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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.









i


The celebration of Midsummer was just past, but along the northern Holmadd coast, fog swathed sand, low crumbling cliffs and rocky bays, tidepools. The air was chill, utterly still; the shriek of unseen gulls rose to a clamor and died away, leaving only the faint hiss of retreating water pulling at hard-packed, wet sand.


And then, the soft, rhythmic squeak of bare feet on coarse, wet sand.


Five women clad in heavy, dull black moved with purpose along the water’s edge. Two carried between them a large basket piled with coarse-woven empty sacks; the remaining three each bore smaller baskets and all walked briskly to counter the damp and chill of the morning air. Other than the squeaking shuffle of feet on wet sand, the hiss of waves, the shrilling of a band of shore birds, there was no sound—though the village was only a short distance off, across a wide expanse of soft, yellowish sand and through a dry, narrow cleft that was a treacherously deep and swift stream in winter months. With such a fog, there might not be a village within miles, but set as it was hard against the inland side of a tall, rocky spine of land, the cries of small village children and dogs seldom carried seaward anyway. Today, the younger children would be indoors, the older ones huddled with their herds or around fires near the pens. On a day such as this, every man from the three elders to the boys initiated into adulthood at Midwinter would be inside the long house, drinking, laughing, sharing tales and cups of a sour, hot wine the women made from sand berries—or packed like boxed smelt in the sweat-bath.


The women moved with familiar purpose along the water-line, then turned to cross a shelf of scoured, flat rock and work carefully down a short, rugged drop to a small bay. Here, even the sound of the receding tide was faint; barnacles and tide-pocked stones stood wet and treacherous everywhere—in deep pools where small fish darted among faintly swaying grasses, shallow puddles edged in yellow froth, weed-slicked peaks between such pools. Now and again fingers of water edged lazily into sight, swirled through the pools and slid away.


The large basket was carried back to dry ground, filled partway with sand to anchor it should the fog shift and the afternoon winds rise as they so often did. The women tucked black skirts into the intricately woven green and yellow sashes that served to identify them by village, took sacks from the pile next to the basket and went seaward, picking a cautious, barefoot way over sharp stone and into the midst of the great tidepool.


They worked in silence for some time, gathering mussels and a few small crabs, filling the sacks and dragging them back to the basket. The sand was poured out, damp bulging bags went in. Each woman took a second bag. This time, however, they moved farther west, along the sand, before turning and walking toward still receding tide. There was a ledge here: yellow rock and dirt pinned here and there by gray-green scrub and long, reedy grasses. The woman who had led the way held up a hand, edged down a shallow cleft and onto smooth stone. She sat, waited until the other four women were seated so near that knees touched, then drew scarves away from her face. Her companions copied her action and one, with an impatient little sound, dragged the cloth back to bare thick, coppery hair square-cut to just below her ears. She turned away from the others to gaze toward land, though there was still little to see.


“There is no need for you to watch, Ryselle,” the first woman said. Her voice was soft and low; her face a pale, lined oval under straight brows. “No man of North Bay will move ten paces from his cup of bratha and his brothers on such a day—”


“When the city woman came among us, she warned us not to trust to habit among men,” Ryselle broke in sharply.


“That is true. Because the women in the cities have themselves broken with habit and so the men are now suspicious of anything their women do. But our men have as yet no least hint of the change we intend will come.”


“No. One day they will begin to suspect us, Sretha—if only on the day when we ourselves break the pattern. Since we will one day need to guard our words and actions as though a husband or a father scrutinized the least of them for revolt, why not begin as we must go on?” Sretha opened her mouth, closed it again; Ryselle had turned away without waiting for a response, and one of the other young women spread her hands in a wide, impatient shrug.


“Do as you choose, Ryselle, so long as you do not call suspicion upon yourself and the rest of us by these actions. There is no time to argue such a trifle, not today. Sretha, what of the oversea foreigners? The city woman said they might be of use to us.”


The older woman was already shaking her head. “No. Not by this newest message. The city women misunderstood the foreigners, judging them by their words and not by their lives. They call Holmaddi ways disgraceful and shortsighted, and yet, we now are told that while their own women live better than we, most still count as possessions. The foreigners are no answer.”


“They seek to divide Rhadaz, pitting the Dukes one against the other, they wish to start war and once Rhadazi eyes are turned inward they will come from without and take all,” Ryselle said flatly. “Did you not hear what the woman said concerning that?”


“Whispers and rumor only, even in this new message,” another of the women said sourly. “But I am of your mind in this much, Ryselle. To trust ourselves to men would be folly.”


Sretha shifted on the hard stone bench. “To trust these men would indeed be foolishness. There, set that also aside; safe time such as this is too precious to waste in rechewing words and rewording old arguments.”


One of the women pressed scarves back to bare hair as short and red as Ryselle’s, shot with silver. “What else have we to do, Sretha? We cannot simply declare an end to the life our men have decreed to be ours. We gather support, yes; we speak to those women we dare trust and so our numbers daily increase, we have means and places of meeting, means to pass messages—and what does it all mean? Nothing! We dare not act, or speak aloud! We wait, and wait, and wait! And chance with every day discovery and—” She shook her head. “You know the penalty if we are caught, even today. City women might fear the block and the axe; you and I would greet the next rising tide buried to the breast in sand.” Ryselle made an impatient, wordless sound; the woman ignored her. “If the foreigners are useless, then we fall back upon our own strengths and our own desperation. And what use is that, if even all Holmaddi women were to speak together?”


Sretha shrugged. “It is more than half, already. And no one of us ever believed it would be simple, or painless. But you forget the other message.”


Ryselle laughed sourly. “The outlanders? Why not a message also from the sea witches, offering to swallow the boats of our men whole?”


“Don’t speak foolishly,” Sretha said. “One is legend and myth. The other—the city women believe the outlanders exist; they have met people who have spoken with one of the outland women. Yes,” she added quickly, as the younger woman turned to look at her in wry disbelief. “I know; I have not seen an outlander myself; I know no Holmaddi woman who has. What beyond that can be trusted? And yet, if they are any of what is said—from a place that cannot be reached save by magic; where women say and do as they choose, even live apart from men if they wish, standing with them as equals if they wish it—” She sighed faintly. “Who would not remain doubtful of such women and such a place? And yet—well, there is no time to speak of this, either; if there are such women and such a place, they do not touch our lives.”


“But other things will, and soon. This past night I wove a net of Night-Thread and slept within it, and so brought down a vision. Three things there were and all presage change: a circle, a triangle, a line. I touched the first and it filled me with a certainty of death; the second, Light. The third—the third, I touched and on touching it, woke.” She let her eyes close, and for a moment looked old indeed. She blinked and roused herself as one of the other women lay cool fingers on the back of her hand.


“Then, Sretha, what shall our course be? If our Wielder does not know, how shall the rest of us choose?”


