She hadn't had to do that; it took guts and he admired her for it. She'd been trying to make him feel a little less ashamed for having been kidnapped and beaten, and she'd succeeded. She was as old as Jen, maybe older, but she was awfully young for her years and, like his mom, she needed someone to lean on. Most of her life she hadn't had anyone—well, she had someone now.


2

 

The fog was thicker than ever the next morning; by mid-day, they could see sun—a pale yellow ball wreathed in cloud—but the cloud cover never lifted enough to allow them to make any speed along the road. During the middle hours, they all rode, at a walk, but late in the afternoon, Chris and Enardi dismounted and walked ahead of the others. Not only was visibility down to the point where Jennifer could no longer tell what was on either side of the narrow road, but the road itself had deteriorated from the already dreadful mess it had been.

Aletto rode close to Robyn, as he usually did, but he had been quiet most of the day, and now he sat the horse in discomfort. He'd pulled the hood low over his forehead so no one else could see the set of his mouth, the line between his brows. Robyn gave him both aspirin she'd reluctantly accepted from Jen the night before for her headache and never swallowed. The nera-Duke must have felt as awful as he looked; he took them without a word of protest and drank both down with a swallow from her water bottle.

Robyn chose her words with care as she capped the bottle and hung it from one of the numerous hooks on the saddlebow. “How much farther, do you think?” For a moment, she was afraid he'd ignore her, or glare at her for asking a stupid question, the way her men usually did. Aletto stared over his horse's ears for several moments, finally shrugged.

"Not very, I hope. But I don't know how we're supposed to decide where to stop.” He wrinkled his nose. “Those tablets have an awful taste."

"I know. Do they help?"

"I suppose—times like this, it seems they take forever, though.” He cast her a very brief smile. “I've been so wrapped up in myself I've forgotten you. Are you all right?"

Robyn shifted her weight cautiously. “I really hate being wet and cold, but—yeah, I'm fine.” She caught her breath in a faint little gasp as Chris suddenly came back between them. He caught hold of both bridles. “Don't do that, kid, you scared me!"

"Hey, sorry. Next time I'll lay down a couple lines on the way back, so you know it's me, all right?” He grinned self-consciously and shifted into a clipped, rhythmic cadence. “Like, ‘I'm your main M.C., rappin’ down the roadway, tellin’ you to hang close, everything be okay.'” He tilted his head back to give her a broad, exceedingly smug flash of teeth. Robyn ran a hand across her forehead and closed her eyes.

"God. I swear you sound proud of yourself. What the hell was that?"

"You're kidding. Where you been the last couple years you never heard rap?"

"And why would I have listened to rap?"

Chris chuckled. “Yeah, I forget, it doesn't get air time on your golden moldies stations. Think of it as the logical successor to all those weird rhymes Bob Dylan used to do, okay?"

"Words fail me."

"Sure, mom."

"You're right, they don't. That was bad, kid."

"Well—hey,” Chris said rather defensively. “I only just got started, and I rap better in English. Besides, with no kind of sound system—you know I'm gonna have to teach one of the guys to do backbeat for me? Listen, though. What I was trying to tell you, the road seems to be clear, but the fog isn't going to. But Ernie says that unless he's like totally confused, we aren't too far from a good place to set the tent up, trees for shelter, running water, all that. Sound all right to you?"

"Lead me to it,” Robyn said.

"Yeah, me too.” Chris let go the reins and turned away to head back to the front. “I hate it when I can't even figure out where the sun is, and there's water running down the back of my neck.” He vanished in mist before he'd taken five steps, his voice coming back to them as a low, disembodied sound. “One of you ease back a little, tell the others, will you? I really don't want to yell in this. It's creepy."

"Never mind.” Jennifer's voice came from somewhere behind Robyn. “We heard. Get back up there and find this campsite, will you? And see if you can't find a hot tub while you're at it."

"I wish."

"Work on the rap, kid; it's a start but it needs help."

