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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.






 

 

Prologue

 

 

The kingdom of Rhadaz stretches from the Bay of Holmaddan in the north to the Sea of Rhadaz and along its southern shores; from the Podherian Mountains that block eastward travel in all save the warmest months of summer to the great western ocean. So great is the land between these boundaries that a man ahorse might not cross it, north to south, in fewer than six days. So vast and varied the terrain of Rhadaz that a previous Emperor found it feasible to divide his kingdom into smaller entities and give their ruling into the hands of his nearest friends, thus founding the Nine Households. The Dukes were thereafter responsible directly to the Emperor for maintaining the laws of the Empire and for forwarding taxes and trained armsmen to the capital. And despite the warnings of his nearest advisors, the Emperor was proven to have been right in his choice of friends, rather than relations, as his Dukes: the founders of the Nine Households were extremely loyal to their Emperor, as were their first descendants.

Only once in two hundred years did the Emperor call for the fighting men which were his due: The current Shesseran, known as the Golden, did so when Lasanachi raiders sent their sleek raiding ships against the coastal city of Dro Pent. Shesseran XIV otherwise made few demands on his people or his Dukes, so long as an outward appearance of peace reigned, and so long as taxes were paid. In his youth, he was largely interested in the game preserves of his own Duchy of Andar Perigha and the artists, actors and musicians in the capital port city of Podhru. The improvement of oversea trade attributed to Shesseran was brought about largely to facilitate cultural exchange and arranged by brilliant—and anonymous—men in his advisory cabinet.

Late in life, weak from many illnesses and fearing death, Shesseran lost what little interest he had had in Rhadaz and turned to religion, devoting his time and thought to lengthy festivals and ceremonies designed to appease the various gods and saints.

Shesseran XIV knew of activities within Rhadazi boundaries his grandfather might have taken exception to: the Thukar of the vast desert market Sikkre, who bought and sold goods, information, even people, to the highest bidder; the secret forays by Lasanachi into Holmaddan and Bezjeriad to purchase or sell illicit goods and to buy slaves for their ships; the slow but noticeable increase for the first time in five hundred years of the deadly magic Hell-Light and its once-outlawed wielding Triads; the rather suspicious, fatal accident to Duke Amarni of forested Zelharri and the subsequent marriage of Amarni's brother Jadek to a nine-day widow; the fact that though Jadek's nephew Aletto had come of age three years prior Jadek still held Zelharri as his own.

But Shesseran did nothing. The Thukar, after all, kept peace in Sikkre and sent the largest twice-yearly tax to Podhru—that he kept a variety of sorcerers (some not precisely legal) was unimportant, so long as he kept them private; the Lasanachi likewise kept low profiles and contributed a certain amount of money to the coffers; those Rhadazi they bought were ordinarily poor folk and so of little importance. The Bez merchants did not deal in lethal narcotics. And Jadek's proffered reasons for marrying his brother's widow and holding his nephew's seat were persuasive: Lizelle had the responsibility of raising two small children at the time of Amarni's death. She needed a man to see to the responsibilities of the Zelharri people, the markets and the roads, to deal with military training and collection of taxes. Later, after Aletto's near-fatal bout of marsh-sickness left him badly weakened and permanently crippled in one leg, it seemed only right that Jadek continue to hold the post. And after all, the heir showed little interest in anything but a wine bottle.

And then rumor spread from Duke's Fort that Aletto and his sister had fled Zelharri. Soon after, gossip circulated through the Sikkreni marketplace that the heir had been seen in Sikkre, searching for men once loyal to his father to aid him in a bloodless coup, and such gossip was spiced with curious and tantalizing rumor: It was said that Zelharri sin-Duchess Lialla, a barely competent novice Wielder of Night-Thread Magic despite years of hard study, had a novice of her own—a beautiful young outland woman brought into Rhadaz from another world. This woman was accompanied by an older woman and a boy, also outlanders and kindred; the older woman, some whispered, was a shapeshifter, though it was considered rare and wondrous that an outlander should be able to practice such a skill, with no Rhadazi blood and no training. The Thukar's heir Dahven was said to have helped his friend Aletto and the nera-Duke's companions evade both his father and Jadek, and it had cost him dearly, or so men said. A Sikkreni thief whose father had once served Duke Amarni now traveled with Aletto, his sister and the outlanders, and he carried information that directly implicated Jadek in his own brother's death.

By the Emperor's lights, however, there was peace throughout Rhadaz, and he turned his attention and that of his court and his port city of Podhru to the Blossom-Month Festival: Fifth Month, Sixth Day of the year 789. Emperor Shesseran the Golden, gaunt with fasting and meditation, was at peace with himself and his soul.

In Zelharri, within the walls of Duke's Fort, the aged Wielder Merrida sat in her circular chamber surrounded by silver protective Thread and contemplated what moves she might safely make to aid her novice Lialla and those with her. Not much, she thought gloomily. Jadek had moved his Hell-Light Triad to Duke's Fort and any active use of Thread might well reveal her part in Aletto's escape. She did not particularly care for her own aged hide, but Jadek's Triad could use her to locate Lialla.