“In one particular thing, there is no choice,” the woman to her left said flatly. “I have some years left to me, if the gods are gracious and my husband in his drunken wrath does not slay me for bearing him daughters only. I will not see the hell that is my life remain the birthright of my daughters.”


“On that,” Ryselle said dryly, “we are all agreed. As we are against these foreigners, who are after all every one male. Oh,” she added as one of the others cleared her throat, “I know. I have more quarrel with all men than the rest of you. Still: What have they in common, those squatting drunken in the lodge”—she waved a hand toward the village—“the Emperor, our Duke, the foreigners?” She snorted and turned away from them again. “That they are all men.”


There was an uncomfortable little silence; another of the women broke it with a rustle of stiff fabric and cracking knee-joints as she shifted so she could look down onto the tide-pools. The water was drained from all but the deep pools now. “The hour is growing late—” she began timidly.


Sretha held up a hand, silencing all of them. “Aye. I will do what I can tonight and the nights that follow, to make clear the vision. And do not forget, the city woman told us Red Hawk caravan will come through the village on its way back to Zelharri. The message we send must be complete; we may have no chance to send another for some time to come.”


One of the younger women frowned. “This Zelharri noblewoman you will send the message to—is she not powerful and wealthy? Why should she come to our aid?”


“Ask that of her, if you meet,” Ryselle said evenly.


“You know that I spoke with the elder caravaner women this spring, when Red Hawk went east to the city; it was then I sent word to the city woman, and then the Red Hawk grandmother first spoke to me of the sin-Duchess. Ryselle was there also.”


“And I argued against it, the idea that we chance discovery by sending for a foreign woman. Still, I would trust her before any outlander. The grandmother says that she is of an age to be long since wed and mother of many children, and yet she has held to her own choice, not to marry—and though the men of the south do not own their women and cannot force marriage upon them, this is still no easy or common choice. If we choose to bring in an alien to aid us, then I say, let us find such a strong one.”


“But, is this not the woman, Sretha, who twists Thread in some dangerous fashion, the one you spoke against so harshly?”


“Sin-Duchess Lialla of Zelharri has done a thing which surely should have blasted her for the mere thinking of it,” Sretha replied softly. “But she has blended Night-Thread and Hell-Light and gone unscathed; I shall ask her of that myself, does she come here. Unless there is a true reason not to do so, I will send out that message, asking her to help us. A man thrown into the waves will grasp whatever comes to his hand; are we less desperate?” She pushed slowly and carefully to her feet, let one of the younger women hand her the mussel sack, and turned to lead the way back toward shore.
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There might be fog and chill along the Holmadd coast; in Sikkre it was barely midday and already hot—unseasonably hot and unnaturally windless. Banners and canvas awnings hung limp in the still air; sandy yellowish dust, kicked up by heavy foot traffic in the narrow aisles between shops and stalls, lay thickly everywhere.


It was somewhat cooler inside the main hall of the weaver’s guild—the guildmasters had had the sense to lay the floor several steps below street level. Ordinarily there was good cross-ventilation, with windows on all sides to catch whatever wind blew. On a day such as this, Jennifer Cray thought wearily, the guild hall was merely a massive, gloomily dark and airless box. The Sikkreni Thukara blotted her forehead on her sleeve and sipped the orange drink that had been placed at her elbow. I’d kill for ice, she thought tiredly. The orange was barely above room temperature, and it had been sweetened with honey. After four years, she still hadn’t adjusted to the flavor of honey instead of white sugar. She slid a hand along her chin and pinched her earlobe. What she really needed at the moment was coffee; this was the third day she’d spent between the Sikkreni weavers and American traders, trying to finalize a deal, and it was putting her to sleep.


She let her eyes slide left: two local merchants, one of whom had so nearly duplicated the weave of her blue jeans, the other who’d come up with a blue dye that didn’t rub out of the fabric and onto skin. One elderly woman to represent those who did the actual spinning and weaving; an even older man who looked simple-minded, but was in fact head of the guild.


On her other side, Americans—or, as the Rhadazi called them, Mer Khani. Jennifer studied the man nearest her as he leaned forward to finger one of the pile of fabric samples on the table in front of him; he turned to speak in an undertone to the man at his right. She might as well think of them as Mer Khani herself; they were nothing like Americans from her own, twentieth-century world. Late nineteenth-century, these men were, and they spoke American with a broad English accent—not surprisingly, really, since their America had only separated from England within the past ten years. Peacefully, yet.


She shrugged that all aside; her nephew Chris had given up trying to sort out the differences between the world they’d left and this alternate one and it had never really mattered to her, where and when the two had split. What mattered was that an arrogant old Night-Thread Wielder had accidentally yanked her, her sister Robyn and Robyn’s son into this world, and she’d survived it for nearly four years. Four years exactly, as of tonight, she reminded herself, and cleared her throat. The American pushed the samples aside and nodded. “We’ll make the deal, then. Our cotton, your—your denim. Price as agreed yesterday, raw materials and finished product transported via Dro Pent. Provided the road—?” he hesitated. Jennifer drew the thick writing pad over and made a note.


“It’s my understanding the road will be graded and resurfaced by late summer. That’s between the Thukar and the Emperor’s people; if there’s any change, you’ll be advised of it.”


The middle American planted both elbows on the table and rested his chin on his palms. “It’s a legitimate concern, ma’am; we came straight north from the Bez port and my partners here haven’t seen that east-west road. I have. The pass was tough enough to cross in dry, early spring weather. In summer heat or under a heavy rain, it would be dire. Even once it’s graded and resurfaced—a tunnel there would be a mite more sensible, wouldn’t you agree?”


Jennifer shrugged. “If there comes a time when the business between the northern duchies and your people warrants it. In any event, the roads aren’t my business, I have enough to worry about without that. I’ll pass on your comment.”


“No insult intended, ma’am—”


“None taken.”


The third man along the table toyed with his orange drink, pushed it away finally. “This supposes of course that the New World Gallic government will give us passage through the Nicaraguan lake—”


Jennifer nodded and bit back a sigh. “Yes, well, we’ve had that out also, haven’t we? Extensively. That’s your matter, or rather, for the representatives your government sent down into Central America. If it’s necessary to ship everything around the Horn, then we can renegotiate timing, quantities, and price—both for the raw materials and for the finished cloth.” She slid the pad across to the man on her right. “If you’ll initial each of the points, I’ll see the contract is printed and bring it back tomorrow for signature.”