"Tell me.” Silence descended, except for the occasional creak of harness or the crack of a metal-shod wagon wheel against stone. Edrith was driving the wagon—or, rather, holding the loose reins while the mule followed Robyn's and Aletto's horses—and mumbling softly to himself. Jennifer drew her horse back a pace or two from the wagon, and then a little more; the possibility of a collision at this speed might have once sounded like a joke to a woman used to fifty-five miles per hour on the freeway, but she didn't want to be on the horse that slammed into the back of that wagon, if Edrith stopped suddenly. My luck, I'd go right off and break something, she thought gloomily. Accordingly to Neri, some things couldn't be healed instantly—like broken bones.

Dahven had stayed so far to the rear that for one terrible moment she wondered if he'd simply turned and left while he had the opportunity, while her attention was diverted. But he was there after all, farther back than he had been, bundled in a thick cloak and hood from Chris's things, hunched over the saddle. He started when Jennifer touched his arm.

"Not far,” she said softly.

He nodded, stifled a cough. “Good.” They rode in silence for some moments. “There was fog like this, a few days, out at sea. It's—I don't like it."

"No,” Jennifer said quietly. “I wouldn't like it either."

Another silence. He touched her knee and when she looked up, he gave her a brief smile. “Thank you."

"For what?” She shook her head but he merely shrugged. “For not asking any more than you want to tell me? Or not judging you, thinking less of you because you find the fog unnerving? You have cause, and I wouldn't judge you."

"People do,” he said after a moment. “Judge others, that is. When something terrible happens. I remember one of my father's men who'd gone through something rather nasty, I was young enough, I don't remember what, just something to do with one of Father's sorcerers, it was hushed up. The man was—sick, I guess—for a time, no one saw him except the healer and his assistant. I remember thinking it odd, because when he came back into service he didn't really look so different—thinner, perhaps, like he'd been ill. For a while he joined Father's market guard, but he left almost at once, left Sikkre entirely, I think. I remember when he was still in the halls, how people—other guards and servants—stared at him all the time. Wondering what had really happened, how he felt. Or they'd ask him what happened—questions people don't have a right to ask each other, but they'd ask because they were curious and they thought that gave them a right to know. I didn't think that then, of course; I didn't realize what it was until—well, you know. But I remember the look on his face when I asked.” He glanced at her. “He—froze. And then he—went on talking, just as though I hadn't said anything.” He slammed one hand against the saddlebow; the horse was apparently too damp and miserable to pay any attention. “I understand better now, better than I wish I did. I couldn't stand it if anyone else knew, I'd feel Aletto's eyes on me whenever my back was turned, I'd feel all of them wondering.” He was silent for a moment. “I suppose it's stupid to feel so—part of me feels shamed and dirty and—oh, I don't know."

It must be the fog, Jennifer thought, the fact that he couldn't see her face clearly, that she couldn't see his, that let him speak freely for the first time. She opened her mouth, closed it again in sudden panic. God, he needs real help, and all I have to offer him is pop psychology from Jan's magazines and TV programs about rape victims! But she had to say something; any moment now, he'd begin to wonder if he hadn't gone too far. Confessed more weakness than she could accept. Another moment, and she would lose any chance she had to at least try and help him talk it out. “Ashamed? Because you didn't somehow know not to go home, because you didn't somehow know in advance what your father was capable of? Because you weren't stronger than a shipful of armed Lasanachi used to brutalizing other men? Or because you can't just put it behind you and pretend it never happened? Nothing so terrible has ever happened to me, Dahven, so I only know what I've read or seen of other people's experiences in my own world. No one survives being victimized, brutalized, without bearing some kind of emotional scars. Scars don't fade overnight, but usually they fade in time. Maybe it's harder for someone who was always in charge of his life, to suddenly be at the mercy of others, to carry the guilt that you should have somehow done something to avoid it. Everyone feels that guilt; at least, that's what I'm told, and I believe it. I would feel that, in your place. It wasn't your fault! Believe that!"