She drew Thread nearer, as if to warm herself, and contemplated the three Americani she had pulled from their world into her own. The young virgin Chris and his mother—both useless, probably, unless Aletto found an outlet for his foolish, romantic notions in Robyn. Though admittedly Chris's purity had permitted Thread to choose Jennifer, and to take her. With her music and her level-headed strength, Jennifer could become a better Wielder than Lialla, given the opportunity. One could only hope Lialla was sensible about that, that Lialla would realize Jennifer was useful to Aletto's cause, that she would not actively thwart her new novice. Merrida wondered briefly where they were now; she knew they had escaped Sikkre and were moving toward Bezjeriad, paralleling the south road and sensibly staying off of it. But she didn't truly want to know; such knowledge could be dangerous to her and to them.

In a hidden chamber behind the Duke's hall, Jadek observed three gray men—so still, all of them, they might have been statues. He fought impatience, knowing it interfered with his Triad's work. All the same, that a full Triad could not discover where one crippled, sottish young man and his arrogant, whining sister were! These rumors of outlanders—but, then, they were no longer rumors, were they? For his friend Dahmec of Sikkre sent word: He had seen two obviously outland women with Lialla, when he'd had them taken, but they had vanished from the high tower prison room, leaving behind three crippled guardsmen and a dead sorcerer—a man said to have once been outlander himself. They had also left Sikkre buzzing with wild rumors.

Dahmec lost them, Jadek thought furiously as he watched long and extremely white fingers touch and slowly move in a pattern that set yellowish light to glow dully between six palms. But it didn't matter; what was lost could be again found. And though rumor had it Aletto was on his way to Dro Pent now—rumor substantiated by the Thukar's son, who'd been seen with a Dro Pent-bound Red Hawk caravan that same night—Jadek thought it highly unlikely. Podhru, most likely, or Bez—and he himself opted for Bez, where Aletto might have hopes of adding to his paltry following.

Aletto had to be stopped, quickly; before he could reach the Emperor's ear with his tale of a birthright withheld. Before he could increase his following to the point where Shesseran must listen to him, and perhaps order Jadek to return to his old estates. It is my Duchy; I worked hard to keep it in good shape after Amarni died. I will not hand it over to a sodden, ill-prepared boy! Had Lizelle given him children—but she had not, and he wondered how much of that was the doing of her personal woman, that old hag Merrida. Lizelle had once Wielded herself, of course—before they wed—but she'd put it aside at his orders, or so he had believed. If she had found the nerve to actively thwart him—!

But the Triad was finally moving more quickly; he must make his own contribution to their spell. He drew the knife from his belt, pricked his thumb, and let three drops of blood fall on their joined hands.

On the road to Dro Pent, a line of thirty enclosed wagons moved slowly down the last stages of a scrub-forested pass and onto a windy, sandswept road. The banners of the Red Hawk trading clan were prominently displayed, a safety measure since travelers along this road were often set upon by bandits, but no one was fool enough to threaten the major clans.

Gray-green brush dotted the landscape as far as any eye could see; a line of brightness away to the west might have been the sea. Wind bent dry clumps of grass and brought the scent of hot sage. The Holmad River, a broadly shallow flow in the drylands, veered south from the road and now paralleled it. A bright line of trees and willow followed its banks, readily marking its path.

Some leagues behind the Red Hawk wagons—still on the downslope of the western side of the pass—came a lone wagon, an open cart flanked by two mounted men. They made no effort to catch the caravan. But no desert raiders would threaten three Lasanachi seamen.

In the rear of the cart a bound man sat very still, staring blankly at his bare feet and the heavy shackle around one ankle, at the thick chain that ran to a staple fixed just above the cart's axle. He flexed his shoulders once, but before he could ease the growing discomfort in his back and arms, or find a better place to rest wrists chafed by the thick rope that held them behind his back where the knots dug into his spine, one of the horsemen reined back and slapped him.

Dahven somehow kept the cry behind his teeth; he felt enough shame at having been sold by his father so his twin younger brothers could become heirs. He would not show further weakness before these men—until he must. They say no man survives the oars in a Lasanachi ship for two years; my father made a contract for three.

Perhaps he would waken momentarily: in his own bed, badly hung over. If I do, I shall never set foot in a pub again, or drink sweet red. He stretched, but more cautiously this time; the raiders paid him no heed. It helped very little, though, and his fingers had long since gone numb.

His father had sold him; Deehar and Dayher had watched it being done. May they rot before I do. It seemed unlikely; the Lasanachi had an endless supply of men and saw no reason to treat them well. He let his eyes close momentarily, let himself see Jennifer as he had seen her last: that wonderful, thick spill of black hair; large, intelligent blue eyes; long fingers curled around the neck of an a'lud while she sang songs from her world to him. The misery he'd felt at leaving her, the matching misery in her face—No. He dared not think of Jennifer; he could only hope she would never know what had become of him.

On the windswept, barren mesa, not very far away, Jennifer slept with fingers wrapped around the silver protective charm that had been Dahven's parting gift. Lialla moaned; Jadek haunted her dream and again tried to force her betrothal to his horrid cousin Carolan, as he had that last dreadful afternoon. Aletto, who was sleeping with an exhausted Robyn, came partway awake and sat up but Lialla was once more quiet.

Chris perched on a flat rock, saddle pad under him to protect sore muscle and bone, and tried to stay awake until it was time to waken the next watcher, but Edrith came out to spell him long before the hour. Odd, how fast we made friends, Chris thought. Or maybe not. They were nearly the same age and had a surprising number of things in common, given their different backgrounds—Chris an Angeleno high school senior interested in rock music and high-tech sound equipment, role-playing games, maps, history; Edrith the Sikkreni market thief who of course knew nothing of such things but who also liked hearing tales about the past and looking at maps. His mother had bad taste in men, too, but unlike Robyn, Edrith's mother never bothered to keep them from harassing her son.