She half-expected more argument; there’d been enough of that over the past three days. The American handed the pad to his neighbor so all three men could read down her handprinted list; after a brief, whispered conversation, he took the pen she held out to him, dipped it in ink and scribbled in half a dozen places. Jennifer blotted the paper and passed it the other way. The Sikkreni went into a huddle—none of them could have read the points even if they’d been written in Rhadazi, but like most non-reading members of the local merchant class they had near-perfect memories—and finally pushed them back across to Jennifer, who initialed the sheet on their behalf. With a loud scraping of chairs, all eight rose at once, and Jennifer fitted the pad, the ink and the pens into her leather case. The four Sikkreni bowed deeply and vanished through a curtain in the rear of the hall. Jennifer blotted her forehead, shoved the wide, padded strap over her shoulder and held out a hand. The lead American blinked, then took it and gave it a gentle pump. “You’ll be here tomorrow, about this hour?” she asked.


He drew a fat silver case from an inner pocket and flipped open the cover. “One-thirty?” Jennifer pulled out her own pocket watch, a gift from Chris after the battery on her digital finally gave out, and nodded. “Suits us fine.” He stepped aside to let her precede them. “You know, ma’am, we do appreciate what you’ve done here. This fabric trade. It’s not our chief business in your Duchy, after all, but it’s a little extra money for everyone. Never hurts, does it? And once we get cleared by your central government to set up a local genuinely mechanized mill, bring in men to organize the work force—why, just think how much fabric these people will be able to turn out.” He stopped just short of the pool of hot sun at die open door and the dusty courtyard beyond it. “Now, ma’am, I know you’ll say this isn’t your concern either, but if we had a better way of transporting things from us to your cities, something that didn’t depend on sea power and the conditions out there—say, if we were able to convince your Emperor on the subject of cross-continent transport. That young man, Mr. Cray, he’s kin of yours, isn’t he? Well, he’s certainly in favor of it, and if you were to put your oar with his, so to speak, on the subject of steam engines—”


“That really is out of my hands,” Jennifer said firmly, but she smiled to take the sting out of the words.


The American smiled back, and nodded. “So you’ve said.” He clearly didn’t believe her; a Duke’s wife, after all, and a woman with direct access to the Emperor’s brother who was himself head of the vast civil service and largely responsible for increased trade with the outside world. “Still, if you’d keep in mind, one steam engine can pull a number of large cars of materials, and they’d be limited to where they could go by the track system. It’s all so much more efficient and faster than carts and horses, safer than ships, you know—”


She smiled again, shook her head gently. “I know all about railroads.”


“Well, then. And if we could bring track across the mountains; we already have settlements across the plain from the Great Silt River—young Mr. Cray says you call it the Missi-? Can’t say it, but that one. Well, we could run track north and south on this side and there’d be direct transport eastward for Sikkre, rather than having to send things around the Horn or portage across die isthmus and through that big lake the New Gallics hold and dragging things overland. The profits would—”


“I understand that. I understand how my nephew’s thinking runs on the subject, and I also understand the concerns they’re voicing in Podhru. And elsewhere. Gentlemen, frankly I’m not certain my word would be much use; you must be aware there are those in Rhadaz who worry that because I speak the same language you do, it’s possible I’m somehow conspiring with you folks.”


“I—well—”


“Oh, so far as I know it’s not a serious concern. If it were, I doubt I would have ever been allowed to deal directly with any of you. Until tomorrow afternoon, gentlemen.” She tucked the leather case under her left arm, shaded her eyes with her right hand and stepped into the open.


Hot. Fortunately, she was dressed for it: The royal blue caftanlike garment looked formal enough but was made of a practical gauzy cotton and hung loose from a high pleated yoke almost to her ankles; the sleeves were flared and stopped just below her elbows. The flat, open sandals in a darker blue weren’t as comfortable as sneakers would have been but the high-tops were pretty disreputable-looking after four years of heavy wear—and Jennifer was using the running shoes only for her courtyard runs, hoping to get another year out of them before they fell apart. There wouldn’t be any way to replace them, once they did.


She had walked here from the Thukar’s palace early in the day; she could make it back just fine. She glanced up, drew hot, dry air into her lungs. Well, maybe a little slower than she’d come. There wouldn’t be any shade to speak of, between here and the gates.


Just outside the courtyard, she turned left, and stopped. Next to the rectangular fountain in the center of the street stood four of the inner household guard and just behind them, her two-wheeled, covered litter and the young man who pulled it. The guards came to attention and one, the captain of the household guard himself, hurried over. “Lady Thukara—”


Jennifer held up a hand, silencing him. “Grelt, where did you men come from? I told the Thukar when I left that I would walk back, and I’m certain I left word at the gate.” She frowned as the other three came across, moving efficiently to surround her. “It’s not that all hot,” she added.


He shook his head, raised a hand and beckoned sharply; the boy slid into the harness, caught hold of the wooden poles and edged the rickshawlike litter away from the fountain. “The Thukar sent us, Lady; there’s been a threat.”


“Threat?” Jennifer laughed shortly. “Again? What now?”


He shook his head again. “From the lower market, a death threat against yourself.”


Jennifer scowled up at him, ignored the hand someone held out to assist her into the litter. “This is ridiculous,” she said finally. “If I had a silver ceri for every threat that’s rumored to come from the flesh and death peddlers down there, I’d be wealthier than the Emperor himself. I’m walking. If you want to escort something, take this.” She held out the leather bag.


Grelt took it, but also took her arm. “Lady Thukara—”


“I don’t want to make a scene,” Jennifer said ominously.


His eyes were unhappy. “Then, please, Lady; I have my orders. The Thukar—” He hesitated. Jennifer sighed heavily.


“Oh—all right. Before everyone out here begins to stare.” She let him hand her into the little cart, pulled her feet in and adjusted the cushions behind her back as the boy took off at a trot. The guardsmen took up positions around the litter and jogged along, one to each side, one behind, one just ahead of the boy and to his left.


My own private secret service, Jennifer thought dryly. But a glance at the man on her left was sobering. His face was grim, his eyes watchful, and for the first time she could remember, all of them carried long, still-sheathed knives loosely in one hand, ready to pull out of the case and use if anyone came at her. Dahven must have put a genuine scare into them, and she wondered what he had heard—Dahven had been with her for most of her first month or so in Rhadaz, he knew she was well able to take care of herself. Something I can’t handle—weapons or sheer numbers? She wondered. She hadn’t gone armed, not on a cross-market walk to finalize a trade agreement. But Night-Thread would respond when she needed it—night or day, even as seldom as she used it any more. She slewed around on the uncomfortable flat platform and turned to the guard on her right. Thought so. He was tall and broad-shouldered—greatly changed in that respect from the first time she’d met him; his face was still too thin, nondescript and gave him the look of a teenage boy.


“Vey? I thought you would be halfway to Sehfi at this hour. Weren’t you heading the escort to meet my sister?”