"I—that's not really it. It's—somehow, I feel almost as though it were someone else.” His voice was a hoarse whisper. “As though I were pretending it had been me, to gain sympathy. But I'm not like that!"

"I know that,” Jennifer said rather tartly. “Think, though: to stay up all night, ride home, be carried off by slavers, chained to an oar, beaten—and then, after a month—sorry, a moon-season—you get thrown ashore in the dregs of Bezjeriad, lightheaded with fever and half-drowned, bargaining for food and shelter in a filthy hut from a man who'd steal your boots once you passed out. That's so—so alien to anything you've ever experienced, why shouldn't it seem like a nightmare after too much to drink? We haven't that much background in common, Dahven, but I had a very regulated, patterned life. If anything like that had happened to me, right now I'd begin to wonder if I hadn't made it up, or maybe that it had happened to someone else and I was pretending it had been me, instead. Or that I was blowing things out of proportion, pretending it was worse than it really is. I'd be afraid anyone I told would think I was trying for sympathy by acting sick, hurt—spooked by it all after it was physically over.” Jennifer waited. Dahven finally nodded, one barely discernible motion of his hooded head. “You're not making it up; I know better. I—was there, remember?” He nodded again. “It happened, it's over, but it's not going to let go of you right away. I know all that. I understand it. And I know that when anything so awful happens, you can't possibly return to normal the next day."

"You can't—"

"I can. In my own world, there are men who killed in a war twenty years ago and still have nightmares of what they did; raped women who live with guilt, with a horror of all men for the rest of their lives. I'm not trying to say you'll carry this with you so long; not many do, and you're stronger and more sensible than most people I know. But right now, you have every right to be unnerved by fog—or anything else. It's not stupid, it's human."

He considered this. Finally shook his head, looked up the road—the little he could see of it—and sighed, deeply. “I don't feel in control of my life."

"You are. Everyone has setbacks."

"Setbacks.” Dahven gave a snort of laughter. “If I were truly in control of my life, I'd be on my way to Sikkre right now, I'm no asset to Aletto or to you, just another body to protect if Jadek sets another trap. You'd be better without me, and I could remove one of the matters gnawing at my guts—I could deal with my brothers and maybe even discover what really happened to my father."

Jennifer sighed. “I thought we'd decided to bury this particular discussion. Dahven, you couldn't possibly have ridden from Bez to Sikkre as sick as you were; you still couldn't. You don't seem to understand; your brothers are calling you traitor and I'd swear by anything you like the men he's sent to capture you don't care what shape you're in when they deliver you."

"They wouldn't dare—"

"Oh, no?” Jennifer shifted in the saddle so she could look at him; a swift snatch of her hand pulled the hood off his tousled hair. “You weren't there, when they jumped us in the desert. You weren't in any shape to pay attention when they came down on us south of the Bez docks."

"I heard some of the rumors from that man—Dowbri, Enardi's wedded brother."

"One of them I knew from your father's hospitality; he was the wizard's guardsman. He didn't like you much."

"Mmmm—big man, ugly eyes, bent nose? Snake's personal man, Vikkin. No, he and I never got on. My brothers sent him?” He scowled down at his hands, across the horse's ears. “To bring me back?"

"He didn't say anything about alive, either,” Jennifer replied dryly. He didn't answer, he was clearly considering this new—and not very pleasant—news. “Look, just weigh it, will you? Think about how simple things would be for your brothers if you really were dead. You should have been, of course; the idea as I understand it was that the Lasanachi would keep you in chains until you died—which wouldn't be that long. They were supposed to."

"Three years,” Dahven whispered.

"But the Lasanachi panicked and set you loose."

"I was already ill, I think; I remember being unlocked, shoved into the few clothes they'd taken from me, into my boots because those hurt my feet; my feet were so swollen from sitting on the benches to row.” His low voice trailed off. Jennifer fought a shiver and waited. “Why did they panic? No one frightens Lasanachi."