The south road was long; the ordinary trip could be hard and exhausting, particularly in summer. But they could not use the road: Aletto was too identifiable with his game leg and the scars on his face; the Thukar might have given descriptions of Lialla, Jennifer and Robyn to his men and set them searching the roads; or Jadek's own men might still be looking. Between Sikkre and Bezjeriad the land had broken and folded; high desert and mesas were split by canyons and draws; dry washes cut into open flats. Water was not as scarce as in Dro Pent but could be difficult to locate; food might become a problem if anything slowed them.

And Bezjeriad was only the second leg of a much longer journey. It looked daunting even to Chris and Edrith. Fortunately, neither one could foresee how difficult the journey would become.


 

 

1

 

 

Jennifer woke when rising sun hit squarely in her eyes. She stretched cautiously, groaned as a variety of muscles protested, rolled onto her other side and pulled the thick, gaudy woven blanket over the top of her head. The wind that had come up with the sun was icy.

Dahven's gift slid across her throat, warm from contact with her skin; she smiled and closed her eyes resolutely. It could not be later than five-thirty, real time. Real, of course, being home—Los Angeles. Santa Monica, actually. She ordinarily didn't have to fight early sun like this; her apartment faced west, toward an ocean she couldn't actually see from her second-floor windows. It had; it wasn't hers any more. That was gone. Gone. It washed over her—overwhelming, unbearable loss: career, apartment, car—everything.

She bit her lip and fought tears. Merrida had manipulated Night-Thread to find an armed guard within Rhadazi borders for Aletto and Lialla, or so she'd told them. But the magic had found them instead: dragged them from their world to this one on the way home from a Saturday picnic at the Devil's Punchbowl. Chris had lost out on his D&D night; Robyn—Robyn probably on a Saturday night drunk. Jennifer didn't want to think what she'd lost. A bright if predictable future in a Century City law firm, her apartment, her cello, the brand new red Honda. Concerts, movies, classical music on the radio, makeup, a perm when her hair started growing out—the things she'd taken for granted, the way people did, until she didn't have any of them.

Damn Merrida. Manipulative, arrogant old woman. Jennifer wasn't certain she believed what Merrida'd said about the magic choosing, about her own music and Chris's virginity combining to catch hold of them. Even though she no longer doubted the magic itself. Magic. Who would have thought? Merrida's talent had filled her, going with her as far as the cave where Lialla and her badly wounded brother were hiding; she'd used Merrida's magic to heal a ghastly cut in Aletto's arm.

Oddly, Merrida had been right about music, though she hadn't explained that any more than she'd explained anything else. Jennifer could hear Thread. And she was developing a formidable talent in the few short days since she'd walked into that cave.

Which made life with the prickly Lialla that much more difficult. It's not my fault, Jennifer thought sourly as she tugged the blanket tight against the back of her head to shut out drafts before she tucked chilled hands between her knees. Jennifer knew little about Lialla's own training, but the sin-Duchess apparently didn't hear the music Thread made, and thanks to her own temperament and Merrida's teaching, she was so hidebound she couldn't accept any alternate approach to the magic. When I told her I could see the stuff in daylight, I thought she'd have me burned at the stake. Jennifer rolled her eyes under closed lids. I can see it, and hear it, she's just going to have to come to grips with that. And it isn't my fault the woman was badmouthed by her uncle. Beaten, too, judging by her reaction in that tower. Jennifer still felt guilty remembering the look in Lialla's eyes, the way the woman had flinched away from her. As though I'd have actually hit her. I've never hit anyone, ever.

Well, it was a pity: Like her brother, Lialla could be a nice person to be around; at least when she wasn't overreacting to things. She came unglued too easily, and at the damnedest times. At least Aletto was fairly predictable. He was touchy about his limp, about the scars left on his face by marsh-sickness, about the hitched shoulder; he didn't like being reminded that Jadek had kept him from learning a nobleman's weapons, didn't like being dependent on magic or women—on anyone but himself, though he was painfully aware he didn't know how to take care of himself. He was rather touchingly protective of Robyn—at least, Birdy put up with his heavy-handed chivalrous behavior; it would have driven Jennifer mad. Chris—who'd babied his poor weak mother since he'd been able to walk—was visibly irked by Aletto's obvious “case” on his mom, but for once he was keeping the whole thing to himself instead of pouring it all on his aunt. Jennifer wondered whether he was spilling his guts to Edrith, if he was simply giving up on the situation. Then, too, perhaps he was being realistic about it all: Robyn was ten years older than Aletto, after all; she was outlander and common both. Jennifer couldn't see any chance of a permanent relationship, whatever Aletto said.

Poor Birdy. Robyn's taste in men had always been rotten. Sweet, dependable Chris seemed to spend half his life helping his mother put her life back together after the Arnies and Terrys and Johns left.