He glanced at her very briefly and the corner of his mouth turned up, before he went back to his study of the surrounding market. “Dahven—I mean, the Thukar—thought I’d be better here. With the rumors.” His color was suddenly high. Chris’s friend and business partner Edrith had the same difficulty—remembering to speak of his long-time friend Dahven as Thukar, at least in public. After all, both Edrith and Vey had known Dahven for years; Jennifer tried not to know what kinds of trouble the three had gotten into on the occasions young Dahven had snuck out of the Thukar’s palace to run wild with two equally young market thieves. The little she had heard made her wonder how any of the three lived long enough to grow beards.


“Who’s cutting up rough,” she asked finally, “that Dahven decided to have me brought home in this uncomfortable box?”


The litter shifted and she clutched at the sides as it rounded a corner. The lane was narrower here, there were people everywhere and the smell of food, dust and heat near overpowering. The boy slowed of necessity. Jennifer’s nose wrinkled involuntarily as a man edged past them, going the other way with four huge, foul-smelling camels. Vey shifted his hold on the dagger sheath. His eyes darted from one person to another, never still, and except for that initial glance he didn’t look at her again. “Mahjrek.”


“Mahj—oh. Again?”


“You’ve disrupted his business four times, Thukara,” Vey said. “And now his building’s been razed; certain people passed on the word that he was displeased.”


“Serves him right,” Jennifer said grimly. “He had enough warning that the anti-slave laws would be enforced; he can’t say otherwise.” She snorted. “Selling young women! And then, when we begin strict enforcement of the law—!” She drew a deep breath and let it out in a loud huff. “I admit he served a purpose, showing us where the loopholes were as quickly as he did. We might have been years tightening the law otherwise. All the same—”


“Thukara, you needn’t convince me,” Vey said gravely. “Thukar Dahmec knew the Emperor’s law; he made himself wealthy by ignoring it and taking graft from men like Mahjrek. Mahjrek underestimated Dahmec’s son—and yourself; no doubt he thought himself clever, changing the name of his shop and calling it a contracting service.”


“Contracting service.” Jennifer bit off the words. “If I could get my hands on him—” She let the sentence die away as the litter turned into one of the broader avenues heading away from the main part of the market and the boy picked up the pace again.


Vey shook his head. “Word in the lower market has it he feels very much the same about you, Thukara. Enough so, it’s said, to warrant caution.”


“He hasn’t the nerve,” Jennifer began.


“I agree,” said Vey. “But he knows or can buy any number of men who have nerve—and weapons.”


“Hah,” Jennifer said sharply. Vey merely shook his head; he was beginning to sound a little winded.


They were near the southern gates now; once they passed the gates, they would turn right once more and take the broad, tree-lined boulevard to the Thukar’s Tower. Jennifer rubbed her shoulders against the cushions and gazed moodily beyond Vey. Rickshaws like hers weren’t that uncommon, but the guard was; people stared as they trotted by, and she could almost hear the remarks. By evening, the fabled Sikkreni gossip mill would be throwing out all manner of wild speculation. She shifted her weight as the boy slowed for the turn.


Just inside the gates, men—mostly foreigners, Americans wearing trousers and shirts unsuitable to a desert climate—stood around an open hole. A telegraph pole lay at the edge of the hole; one of the men leaned on a pick, others on shovels, two held a thick coil of wire between them. Just outside the gate, a lone pole stood, sunlight glinting on glass reflectors and a snarl of dangling wire. This morning, when she’d walked past the men, the near hole had been a shallow scrape, while the men had been in the process of standing the outer pole upright. As she watched, a man began to work his way up it, while two others watched from the base. A small crowd of Sikkreni stood a short distance away. It was going faster than she’d thought; another day or so at most and there’d be a line between the Thukar’s palace and the nearest village on the Bez highway—first test of the system. Their end of it, at least; other Americans and a handful of Rhadazi trainees and plain hard laborers had several miles of line installed from Bez toward Podhru, along the old road.


Chalk one up for Chris, whose CEE-Tech Trading Company put most of its effort into finding things like the telegraph—and then convincing the foreigners to import them, and the Rhadazi to accept them. He’d had his hands full with this: The Emperor was growing mentally erratic in his old age and while he’d put a good deal of power into the hands of his brother and heir, Afronsan still needed Shesseran’s approval for any outside trade. Particularly for something like the telegraph, which needed foreign engineers to set up and—at least for the present—to run and repair. Fortunately, Afronsan had seen the point at once of such swift and accurate communication; Shesseran didn’t understand it, and he openly loathed the brash and arrogant Mer Khani.


Jennifer wondered again how Afronsan had convinced his brother to permit the new technology, and the foreign engineers. Probably bribed the emperor’s astrologers. She grinned and leaned forward to watch as the men began to straighten the pole so half a dozen Sikkreni could shovel dirt around it.


Sharp movement caught her eye; another thing held it. “Wait.” She held out a hand to the guard on her left, who gave her a quick glance, then turned to look where she was staring. “Behind the pole—what’s he doing in Sikkre?” She scrambled onto one knee and caught at the guard’s shoulder. “Tell the boy to stop, now!” The loud, flat crack of a gun cut across her words and something whistled past her cheek, splintering into the wooden upright behind the cushions. Jennifer yelped, as much from surprise as fear, and threw herself flat. Half a breath later, something large and heavy landed across her, and the rickshaw took off as though it had grown wings. Her guard didn’t know what a gun was; Rhadaz didn’t have them. That something had hit the litter had been enough, and her reaction sealed it: Vey lay sideways across her, clinging desperately to the far side of the jolting and swaying litter, covering her body with his own. He was heavy; she couldn’t breathe.


“Lie still, Thukara.” His words came out in choppy little bursts of sound as the litter bounced the wind out of him.


“No! We have to go back—!” But she couldn’t shove him aside, and she wasn’t certain she’d get enough sound out for him to hear her. Behind them people were screaming, and someone was bellowing, swearing in broadly accented American. She shifted her head what little she could. The point guard was no longer at the head of the procession. Off chasing an assassin—an assassin with a gun. He wouldn’t stand a chance.


Somebody shot at me! Suddenly she was trembling. Rhadazi weaponry was like nearly everything else in the country: a product of five hundred years of isolation behind tightly closed borders. Blade steel was impressive stuff, high in tensile strength. But blades had to be thrust; if thrown, they were like arrows in that it took a lot of skill and practice to hit someone with one. Most often a would-be killer made actual contact with his target; Jennifer was fairly safe in counting on Thread-sense to warn her if someone with murder in mind was near.


But a gun! She fought for calm. This time at least, the shot had missed, and she didn’t want to face Dahven in her present state. According to Chris, guns in this world weren’t very advanced and none too accurate and most were single-shot. Whether because of that, the moving target or lack of skill, that man had missed her. But there was a very strong law against smuggling guns into Rhadaz; all foreigners understood they and their ships could be searched and if guns were found, they’d be heavily fined, ordered out and permanently banned. Any Rhadazi caught with a gun would be executed, but so far as Jennifer knew, no one had been impressed enough by the notion of foreign weapons to risk death for them; the foreigners certainly weren’t about to risk good trade and high profits to defy the law.