"Perhaps they'd wondered all along why anyone would sell them a Duke's son. And then word came that your father was dead, you missing—they thought they were being somehow set up."

"Set—? You're not making sense. Or I'm not understanding."

"Sorry. What if they believed you had been sold to them so that later it could be brought out this had been done? What they do is illegal, isn't it—buying Rhadazi men? So they do it very quietly. And now it comes out that they have bought the Thukar's son, and you're in dreadful condition. The Lasanachi either think you'll be held up to public scrutiny as you are—or perhaps as a dead victim of the dread rowing ships. Might that not be an excuse for the Emperor to declare war against them?"

"Shesseran wouldn't—"

"Not from what I've heard of him. Perhaps they don't realize that. I don't think they do, as quickly as they dumped you overboard."

Dahven rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “It's insane enough to be logical—to a Lasanachi."

"Fortunately, since it meant they would get rid of the evidence and run for open sea. But of course, that wasn't what your brothers planned, just what the Lasanachi thought had been planned. No one knew where you were except your brothers and your father. Officially, the story is that your father tried to disinherit you and you killed him in the quarrel, only to discover he'd taken the precaution of writing you out of his will."

"And people really believe this?"

"More importantly, who would bother to question the story? No one has, because it looks all right: Your father is dead and everyone knows you argued, there is a will giving Sikkre to your brothers. And your brothers have been sending out companies of guards to track you down—their traitor brother—and bring you to justice. It should be enough to keep the Emperor from worrying about their part in matters, and I've heard often enough that he doesn't want to know how things are run so long as they're run smoothly."

"There's something in that,” Dahven admitted.

"Stay with me, then. There is no reason for them to let you stay alive—you could be a focal point for rebellion, if people in Sikkre thought you'd do a better job of being Duke than your brothers."

"That's true. And they wouldn't want me to tell anyone what really happened—would they?” Dahven considered this and shook his head. “It sounds just fine, until I realize it's my brothers we're talking about! You've seen them!"

"They don't look capable of working up the energy to kill and sort out such a plot,” Jennifer agreed. “Then again, perhaps your father set it all up, not realizing they wouldn't wait for him to die naturally. It wouldn't be the first time a father underestimated his children. And murderers don't have to look like thugs. Your brothers struck me as self-centered; people like that can justify removing anyone who stands between them and what they want, and they seldom worry about it later. All that matters is what they want, and getting it.” Silence. “Think about it, why don't you? About what you'd be getting into if you turned around and went home right now? About honestly whether you're ready to deal with it?"

Dahven spread his hands in a wide shrug. “I said I wouldn't just leave; I swore, remember? I don't swear to things lightly. I will think about it, if you like. I just—” He bent over the saddlebow, coughing. “That. I'm not well, I'm not at all strong, and we both know it. I'd hate it if someone got hurt trying to shield me. I don't think I can protect myself just now."

"Don't worry about that,” Jennifer replied mildly. “We seem to be doing all right so far. Besides, you're stronger than you were the other day; you won't be sick for long."

"I also haven't any weapons,” Dahven grumbled.

"Talk to Aletto; he has a sword he bought in Sikkre."

"I saw it.” The thought didn't seem to cheer him. “I suppose I'd feel better with it strapped to the horse, though."

Jennifer nodded and edged her bo a little forward in the straps that held it high on the horse's side, under her knee. “I know that feeling; I don't let this out of reach anymore.” She bit back a smile at the very dubious look he gave it. Probably it was the same look she'd given Chris's six-foot-long wooden stick when he'd tried to assure her she could flatten a trained swordsman with it. Well, Dahven would get a chance to find out soon enough. He leaned over to touch her shoulder and pointed forward.

"Look—I think I can see a little. The wagon's pulling off."

Jennifer sighed. “I hear running water, don't I? I think we've found the local KOA—sorry, Dahven. Enardi's camping site."