Jennifer sighed deeply, rolled onto her back and glanced around. Robyn was still asleep, and so was Aletto: His cheek rested on her long, blonde hair and another strand of it blew across his pale face, hiding the pockmarks. Chris was a wad of blanket at the base of a scrawny bush, only recognizable by the large high-topped sneaker sticking out of one end. Edrith was wandering around the mesa, gathering bits of dry wood for a breakfast fire. Lialla was somewhere out of sight; her blankets were folded and stacked.

Jennifer snugged the blanket around her shoulders once more, then pulled her knees up to her chest one at a time to stretch out her back. The ground had been very hard, and she would have been stiff from a flat-ground ride covering that many miles. But the way they'd come to reach the top of the mesa had been—God, it had been grim. She couldn't remember specifics; she seemed to recall climbing past the same trees and riding through the same cleft between crumbling, dry banks of a slender stream ten or twenty times. As though they'd ridden in circles for hours. Her first glimpse of the way they'd come, when they first arrived on the mesa, showed an appalling drop. She hadn't seen anything that might have been Sikkre out there, either.

Horses. I hate riding, she thought with an inner groan. She should stretch everything out, keep stretching so she didn't freeze up. After all, they'd probably be riding again this evening—and every evening from now on, at least until they reached Bezjeriad. They didn't have enough food and water to fool around getting to that prosperous merchant center, and she personally didn't want to spend any more nights like this last one than she could help. Stretch and massage, she thought, but fell asleep again instead.

She was wakened hours later by a familiar odor: Pancakes? The blanket was still over her head but it had rucked up above her feet; fortunately, since a cool ground breeze blew along her legs, keeping the actual temperature under her thick cover near bearable. Hair was plastered to her forehead and flat under her ear where she'd slept on it; the morning air felt downright cold when she threw the cover aside and breeze struck wet skin. She found her chambray shirt and blotted sweat with the tails before it occurred to her she wouldn't be able to wash the shirt any time soon. “God,” she mumbled. “Or my hair. Disgusting.” The leather bag that held her drinking water lay next to the saddle pad, close to the leather shoulder bag she'd brought with her before Merrida sent the Honda back to that two-lane blacktop road. “God,” she said again as she fumbled through it for the precious aspirin bottle. “Next time I lay a couple of these out before I go to sleep, right?” Her head was pounding madly from sleeping on hard ground; the down-side hip was, too, but that was probably as much the discomfort of riding a broad-backed horse, of the curious saddle—though even a western saddle would have left her limping after that last night's ride. She rubbed her eyes, yawned and stretched, groaned as more muscles protested. Everything ached.

But the smell was definitely pancakes, and there was Robyn, squinting against the sun, cussing in English when the wind blew ash and smoke all over her, fighting with the strange pans. Edrith and Chris were eating rolled-up cakes with their fingers.

Robyn must have been watching for movement; she stood partway and shaded her eyes. “Finally awake, are you? You'd better hurry up or these two varmints will finish everything."

“Pancakes,” Jennifer inhaled deeply as she walked tiptoe on bare feet across sandy ground. “Birdy, I knew you were good, but how did you manage that?"

Robyn snorted good-naturedly. “You always use a mix or something? They're just flour and milk and eggs. The flour's a little coarse and the flavor isn't quite the same, but we won't be able to keep that skin of milk fresh and I wouldn't want to fool with the eggs beyond tomorrow.” She scraped at the pan with a wide wooden spatula, slid a round, thick cake onto one of their tin plates and held it out to her younger sister. “Lialla had hers plain; the boys found a pot of some kind of mixed fruit butter Aletto bought in one of the packs. It's not too bad.” She emptied batter into the pan and nodded at the grubby pan she'd used for mixing. “You two earn your keep; go find a way to clean this up for me without using half the water, all right?” She glared at Chris, transferred the look to his companion. “This is mine. You want to live long enough to have seconds when we get to this Bez place, go clean the pan and keep your grubby paws away from the contents of this pan."

“Yes'm,” Chris said; Edrith laughed and grabbed up the mixing pan.

Jennifer scooped thick, dark sweet stuff out of the brown glazed pot with two fingers and dumped it in the middle of the cake, sucked her fingers clean and rolled the pancake around it. “Lord, Birdy, this is just great. I don't think I'd have dragged myself out of that godawful bed for anything else."

“Not bad,” Robyn allowed. “Lialla wants to talk about which way and how far, once you've eaten. I think we'd better have a good understanding about the food—like, how much we have and how far it's going to go.” She nipped the pancake, set the pan down at the edge of the fire. “I want you to step on her, if you have to, Jen.” She glanced up. “You know?” Jennifer, mouth full of pancake, nodded. “Good. I don't think she likes me much."

“She doesn't like me much right now, either,” Jennifer mumbled around her food. “She has enough sense to pay attention when she has to, though."

“I'm glad you're sure about that,” Robyn said dryly. She gingerly picked up the edge of the pancake between two fingers and peered at the underside, swore as it burned her and slid it out onto Chris's empty plate. “You want this?"

Jennifer shook her head. “You said it was yours, remember?"

“Just to make sure you got enough. But I'll eat it if you don't."

“Do it. They're huge, Birdy, I couldn't possibly eat two."

“Don't you go shorting yourself food—"

“Don't you,” Jennifer said. “That's more your style than mine, Robyn—I seem to remember a few years ago when you lost the food stamps; Chris ate, and you didn't."

Robyn waved sticky, fruit-buttered fingers. “Come on, it wasn't that bad! He was growing and I was fat. So it was a good opportunity to go on a diet."