The rickshaw plunged into deep shade; they had reached the tunnel leading from the city to the outer palace courtyard. The litter slowed and Vey slid off her as they came into lighter shadow. Jennifer fought air into her lungs and sat slowly, let Vey lift her out and hold her upright until she caught her breath.


Voices echoed in the tunnel and off the high stone walls. Jennifer nodded to Vey, who let her go, and she ducked back under the canopy to peer at the cushions. Guardsmen and servants were staring; Jennifer straightened up and yelled, “One of you get these men water before they collapse! Vey, hand me your knife, will you?” She took it, pulled the cushion aside and dug into the frame behind it. A lead pellet about the size of a marble, partly flattened, popped out of the hole. She returned the dagger to its owner, beckoned for him to follow her inside.


It was quieter here, though she still had to raise her voice to top the noise outside. “Did you see the man who did this?” Vey shook his head. “Did anyone?”


He shook it again. “Don’t know, Thukara. The point man and the rear guard were running toward that post, last I saw of them.”


“You didn’t see him, though?”


“No. Why?”


“Because,” Jennifer said flatly, “I did. And I think I know him.” She closed her fingers around the lead shot and started down the long, shaded hallway. “Come with me, down to the family dining room. Dahven was working in there when I left. We’d better assure him I’m still alive; there’s enough noise out there, he’ll think—come on.”


The outer chambers of the Thukar’s palace were hot and stuffy, but the family dining hall was always pleasantly cool. Jennifer led the way, Vey right on her heels. By the time she reached the vine-shaded corridor that led to the family apartments, one of the sandals was rubbing her heel and the gauze dress was clinging to her back. She stopped long enough to ease her feet from the shoes and scooped them up by the straps. The stone floors in this part of the palace were cool and they were slightly damp near the doorway to the dining room. She paused just inside the room to let her eyes adjust.


It was a long room and a dark one, the outside windows covered in latticework and flowering vine. The air was deliciously cool: Water spilled down the walls on both sides of the doorway and fell into low pools, was carried in pottery pipes and troughs to deeper pools that flanked the dining table. Dahven was there, half buried behind books and papers; lamplight picked out red strands in thick, sunbleached brown hair. He glanced up; dark eyes warmed as they found her and he shoved back the chair, came around the table and down the room between the long pools to catch at her hands. He frowned as his fingers touched her right fist, and then the pellet clutched in her fingers. “Jen? You—something went wrong after all, didn’t it?” He turned to include Vey in the question, touched the shot in Jenifer’s hand and closed her fingers around it again. “Come, sit down, you both look awful. Here, there’s chilled tea.” He tugged at Vey’s sleeve and shoved the young guard onto a chair, led Jennifer around the table and let her down in her own chair. When she would have spoken, he laid fingers on her lips and shook his head. “Just wait. You’re unharmed, take a moment, drink something.” He felt around the nearest stack of books and came up with a tall pottery mug, filled it from an opaque glass pitcher and put it in front of her.


Jennifer dropped the pellet onto the table between them, took the cup and drank deeply. The mug was cool, beaded with moisture, and the tea had been sweetened the right way, with sugar. Oh, bless you, Chris, she thought as she swallowed. He’d gone out of his way to find the stuff for her on his very first trading foray, but it had never tasted better.


“Vey, you’d better have some as well—”


“I had water below; I’m fine.” Vey was slumped against the back of the chair and he didn’t look fine, Jennifer thought critically. Much too pale. Probably as white as I feel. Dahven shoved books, papers and documents down toward the end of the table and came back, picked up the piece of lead and held it under the light, turning it over thoughtfully in his long fingers while Jennifer told him what had happened. When she got to the sound of the gun and the shot slamming into the wood frame, Vey took over. “A foreign gun?” Dahven asked finally.


“As opposed to one from my world?” Jennifer nodded. “I think so; somehow, it got past the Bez docks, or maybe the port guard in Dro Pent got careless. Guns where I came from use bullets—they don’t look like that thing.”


“I don’t like the notion of such things here.”


Jennifer laughed shortly. “You don’t! I’m just glad it wasn’t an Uzi; there’d have been a dozen people dead.” Dahven waved the unfamiliar word aside with the ease of nearly four years’ practice. “I’m not quite as concerned with how it got here as I am with who fired it, though. I saw him. I recognized him—and you would, too; you will, if they catch him.”


“I will?”


She nodded. “I don’t know if I ever heard his name. But remember the Bez-Podhru road, when those men of your brothers’ came after us?” Dahven’s face went still; after a moment, he nodded. “Remember—not Firsi, the one the Spectral Host took out—the man who kept trying to hold him back? You talked to him after Firsi vanished—”


“Let me—not Eprian?” Dahven glanced across the table. “Vey, did you see Eprian out there?”


Vey shrugged. “Thukar, I—”


“Don’t be silly, it’s just the three of us in here.” Dahven grinned and after a moment, Vey smiled back. Some of the tension went from his shoulders and he relaxed back into the padded chair.


“I didn’t see him, Dahven, but I was on the far side of the litter. Yvoric had the left. When the—when you shouted, Jen, I didn’t look, I just reacted the way I was trained to.”


“Right,” Jennifer said ruefully. “If I hadn’t yelled, I might have seen where he went after he fired. It startled me.” Dahven laughed; she spread her hands in a wide shrug. “But I got a good look at him before the shot. I was watching the work on the telegraph and suddenly, there was this familiar face in with the Americans.”


Dahven nodded; the laughter had been brief and his eyes were grave. He leaned back and rubbed his nose with a forefinger. “Are you certain it was Eprian? After all, it was four years ago, almost, you saw him twice on the seacoast road and now even more briefly across that boulevard?” She shrugged, met his eyes levelly. “You really are certain. This isn’t at all good. After all, four years ago he served my beloved younger brothers—” His voice faded.


Beloved younger brothers, Jennifer thought grimly. Who had conspired with Dahmec to sell their brother to the Las-anachi. That he’d escaped death at a long oar was no thanks to Deehar and Dayher, though when the twins had disappeared on their way to the Emperor’s court, the only charges they were officially to have answered dealt with mismanagement of Sikkre’s market. Nothing regarding illegal dealings with slavers and local black-market flesh peddlers; nothing to do with Dahven’s disappearance from the Thukar’s palace and subsequent reappearance along the Bez docks, feverish, deathly thin and carrying marks of Lasanachi fetters on wrists and ankles, a Lasanachi whip across his back. Nothing about the sudden death of Sikkre’s Thukar and the production of a new Will naming the twins his heirs. Not even, so far as Jennifer knew, a single question dealing with the Sikkreni guardsmen who’d hounded them from just south of the Thukar’s city into Bez and across country nearly to Podhru—though certain of those guards had been sought in connection with an attack in the Emperor’s city itself.