 

* * * *

 

The least breeze began to blow in from the water not long after they stopped; not enough to lower the temperature further, it did disperse the fog and by the time Robyn went out to wash her face after dinner, there were stars directly overhead. On her way back, she passed Enardi on his way out to keep the first watch. She shivered and murmured, “Better you than me,” as she went around him. He laughed quietly and replied, “It's not so bad now the fog's off.” Robyn shook her head in obvious disbelief and hurried back inside. The main problem, she decided as she dropped down next to the fire, was her feet: She simply couldn't get comfortable in either the long wraps Aletto wore under his boots or in the knitted stockings Chris had found for her in the Bez market. The former itched and worked down around her heels and toes, leaving her insteps bare and forming blisters around her ankles or the ball of her foot; the latter were clearly an early attempt at stretchy fabric and not too good at it. After the first few minutes, there wasn't any more give or stretch, and the socks slithered down her legs and began edging into her tennies again. Which left her, effectively, with one pair of good American-made cotton and nylon socks that at the moment were sloppy wet from the day's ride. Her toes felt like blocks of ice.

Fortunately, once the food was cooked and eaten, she was done for the night. Chris and Edrith were beginning to wash up when she came back in. She settled down next to Aletto, pulled off her shoes and set them as near the fire as she dared, tucked chilled feet under his legs. He leaned back to catch hold of one of the many small carpets covering the bare ground and wrapped it around her lower legs and feet, then pulled her against him. Robyn rubbed the soles of her feet against the harsh rug fabric until the friction warmed them a little, wrapped her arm around his waist and closed her eyes. Things could have been worse. Much worse.

 

* * * *

 

Outside, Enardi was watching the road for signs of pursuit from Bez, now three days behind them. But they hadn't made very good time, what with his father's wagon and the weather. This particular spot was only a day and a few hours from the Zelharri and Sikkreni guardsmen rumored to have been turning the Bez market inside out for the heir to either Duchy. For the first time, Enardi thought seriously about such a pursuit and it left a very uncomfortable feeling in the pit of his stomach. I could have been with friends I've known all my life, drinking in one of the taverns, even listening to Father gossip with his old friends—and instead I chose this?

But having talked with nera-Duke Aletto, with his Robyn—a sweet, quiet woman who reminded him of his own mother, what he remembered of her—with clever, crisp Jennifer, how could he have chosen otherwise? And Chris—Enardi found it difficult to think of a time before Chris, who turned everything upside down with his oddly cut hair, his outland clothing, the rhythmic and sometimes downright odd way he spoke Rhadazi, all the exotic words he threw into a conversation. Chris made everything in Bezjeriad seem so dull and ordinary, even though Enardi had once asked for nothing but the ordinary in his life—a career either in his father's shops, eventually perhaps his own trading company or his own share of Fedthyr's far-flung company. Now, he didn't know what he wanted. More than he had. To go places with Chris and Edrith, with all of them.

Chris called him Ernie. Enardi like that; he liked Edrith—or, as Chris called him, Eddie—the Sikkreni who candidly admitted he'd spent most of his youth stealing for a living but who now was one of Aletto's company. Who already spoke a lot like Chris. Enardi was shy about trying to talk that way—yet.

He looked up as someone moved the flap aside and came outside. It was Lialla. She was so quiet, so self-effacing—so medium, with her brown hair, dark eyes, the dusty-looking Wielder Blacks that tended to fade into the background anyway, he sometimes forgot Lialla was with them. She seldom said anything, except to Jennifer or Aletto and at first he thought she was making certain they remembered she was noble; then he thought she was just unfriendly. When he'd said something to Chris, though, his outland friend had shaken his head. “She's had a hard time lately, and she's the quiet kind. You're just used to Lasinay.” Enardi grinned. His youngest sister could talk anyone half to death; by comparison, anyone else might seem too quiet.