“If I'd known—"

“Well, I didn't tell you,” Robyn said rather shortly. She licked her thumb, smiled apologetically. “Sorry. I don't do charity from family, remember?” Her face fell and she bent over the plate, very carefully rolling pancake around the fruit butter. “Well—I didn't. Guess that's behind us now, isn't it?"

“Oh, Robyn—"

“Shhh. I'm not going to unglue on you or bleed all over you, Jen. I told you, first night that old witch Merrida grabbed us, all I ever needed was you and Chris. I've got that. I'm luckier than both of you that way. My poor kid.” She bit into the pancake, plate held high under her chin to catch spills. “He had his senior year, all the good stuff that means—I was looking forward to it as much as he was, maybe more ‘cause I never had that. I—God, I think I was living just off the Strip with half a dozen people in a two-room apartment when I was seventeen. Even then I didn't care much about possessions, but Chris—he was saving for a car, he had that fancy disk player. I know he misses the music, the concerts, TV—all that.” She chuckled. “I guess you were still asleep this morning; I could see him out there with Edrith, trying to show him some of that new dance stuff, rap or whatever it is. I don't even try to keep up with it."

“Missed that.” Jennifer grinned and wiped crumbs and spilled fruit butter from the plate with the last bite of pancake. “Sorry I did, too. That was terrific, Birdy. What are you doing with plates?"

“A dribble of water on a bit of cloth for the sticky stuff; that's it until we find running water. Chris says the map shows some; Edrith said he doesn't think it's too late in the season. I guess it's like where we were. They go dry once it gets hot."

“Makes sense."

“Gimme,” Robyn said, and took the plate from her hands. “The boys are on K.P. until further notice. Anyone eats like those two do better have to pay for it somehow."

“Sounds fair to me.” Jennifer stood, bent over to stretch out the small of her back. “God, I ache!"

“Could have been worse. We might have been on foot."

“I could handle that.” She straightened up, dug both hands into her hipbones and bent back, to one side and then the other. “I'm not sure that helped a lot; we'll pretend it did. I'd better go find Lialla.” She sighed. “You've seen her today. How is she?"

Robyn shrugged and stacked plates in the pan she'd used for pancakes, set the pile aside and began hand-shoveling sand and dirt over the fire. “You know Lialla. She's not actively pissed off at anybody yet, so I guess you can call that a good mood.” She sat back, pushed hair off her forehead with her wrist and looked at her hands glumly. “I feel like what's her name. Lady Macbeth.” The English name jarred, as English words did in the middle of Rhadazi, frequent reminder that they were speaking a language somehow grafted onto and into them—Merrida's one truly useful gift. “Grubby hands forever, you know."

“I know. My hair—"

“Don't,” Robyn implored. “I do not want to even think about my hair. And this black thing shows dirt so bad, I think I'm gonna go back to my jeans. At least I can dust my paws on those without the prints being visible all the way across the plateau."

“It's fine with me,” Jennifer said. “Unless we're going to be meeting people, I don't see why we have to try to dress like locals. And I think jeans might be better for riding.” She touched the inside of one thigh and winced. “I think all that material that makes up the crotch of these so-called Wielder novice blacks was rubbing my legs all night. I'll bet anything you like I've got blisters."

Robyn shook a finger at her. “You check on that. We set up the latrine just off the edge, down past that dead bush; see it?” She used the finger to indicate direction; Jennifer turned to see where she was pointing and nodded. “Check right away, because if you blistered we'll have to do something about it before you get back on that horse. People get gangrene in this kind of climate—"

“Bite your lips,” Jennifer interrupted hastily. “I'll go, you save the horror stories for Chris."

Robyn nodded. “All right, deal. I think Lialla said she brought a first-aid kit from the fort—what passes for that kind of thing here. Probably herbal stuff, but that can be just as effective. If you're rubbing, get out of those goofy britches and back into your jeans, girl."

“Yes'm,” Jennifer said, consciously aping Chris. Robyn grinned up at her.

“Smart kid; I see where my brat gets it now. It's all those months I let him stay with you. Thought you'd be a good influence; I should've known better."

“Yah. Think of all the bad influence he had on me. I actually started liking M.C. Hammer."

“Never heard of it,” Robyn said firmly. “Is that post-Baez?"

“Possibly.” Jennifer laughed, gave her shoulders one last stretch and went back to get her shoes. The ground was rough, there were splintery things everywhere—and it was getting too warm to walk on anyway.

The black pants were built like middle eastern trousers—pictures she'd seen of such trousers, anyway: There was a palm's worth of air space between body and the diamond of fabric that was the crotch. The pants themselves were extremely baggy and fabric gathered into the waist, into the crotch. It wrapped around her thighs and knees when she walked; apparently one did not stride in them, the way she normally walked. The material was a loose weave—useful for a hot climate where one wanted the breeze to pass through. But it was hard on her skin, and at the moment even her shins were sensitive to the feel of it rubbing against flesh—against stubble, she thought vexedly. “I can't shave them any more,” she told herself. A small animal took off from under the dry bush at the sound of her voice; she jumped nervously. Snake country looks just like this. “I'll bet Birdy isn't worried about tarantula legs, I'll bet she hasn't shaved hers since 1967. If she can do it—” I can, too, but I'll just hate it.