She should have been used to it by now—the way Shesseran could turn a blind eye to anything that didn’t affect him personally, to anything that might cause more trouble than the Emperor thought it would be worth. It still infuriated her. And so, Dahven’s unscrupulous, egocentric, scheming brothers had left Sikkre unescorted, and had never reached Podhru.


She blinked, came back to the present; there wasn’t any point in raising her blood pressure over the matter yet again, and Dahven was still speaking. “I’ve heard nothing at all to indicate the twins have managed to return to Rhadaz; they’d be known in any port. There’s been nothing I’ve heard about ships putting in along the coast. Vey?”


“Odd rumor about Holmaddi, but nothing new,” the boy replied after a moment’s thought. “And they’d scarcely reenter Rhadaz that way; it’s unsafe to travel other than the roads from Holmaddi south, and they’d be known. They could be anywhere, though; there are enough of our ships out there, of late; I’d wager a man could take passage on one of them, or sign on as crew. They say the port guard in Bez harbor searches only one in so many of the foreign ships and not all of those men coming ashore.”


Jennifer sighed, shook her head. “Well, we won’t sort it out sitting here and talking about it. If they come back with Eprian, we’ll know for certain. Of course, maybe someone else saw him.” She got to her feet. “In the meantime, I’m going to go wash and change, so I can get the cotton contract printed out before morning.”


An hour later, clad now in a locally made version of button-front jeans and a loose shirt, her long dark hair reworked by her maid into half a dozen braids and fastened high with a pair of combs and tied in bright ribbons, her face still slightly damp, she carried the leather document case over to the long, sunlit room where her clerical staff worked and left them the draft contract; someone would spend the next hour or so handwriting out the initialed articles while another clerk pulled the individual sheets of standard form paragraphs to cut and glue into place. Sometime after that, probably late in the afternoon, the document would be brought to her for approval and then sent down to the lower level and the ancient, painfully slow presses.


It was slow; for a woman used to word processors, fax machines and telephones, it was agonizingly slow. The Rhadazi printing press hadn’t changed much in nearly five hundred years. She was fortunate that Sikkre’s Thukar had a press; Dahmec had been one of the few Dukes to own one, though he seldom used it. Eventually, Jennifer promised herself, she’d be able to replace it with an up-to-date American or English press. Genuine typing machines, if Chris could ever find such things. In the meantime, she’d applied law-office word-processing methods to the problem of contracts and cut down the time required to typeset them by creating separate formula paragraphs for the sections that were in every contract. That had been easy; the hard part had been convincing both the clerks and the press operators to use them.


She went back down the hall that separated business quarters from the suite of private apartments she and Dahven kept, on down to the main gate to find a message waiting: Robyn had left Duke’s Fort later than intended and according to the mirror telegraph had decided to spend the heat of this afternoon at Hushar Oasis. Possibly she’d finish the journey after the sun went down, which meant she wouldn’t arrive until midnight at the earliest. Maybe even the day after. The message didn’t say if she was bringing either of the children—nera-Duke Amarni or baby Iana; messages sent by mirror-flash or at night by lantern were notoriously uncertain, though. Jennifer sometimes thought every operator misinterpreted what he received and garbled what he sent on; by the time a message went through the ten or so operators it took to pass a message from Duke’s Fort to the Thukar’s Palace… Well, it wouldn’t be for much longer; with any luck there could be telegraph between them by next spring, and in the meantime there was always the post.


She stopped by the dining hall but the room was dark, the table cleared of books and documents. No doubt they’d been piled up somewhere else, and Dahven was buried behind them once more. She shook her head; the poor man was having an awful time handling the additional paperwork the new roads were making. He did better with people than with paper anyway.


One of the household women came looking for her. “Madam, the Thukar’s compliments, he’d like you to join him and some of the foreign men in the blue hall.”


Jennifer tucked in her shirt tails. “Thanks. Am I reasonably neat?” The woman nodded, smiled faintly as Jennifer added, “Thanks for the warning. I’d probably have shocked everyone if I’d gone in with my shirt slopping over my belt.”


The blue hall was the smaller of the formal hearings chambers, part of the public rooms, near the entrance she and Vey had used earlier. Dahven often used it for criminal hearings. Had the guard returned, possibly with a would-be assassin in tow? She smiled grimly and lengthened her stride.
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She could hear loud discussion as she neared the door; it ceased as she came into the room, and a dozen or more men turned. All five of the guards who’d escorted her, including Vey and the boy who’d pulled the rickshaw; several of the Americans who were working on the telegraph; against the far wall, a Sikkreni woman and a boy. The men who flanked the door, her guard and the woman bowed deeply as she stepped onto a glaringly turquoise carpet; the Americans glanced at each other, at the tall young Thukar who slouched in one of the two blue-enameled chairs on the low platform between tall, narrow windows. One nodded; they inclined their heads. Jennifer bit back a smile; obviously, she didn’t look much like the Americans expected nobility to look. Deliberately, if you only knew, she thought, and nodded on her way to join Dahven. The Sikkreni had expected more of her, originally, which she thought extremely silly of them—Dahven had probably spent half his youth exploring the market and frequenting disreputable taverns; it had never been likely he’d bring home a stiffly formal wife.


The guard who’d protected her left flank came forward, a cloth bundle in his hands. He knelt by her feet and shoved fabric aside; Jennifer gazed thoughtfully down at a long-barreled pistol. It was unmistakably a pistol, but didn’t otherwise bear much resemblance to any historical gun she’d ever seen in her own world, and it was nothing like, say, a Colt or a.38 special. The stock was ornately carved and looked as though it was designed to be held with both hands, rather than to fit against the palm of one; the metal was brass, or more likely steel coated in brass.


Her hand hovered above it for a moment; then she shrugged and picked it up. Fingerprints didn’t count here. There was a brief shock, something—she frowned, ran her fingers along the barrel, but the sensation of static electricity didn’t repeat itself. Odd, she thought, then filed the thought for later.


“They found it,” Dahven said quietly, indicating the tight little clutch of Americans, “on the ground, behind the pole they were readying.”