He stepped into the open as Lialla came toward him, adjusting her loose scarves. One had wrapped itself around the long staff she kept with her at all times—a bo, Chris called it. A fighting stick. Enardi wondered how good a stick could be for fighting. Chris and Eddie had promised he'd have a chance to find out, though, as soon as they had a few hours during the day to show him.

"Enardi? I'll take over,” she said as she came up to him. “You'd better go in and thaw; they've decided to keep the watches short. And Robyn's talking about letting the fire die down because of the wind.” Long speech for Lialla; as unexpected as the smile she offered him.

"The wind won't last to middle night; I'll tell her. If you're sure—"

"We all share guard, even Aletto. Go on, Robyn's got tea brewing.” Enardi headed quickly and gratefully for shelter.

 

* * * *

 

The smile slid from Lialla's face and her too-thin shoulders sagged. Everything was so wrong! Oh, Aletto had genuine support now. He even had something of a following, not just the few people here with him. Gyrdan, their father's old Captain of the Guard, was supposed to meet them in Podhru with more of Amarni's men. After this truly hectic past few days, a few of the Zelharri merchants who'd left Sehfi when Jadek took over Duke's Fort were talking about following Aletto back to Sehfi, and more were willing to at least finance him in exchange for considerations for their children. There was supposedly a delegation of those young people—representing most of the major expatriate Sehfi merchants—on its way to Podhru by sea right now.

It still wasn't enough; she could tell Aletto was worried about things, but he wouldn't talk to her; he fretted to Robyn, talked policy with Jennifer, strategy with Dahven, fighting style with Chris.... I'm useless, she thought bitterly. He used to talk to me about things, until he found people who knew more than I do—and that wasn't very difficult, was it? I don't know policy or strategy—I can fight but not very well, and that leaves only magic. But it hurt to think about the magic. All those years she'd dreamed of gaining a White or Silver sash, all the effort, hours—years she'd put into Wielding, and for what? So a brash outlander could come in and Wield rings around her, so a filthy old Bez Wielder could have the pleasure of telling her just how badly Merrida had mistaught her. That everything she'd learned was wrong. Gods knew it had hurt badly enough, all the years she'd believed that the old woman had been trying to din magic into an over-thick skull. To have to start over again—it scarcely helped at all to know she'd learned more in an hour from that disgusting old man than in all her years under Merrida. For that matter, she had learned more from Jen—Jen, a scant moon-season and a half in Rhadaz from her strange, outland world, where according to her there was no working magic at all. It's so unfair! Lialla thought miserably. She wanted nothing more than to climb in a hole and hide forever. Let Aletto do as he wanted, or as he must—she hadn't the heart for it.

Besides, she thought even more miserably, what will come of it all at the end? Jadek still holds Duke's Fort, the Emperor has done nothing but try to sort out who murdered Carolan. Whatever support Aletto gets from merchants and soldiers, it won't matter. Jadek has a full Triad, he has Duke's Fort—he has Mother and Mother's pregnant with his child. He's going to win again, like he always has.

 

* * * *

 

Chris came out some time later to relieve her. “Quiet?” he asked. Lialla shrugged.

"There were deer a while back, coming down to drink."

"It's warm inside, Ernie convinced mom to leave the fire burning, and there's some tea left if you want it.” He gripped her shoulder. “You better have some; you're cold right through that black thing."

Lialla swallowed around a sudden, enormous lump. Chris was being particularly nice to her lately—the way he ordinarily could be, thoughtful and a little bossy—except he didn't try to tease her the way he did Robyn. Maybe he just had to be nice to someone, Lialla thought; after all, his mother spent most of her free time with Aletto these days. Whatever his reasons, she wasn't used to it and particularly when she was tired, or down like she was this night, it threatened to make her cry. She merely nodded, not trusting her voice, and went.

Chris walked out into the road and stood a while, listening. He couldn't even hear a mouse at the moment, and the way the wind had died down, he was sure he'd hear anything big long before he could see it. He shoved the bulky cloak back across his shoulders and shifted his grip on the bo. He had an idea for a new set of maneuvers to work out before he tried it on Eddie, and he needed to run through the most basic moves—it had after all been almost a month since he'd originally worked them out—so he could start teaching Ernie how to take care of himself.