Her inner thighs were rubbed red in two long, matching streaks and the skin hurt to touch, even lightly. Another night of riding would bring out the blisters she'd half expected to find. “I'd rather wear real clothes anyway. Besides, who's going to see us out here?” If Jadek could somehow tune in on them, he'd certainly know Lialla or Aletto. Three outlanders disguising themselves as natives wouldn't fool him for a moment, and Chris said the few villages off the Bez road were very well marked on the maps.

Presumably, since Edrith said people raised goats, they'd be able to smell villages long before they ever saw them. Jennifer grinned, retied the waist of her novice blacks and went to find the pack holding her clothes and the rest of her belongings.

It took her a while to find Lialla; Wielder blacks seemed to blend right into the dust-colored landscape until one was right on top of her. It helped, of course, that the sin-Duchess was sitting cross-legged in the shade of a ratty little tree, only an occasional gust exposing her to an increasingly hot sun, and she was not moving at all, except for the very tips of her index fingers and thumbs. Jennifer moved into what little spare shade there was and watched, fascinated: Lialla was working a complex string figure with bright red twine.

“It's a dexterity exercise,” she said in preamble, and without taking her eyes from what she was doing. One index finger slid over two loops, under a crossing and pulled up another loop; the shape of the figure suspended between her hands changed completely. “It's how Merrida teaches a novice to handle Thread.” She glanced up, fixed Jennifer with a brief, expressionless look, went back to her cat's cradle. “She never said anything to me about music."

“Maybe she didn't know."

“Perhaps. Sit down, why don't you?” Jennifer brushed rock and bits of dry, stickery brush aside, sat, and scratched at the side of her palm to get splinters out. “I don't know that she's tone-deaf; I've never seen her take any pleasure from music, though. I don't particularly, but music to me always meant sitting next to my uncle Jadek while it was played."

“Under the circumstances, I wouldn't have liked it either,” Jennifer said.

“No.” Lialla said the word with finality, closing the subject. She made two more changes to her figure, then released it and began folding up the long loop of red twine. “We need to talk—you and I, before we all do.” She stuffed the twine deep in a pocket somewhere under the side-slit overshirt. “About this getting my brother from here to Bezjeriad. Quite frankly, I don't believe he's capable of making it, if the rest of the journey is going to be like last night's."

“If it is, I won't make it,” Jennifer said. “I nearly wore holes through my legs last night."

“Is that why you're back to wearing outland britches?” Lialla considered this, finally shrugged. “Well—why not? If the Thukar or anyone else should find us out here, there won't be any doubt who we are, however you're clad. But—about Aletto. You know he's had marsh fever; I told you boys die of it. He came out of it fairly well, though he and Merrida still don't talk to each other because he thinks she could have done more—and so does she."

“I understand that."

“I just wanted to be certain. He limps; you've seen it get worse when he's tired."

Jennifer nodded. “But he rode all the way from that cave to the oasis, and without any bad effect that I saw—"

“That was an easy ride, Jen. It was road, and even when we went to trail it was flat. This isn't going to be like that."

Jennifer held up a hand for silence. “Wait. You aren't thinking of going out to the road, are you?"

“Not to use it all the time!” Lialla replied sharply. “But if we're traveling at night anyway—ordinarily people don't; we wouldn't be passing anyone, we could move out into the countryside an hour before dawn, find some place to hide before it gets light. I think it makes better sense."

“They might be expecting just that kind of reasoning from us."

“They? Who, the Thukar, the Emperor—Jadek? His Hell-Light shaping Triad?"

“Any and all of the above! The Emperor shouldn't have any reason to bother with him, if I understand local politics, but the Thukar got his pride slapped and I don't think he'd take that very well. And he's pretty devious; that might be just the way he'd think."

“Or maybe Dahven—” Lialla stopped abruptly and flushed a deep and unlovely mottled red. “I'm sorry,” she mumbled. “I didn't mean he'd tell his father—"

“Never mind. At least out here, we have a better chance of seeing horsemen coming and avoiding them or just plain hiding. Your uncle—I don't know. Does Hell-Light work so he could find us, or his Triad could?” For answer Lialla shrugged. Her color was still high and she wouldn't meet Jennifer's eyes. For her own part, Jennifer was angry enough she could feel the skin over her cheekbones coloring. She touched the silver charm, at least partly for reassurance. “I don't think I can back you on this one, Lialla, but if you want to run it by the others and they agree with you, then fine. Birdy wants to run down some ground rules on the food anyway; she's worried about it going far enough to get us down to the south coast."

“We can supplement; there are the villages and places along the road. Either way.” Lialla closed her eyes briefly, drew a deep breath and expelled it in a rush. “Let's go do it. We're going to ride all night and it's going to get pretty hot in another hour. I'd like to find a shady hole and crawl into it before then."

“I'd like that myself.” Jennifer stood and held out a hand to help her companion up. “Let's get it over with."

They let Robyn talk first. “Food isn't a problem as long as we get somewhere to replenish stuff. Otherwise we probably have enough for six or seven days but most of it you won't like much: it'll be bland at best.” She sighed. “I can do a lot but not miracles, just keep that in mind. I'm worried about one other thing, though. If something happened, and we got separated, or some of us got lost—I want to divide up the food and water, spread it out over the two pack horses and with each of us. I mean, that trail to the oasis, when we—when we lost a horse? If that happened, and all the food was on it—"

“Point taken,” Aletto said. He caught her hand in both of his and pressed it, smiled when she looked up at him. “And a good one, too. Unless anyone objects?” No one did.