She set the pistol down, looked down the room and spoke in English. Most of the traders, like those she’d dealt with this morning, spoke some Rhadazi; men who did the physical work, like these, seldom knew more than a few very basic words. “I presume you men all heard the shot. Did any of you see who fired it?” The Americans warily eyed each other, the pistol, the Thukar and his outland, outlandishly trouser-clad Thukara. “Understand,” she added, “that I don’t for a moment believe any of you were stupid enough to smuggle that thing into Sikkre—and then to fire it from across a crowded street at a well-guarded, fast-moving litter. I know a little about guns, enough to know that whoever fired this was extremely lucky to hit the litter at all. I’d wager any of you knows that. And anyway, you all know the penalty for bringing guns into this country; there’d be no reason to risk a good job, good pay and your life to do something so foolish.” The foreigners eyed each other again, and finally one of them—a broad-shouldered, blackly bearded fellow in dusty rust-colored corduroy—took a step away from them and nodded cautiously. “So—why don’t you simply tell me what happened out there? You can get back to your work, and we can go on with our business—which is finding the man who dropped this, and tried to leave you all in a very uncomfortable situation. Agreed?”


The American glanced back at his companions and cleared his throat. “Well, lady—uh, ma’am—”


“Ma’am is fine,” Jennifer said gravely. “Go ahead, I’ll translate for the others.”


“I’m John Carrey, foreman for this section of the line. Well, there was a crowd, like always; people watching everything we did. After a while, you don’t notice it much, and it was blessed hot out there, ma’am. Close to midday, folks started drifting off, or heading for shade. But there was this one fellow, kept getting in the way. We’re told not to yell at ‘em, or push ‘em out of the way—we work around ‘em as much as possible. But this fellow—big fellow he was, too, taller’n me by near a head—well, he kept walking back and forth a little too close to the back edge of the new posthole. Seems to me, thinking back, he wasn’t so much watching us, more like he was waiting for someone.”


Jennifer held up a hand. “Dressed how?”


“Mmmm-oh, local-style, some kind of long loose thing, dark. Britches and boots under, I think.”


“Near enough,” one of the others offered. “The shirt thing might have been dark blue.”


“Might,” Carrey conceded. “It was so dusty, a man couldn’t rightly tell, and I wasn’t paying much attention anyway; we were getting ready to right the pole and drop it in place, and the dirt kept collapsing back in—well, you aren’t concerned with that. Anyway, I got Malloy, here—he speaks a few more words of the local talk than the rest of us do—got him to tell the feller to back up, something like the pole could come down on him. So he mumbled something and backed off, and I figured he’d gone, but no time later at all, Malloy and I were checking the wire for kinks and breaks when I suddenly see him coming running alongside the pole and then he pulls out that thing.” He stabbed a square finger at the pistol, then snatched his handback and shoved it in his pocket. “Well, ma’am, it would give you nightmares, the talk they give you about what would happen to the man who got caught on your ground with a gun, beheading with a dull sword’s the best I’ve heard. And they told us the way magic’s used here, it isn’t like what we have—that your practitioners could smell the powder or maybe the shot, and from halfway across that great big southern harbor, too. We don’t get to bring guns into port just on the chance that’s true; we surely wouldn’t dare try to take ‘em off ship.”


“Very sensible of you.”


“Um, well. Yes, ma’am. I was thinking, though: Maybe one of those people could tell that piece don’t belong to any of us. None of us even touched it, when that fellow dropped it and ran. One of your magic users could tell that, couldn’t he?”


“I can tell,” Jennifer replied mildly. The American stared at her, mouth sagging, as her meaning registered; several of his companions went pale. That pale mauve, twisted with the thinnest blue: It showed a yellowish something, like dust, on the butt and trigger areas of the pistol. Gunpowder, perhaps, or maybe residue from the shot. Whatever it was, it transferred, for the same yellow stuff dusted the cloth it rested on; her fingers, the hands of her bodyguard nearly glowed with it. Another man—one of Dahven’s, near the door—had handled it also: the fingers of his left, apparently where he’d rather gingerly picked it up. The American work crew bore no trace of the stuff. She regained the normal world only with a good deal of difficulty. Her eyes went from the pistol to the men who’d handled it, back to the Americans who eyed her warily indeed now. “You’re right, none of you touched it. Never mind that. Is there anything at all else you can tell me about this man? Wait a moment,” she added, and turning to Dahven, gave him a swift, terse synopsis of what the big American had told her. “All right, go on.”


The fellow had taken the time while she translated to go into a huddle with his fellows. “I truly didn’t pay much attention, ma’am, save he was big and foreign—I mean, a Rhadazi, not one of us, excuse it, ma’am. Dark brown hair, a very dark beard, his face and hands were pretty dark, too. Probably brown eyes, I’d have remembered blue. And, you know, something about his face, there was a line down the side of his beard, like a bad knife cut, maybe so the hair wouldn’t grow there any more.”


“Was a scar,” the man Malloy broke in, and ran a black-nailed finger from the bridge of his nose nearly to the nostril, then down past the corner of his mouth. “I talked to him, got a better look at him than you did; it must’ve been a bad cut, once. Took in the whole side of his face, and then later, when Carrey here yelled because he had the gun up, like this?” He demonstrated, both hands just in front of his chest in an over-and-under grip. “Had a scar down the back of his hand, too, fat, white puckery thing. Maybe like he’d seen a saber coming and tried to block it.”


Dahven spoke little English but he understood it fairly well; in any event, Malloy’s gestures had painted a graphic picture. “Eprian,” he said softly. He nodded as Jennifer translated for him. “That scar—it was made by a dagger, actually, at guards’ practice years ago. With the beard, it’s barely noticeable. I’ll wager you didn’t notice it yourself, that afternoon on the old south highway.” She shook her head. “All the same, there are enough men in Sikkre who’d know him, and know he’s a fugitive—well, we can talk about all that later. Why don’t you assure them there’s no dull sword in their immediate futures and send them away?”


She scooped up the pistol and crossed the room. “You’re free to go, all of you. A last question, though, for whatever it’s worth: Do any of you have any idea where a man could obtain a weapon like this?” John Carrey frowned. “Is it American, English—whose? And obviously, he didn’t purchase it in Sikkre or Bez. How far south or east would he need to go to purchase a gun? Surely not all the way into New London, would he?”


Malloy scratched his head thoughtfully. “No farther south and east than the portage from the Pacific into the Gallic Sea.” Jennifer ran this down her own mental map and translated: Lake of Nicaragua. Not very far away at all. “There’s a good-sized city on the inner edge of the lake these days; it’s pretty much a crossroads between us and you, points on south, the Gauls and those coming across the Atlantic. People know pretty well what’s permitted where and what’s not, but that wouldn’t stop anyone selling, say, rings of the drug Zero to the Portuguese—or guns to your folk or anyone else who had the coin to buy ‘em.” Jennifer nodded, stood back to let them pass and signaled the men at the doors to let the Americans leave. She spoke briefly with the Sikkreni woman, who had brought her son to watch the Americans work and so had been nearby when the gun was fired; but the woman had actually seen very little, just a large man in a long dark shirt who vanished into the crowd almost immediately. The boy had had eyes only for the telegraph pole and the foreigners.