In spite of himself, and the deadly seriousness of the situation, Chris grinned. It was really going to be something, teaching a sweet guy like Ernie how to bash heads. At least as fun as trying to teach his mom. Well—the grin faded. Maybe it would be funny in retrospect. Years from now. If he lived to enjoy the joke.
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Robyn was out at sunrise, hanging clean, wet socks and still-damp jeans across bushes. “You people can do what you want,” she said as she came back inside. “I'm not leaving here while my stuff is wet. We're in a hurry, fine, but we're not in such a hurry we all have to catch pneumonia because of fog-damp pants and grubby socks, right?"

"No argument, ma,” Chris assured her. “We need a workout, and I went over the map with Ernie last night. He says—you tell them, okay?"

Enardi held up one of Chris's yellow-pad maps. “There's another stream, about here, not too far away; it's a good place to stop the night. We could reach it by early afternoon if we left here within the hour, but that also means we could spend the morning here. The stream ahead is big enough for proper-sized fish."

"I'd like fish,” Robyn said. “But I never could catch them and we don't have any gear, do we?"

"I brought some in the wagon,” Enardi said. “In case I came on with you. I haven't fished since I was a small boy but I'm—I used to be good at it.” He tapped the paper. “About the same distance on, we could reach it easily the night after, there's an inn my father recommends."

"Inn,” Aletto said gloomily.

"It's very clean,” Enardi assured him anxiously. “Father says the woman who owns it is outlander. He says you can always tell, though, because everything is so clean. The food is different, and there are separate sleeping rooms, with doors that can be barred."

"If it's called The Lion, I've heard of it,” Dahven said absently. He was running a finger along the edge of Aletto's sword and shaking his head. “It has a repute as safe lodgings."

Aletto shook his head. “Safe,” he said even more gloomily. “The inn in Sikkre was supposed to be safe, too.” Lialla, who was spreading damp black scarves next to Robyn's wet socks, turned to scowl at him, and Dahven gave him a very faint, sardonic smile.

"Ah. But that was a safe inn; caravaners have used it for a good many years, and all one ever has to worry about ordinarily is the innkeep's long nose. Unfortunately, no inn in Sikkre is proof against the Thukar. Don't look like that, Aletto; I know all too well what my father was like, remember?"

Aletto shook his head and spread his hands in mute apology. “Three more nights. With good fortune, anyway. But with men behind us, and possibly men coming overland to cut us off. And didn't I hear something in Bez about a Spectral Host somewhere above the Coastal road?"

"Spectral—?” Enardi looked at Aletto in amused disbelief. “I know who told you that, it was old Chuffles—Casimaffi, or maybe his brother, they're both terrified of the roads and they both tell anyone who'll listen about bandits and ghosts and the villagers that they say used to pick caravans clean, until the Emperor put a stop to it. But that was years and years ago, back when the Feuds nearly destroyed Podhru. Besides, if people thought the roads safe, quite possibly they wouldn't bother with ships and Casimaffi would lose business. He thinks like that.” He chuckled. “Spectral Hosts.” The laughter faded when he turned to look at Chris. “No, truly. It must be a jest, one in poor taste, I admit, but a jest nonetheless. After all, my eldest brother has ridden to Sikkre a hundred times and seen nothing but a dull, dry road and other travelers. He's taken this road to Podhru with Father, too—a few times. I promise you, no one has ever told me of a Spectral Host."

OEBPS/images/9780575126961.jpg
CEWAY

‘EACH OF HER BOOKS OPENS NEW.
TERR/TORV FOR ME AND TAKES ME
N UNEXPECTED TRAILS’
MERCEDES LACKEY

One
[and,

COne
Duke

RU EMERSON





OEBPS/images/GatewayLogo.jpg
«@-EWAY