“You don't need us for anything, do you?” Chris asked. “Because we can start getting all the bags into one place—like maybe over there? That way Mom can get everything figured out and we can reload so we're ready to go tonight.” He and Edrith took off so quickly, Jennifer wondered if they'd had a premonition of what was next.

Because Aletto objected strenuously and angrily to his sister's plan. Lialla went on the defensive at once, and her voice went up in pitch. “Look, Aletto, I was just trying to—"

“Trying to baby me? Trying to remind me I'm not as good on a horse as you are?"

“It's not like—!” Lialla began, but Aletto overrode her, his own voice rising until Jennifer thought it would crack.

“I swear, Li, sometimes you're as bad as—!"

“Don't you dare say what I think you're going to say!” Lialla shouted. “I am not as bad as Jadek! I'm not! He never meant it when he said he was just trying to protect you, and you know it! But I'm not trying to protect you, I'm trying to keep all of us alive! Do you really have the nerve—or the right—to object to that?"

Aletto was halfway to his feet when Robyn's hand caught his and tugged him back down. “Umm, look,” she said diffidently. “I think I've heard this argument before, or another version of it. I really do not want to hear any of it again, if you don't mind.” She looked away from Aletto long enough to give Jennifer a very intense look. “And maybe before I agreed with you, Lialla—about the guys going into the market at night, all that. This time, I think I'm on Aletto's side."

Lialla drew a deep breath; Jennifer, interpreting her sister's stare as a plea for backup, held up a hand to catch the sin-Duchess's attention and shook her head. “Wait. Let her finish, then yell at both of us, because I think I agree even if our reasons don't turn out to be the same ones."

Robyn cast her a grateful smile. Her fingers tightened around Aletto's. “If I've heard right, you had this disease when you were a kid, right? It left you terribly weak, your leg is partly numb and partly touchy, you limp all the time but particularly when you're tired. Have you ever tried working it?” Aletto shook his head. “There are diseases where we came from that paralyze people, mess up the muscles and bones. Accidents do that, too. Usually, the first thing that gets done once the fever lets up, or the disease hits a plateau or the accident's in the past, people learn to work their legs or arms—whatever doesn't work. It isn't easy or simple, and it can be pretty damned painful, I know people who've gone through it. But sometimes you can't tell after a while that there was any problem.” She looked at Aletto again. “There isn't any guarantee it'll help you, but I say you have a right to find out. There are two people here who can work magic; Jennifer can heal probably enough to help if you hurt too much to bear. I can't do that, but I give a good massage; your leg stiffens up, I can rub the cramp out.” She drew a deep breath, glanced at him rather nervously. “You're the only one who can say if you want to try, if you think it might be worth it to you. You're the one who'll hurt, if it hurts."

Aletto sat very still and silent for some moments; when Lialla stirred and would have spoken, he simply looked at her and she shrugged. “No one ever offered me that before. I—look, Li, I know it wasn't because you think I'm no good, or because you're trying to baby me. Really I do, it's just—well, never mind.” He closed his eyes briefly. “Li, you know it hasn't been easy. I—all right, it probably wasn't easy for anyone else, but for me, it was the end of everything. I've tried everything else: I cried like a little boy with cut knees when it happened. I hoped for the longest time I would just die, rather than live like that. Jadek—he was always so nice, so sympathetic, and I could see it in his eyes. In any man's eyes in Duke's Fort. Amarni's son, his only heir, is a worthless cripple, he can barely walk, can't run, ride, can't fight—can't do any of the things Amarni did with his men, except drink.” He seemed to suddenly realize he wasn't simply talking to himself or to his sister; his pale face flushed.

After a moment, he went on. “I didn't die. So then I thought maybe I'd drink myself to death—it looks that way now that I'm away from Duke's Fort and that life, away from Jadek. He—I think he must have done that deliberately, too, whether he planned the attack of marsh fever or if he only took advantage of it.” Robyn squeezed his hand and he cast her a smile. “You must think I'm mad. To believe the man who is my uncle, who married my mother, who helped her raise us both, would deliberately try to convince me I had no worth, and to do it like that—so subtly, I never saw it all the years I lived in Duke's Fort with him."

Robyn shook her head. “I don't think that. There are men who do such things.” Lialla shifted her weight abruptly, shook her head in turn as Aletto glanced at her inquiringly. “It wasn't you, it was him. Or, mostly him. Men like Jadek need victims. You were too young and innocent to understand what kind of man he is. I—” She drew a sharp breath and let it out in a gust. “I know, from experience.” And, in a deliberate and abrupt change of subject, “It's behind you; try and understand it if you want to, let it go otherwise; you'll chew yourself to bits for no good reason. There's enough to concern you here and now, all right?"

Aletto looked visibly relieved. “Sensible lady. A bargain between us, then: I'll try your way, you help me. I've never attempted to work through this. I don't know that I have the inner strength to stick it through.” He sighed. “Let alone the physical."

“Maybe you won't,” Robyn said. “I won't lie to you, I don't think it'll be easy. I've pushed soft muscles of my own too many times, I know how that hurts. Muscles that might be atrophied—I just don't know. But we don't know you can't. I think you owe yourself the chance. You try, I'll help all I can; I'll bully you when you want to quit, I'll stick with you when we're riding and help you forget what you're doing. I'll rub you down when we stop."