Dahven was speaking with the guardsmen and the rickshaw boy when she came back to the low dais. “I know you’ve all signed into Tower service since my brothers left Sikkre; none of you would have served with Eprian. Vey, you once knew him by sight, though, didn’t you?”


“With cause, sir,” Vey replied gravely. Dahven tipped him a wink.


“Yes. I was with you that night, remember? The rest of you—he was originally part of the outer wall watch, before my—before the old Thukar brought him inside to help guard his pack of Ducal sorcerers. So far as I know, Eprian went on to serve my brothers as part of the personal guard, as you now all do for me and the Thukara. It’s been—what?—just over three years, and there will be people in the city and men still serving here who knew him. Get a description of him from Vey. He’s older and perhaps changed a little from that. But his scar is unmistakable. He must have planned for the Americans to be blamed, otherwise he’d have used a knife.” He reached for Jennifer’s fingers. “Throwing knives; he was very good with them.”


She managed a smile. “How nice. But he hasn’t changed much; not from the man I saw on the coastal road. I recognized him.”


“Just so. Now, he may have left Sikkre already—but perhaps not. He may have gone to ground with family or friends here in the city. It’s possible he doesn’t realize he’s been found out—he may not think the Americans saw the scar, and if he knows that, he may trust that they’ll be afraid to be involved in a matter such as this. Well—never mind. He must know there’s both an Emperor’s writ and my own still out for him; he certainly vanished from sight quickly enough after he fired that weapon at the Thukara. All the same,” Dahven added thoughtfully, “he’s arrogant. Even if he realized he was identified, he might think himself proof against capture—might still think he knows the back ways of Sikkre better than I do. We’d better have the street guard keep a close eye on the alehouses and the inns. One of you report back to me at seventh hour; that’s all for now.” Jennifer did a mental calculation: nine o’clock, or near enough. The guard and the rickshaw boy left; at Dahven’s gesture, the door guards went out with them.


“Damn,” Dahven said feelingly. “Eprian. The possibilities are enough to give me a headache. Why Eprian? Is this a private vendetta or some strange foreign one, or is he still serving my brothers—? There must be a hundred different possible reasons why Eprian should stand on a hot, crowded boulevard and shoot a very illegal alien weapon at you—without the least chance of success! It’s convoluted and silly enough to have been thought up by my brothers—oh, blast.”


Jennifer tugged at his hand and pulled him to his feet. “It’s not Eprian that’s giving you a headache, it’s this room. Fourteen clashing shades of blue, including the ceiling.” She shuddered. “It’s bound to be cooler in our apartments than it is here. Blue—this room makes my teeth ache.” She held the door for him, shuddered again as she pushed it closed. “I know, I can change it, you’ve told me. One of these days—when Afronsan isn’t running me back and forth between here, Bez and Podhru with trade agreements. Once the local merchants get the feel of working up their own deals with the foreigners so that all I need to do is look them over and figure out the Thukar’s percentage.” She sighed. “Once I get the chance to start us an heir, trust me, I’ll cheerfully stay home for a while and start redecorating this place.” She stopped. “Wait a minute, forgot something, wait here.” She sprinted back down the hall, came back moments later with the cloth-wrapped pistol clutched in one hand.


“The guard should have taken it away,” Dahven said.


“As well they didn’t; I want to test something. Tell you later.” They walked down a long, stuffy enclosed hall and across a dry, open courtyard; the sun only touched the upper walls of the Thukar’s tower at this hour and the wind had picked up, tousling Dahven’s hair and billowing Jennifer’s shirt. There were household servants everywhere at this hour—women preparing rooms for the imminent arrival of Zelharri’s Duchess, men pulling shutters aside to air the rooms, lighting lamps, stacking wood and kindling on stone hearths should the night turn as cold as the previous one had.


Jennifer’s personal maid Siohan was busy in her dressing room but the bedroom was empty. Dahven shoved off his boots with his feet and dropped onto the bed; Jennifer sat cross-legged next to him and dropped the cloth-wrapped pistol near his feet. “What were you and Vey doing to turn Eprian against you—or is this another one of those scenes from your exciting and varied youth I don’t want to hear about?”


Dahven folded his hands behind his head and grinned. “It wasn’t so bad, really. Let me think—it was several years ago, Edrith and Vey were to have met me at one of the taverns in the central market. When they didn’t, I went looking for them. Must have been, oh, who knows how much later? I don’t remember what Edrith was up to that night, but Vey—he couldn’t have reached his fifteenth year and he looked more like ten—he’d been waylaid by a shifter, a dancer down in the lower market—”


“A dancer, was she?”


Dahven laughed. “Don’t raise those eyebrows at me! Dancer, I said and meant, a shapeshifter. One of the truly talented ones, could take on a handful of different forms. I’d known her for several years but she and I—ah, we no longer—ah-hem.” He hesitated, apparently to carefully choose his next words. Jennifer laughed.


“It’s me, remember? She must have liked them really young.”


“She surely did,” Dahven said. He considered this, grinned, shook his head. “Ah, well. She knew Vey, of course; knew he was old enough to have a right to be where he was. And of course, he knew full well Eprian thought he had prior claim on the lady—Eprian’s idea, not the lady’s, by the way—though Vey swore he didn’t know Eprian was off duty that night. Fortunately, I got there before there was bloodshed, or reason for the city guard to provoke a riot. But Vey was a marked man from that moment on.”


“And you?”


“Me? Oh. Well. Eprian and I never had liked each other much; he spent much of his off-duty time with women like that dancer—or tried to. Unfortunately, he had neither the looks, the manner with women or the talent to warrant his belief in himself as a collector of hearts—and on any number of occasions, he claimed I had supplanted him, using the accident of my noble birth.” His ears had gone rather red.


“That must have been it; after all, what else would a tavern owner’s daughter see in you? What would any woman?” Jennifer ruffled the hair back from his forehead and smiled down at him. “So, that’s all it was? You know, I really don’t remember any scar, but I do remember Eprian—that thick black beard and the sheer arrogance of him.” Her gaze shifted, and she looked toward the window without actually seeing it; the smile vanished. “The louse. Let me get my hands on him, he’ll think arrogant.”


There was a long silence. “You promised me,” Dahven said mildly enough, finally, “that you were done with violence. The night Aletto retook Duke’s Fort, if I recall correctly.”


“I did.” Jennifer’s voice was grim, her eyes dark. “And I meant it, too. I didn’t foresee someone trying to take me out with a handgun. Damnit, Dahven, do you have any idea how lucky we are that shot didn’t kill someone? Not me, not at that distance—but someone nearer? A harmless passerby, a child? Hell, anyone on the boulevard? I said it then, violence isn’t what I do, I’m an advocate, not a fighter. I meant it then, and I still do mean it, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to be a fool on the subject. I absolutely will not sit on my hands and let things like this afternoon happen—!”
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