Lialla opened her mouth, shut it again without saying anything. Aletto wasn't paying any attention to her anyway. “Do you think I can, Robyn?” She nodded; he gripped her hand hard and let it go. “Then—then I'll do it.” He shifted so he could look at Lialla. “Li, I appreciate your idea. I know you were only thinking about saving me a lot of misery, about keeping the rest of us safe. But we'll go the way we originally intended."

Lialla managed a small smile, enough to satisfy him. Only Jennifer saw her cast up her eyes as soon as he turned his attention back to Robyn.
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Lialla pulled the red string from her pocket, worked up a complex figure and wandered off a few minutes later—long enough, Jennifer thought, so Aletto and Robyn wouldn't think she was upset. It was a nice performance, but the two weren't watching her. Robyn was showing the nera-Duke a set of very basic, very simple stretching warm-up exercises and Aletto was rather cautiously mimicking her actions.

Jennifer got to her feet and looked around. Now that her eyes were properly open and the sun was out of them, she could see better—not that there was much to see. The tabletop mesa dropped off steeply on this north edge, ran up to a rocky lip to the west and appeared to stretch out southward almost forever. Between her and the horizon it was all the kind of high desert terrain she would have expected in the open country north and east of Los Angeles. Desert, but the sand was at least half gray dust and dirt, the rest rock. In this mix of brush, thin grass and trees somehow survived between rainy seasons. She wondered how far they were from such a rainy season and hoped it wasn't due soon—dry heat was preferable in Jennifer's book to thunderstorms and gully-washers. Or serious winter rains; if this was anything like the Palmdale region, those winter rains could get damned cold and miserable; snow wasn't impossible.

Wonder how Chris's games and books would account for that kind of situation, she thought in mild amusement. Realistically, none of them were set for bad weather.

Then, too, Lialla or Aletto would know the seasons, however naive they were otherwise. God, I hope they would, she thought fervently. But Dahven—Dahven would surely have sent them with good boots, warm clothing. Some kind of tent. Am I going to feel myself blush every time I think the man's name? It was as irritating as it was unexpected. Who would ever have thought that self-sufficient Jennifer Cray, associate corporate law attorney, woman nearing thirty—who'd have foreseen her going silly over a Duke's son the way Chris's girlfriends did over rock stars? But how fortunate, since she'd been struck by lightning—it certainly felt that way—that it had struck twice. Poor Dahven. If it was unnerving to her, how much stranger and more embarrassing for a man who'd by his own admission been sowing wild oats all across Sikkre for years?

Leave it, she ordered herself. Even Robyn's going to notice you standing here mooning eventually. Do you really want that? Besides, you said you wouldn't think about him constantly this way; it's not exactly a useful activity.

Think about Night-Thread Magic, she told herself. Better yet, get a feel for the land around here, see where you'll be going tonight. While you can, if you can. Which meant finding a way to look down from the south end of the plateau where they currently sat.

According to Chris and his maps—if she remembered what he'd said the night before—this should be the largest mesa in the vicinity, possibly the largest in the entire high-desert region. If the map gauge was accurate—if Chris had translated Rhadazi distances to something he could understand—it was about a U.S. mile side to side, and near the northern end of the region. Westward, one came to a low coastal range eventually, through that to the sea; east, one lost altitude rapidly down to the Sikkre-Bez road, went on down to patches of low desert interspersed with small rivers and farming or herding land. Beyond that, eventually forest and the north-south range of mountains that separated Rhadaz from whatever neighbors it had beyond; no one had mentioned them and Jennifer had little interest in such things at the moment. Chris was more taken with history than geography, apart from maps.

Doubtless she'd find out, eventually. If no one killed them, she'd have the rest of her life to find out. What a lovely thought. Go take a hike, why don't you? Quit thinking, damnit!

She stretched and stifled a yawn. It was too hot to nap and she wasn't particularly tired anyway. A mile wasn't much—make that two, out and back—and now that she was on her feet she could feel a puff of breeze that was at least cool against sweaty skin.

Aletto leaned forward, arms wrapped around bent knees; head turned to see how Robyn was doing the stretch so he could copy her. Jennifer smiled, shook her head and left them. Neither noticed her go.

Lialla was nowhere in sight—sensibly in the shade, no doubt. Sulking, probably; she did a lot of that when someone crossed her, or when things didn't go the way she wanted them to. Jennifer dismissed Lialla; it simply was not her fault that she could work Thread in ways Lialla couldn't—notwithstanding the Zelharri woman's years of practice. Barring a miracle, Jennifer didn't expect the situation to improve; Lialla was her own age, at least as stubborn, and despite her dreadful uncle, used to getting what she wanted, or at least trying for it. This wasn't a good situation for two strong—all right, hard-nosed—women, particularly since they seemed to be on opposite sides of nearly every decision that had to be made.

The sun was a white disk in a deeply blue and cloudless sky, the wind too seldom now for comfort. “At least it's a dry heat,” Jennifer told herself. Something under a dry bush skittered away at the sound of her voice.

It took her a while to reach the south end of the mesa top, even longer to find a vantage. There were a few faint game trails leading down the draws to lower, level ground. Most of them looked impassable even on foot. “If Chris thinks I'm riding down one of those—” She shook her head firmly and turned away. If this was the way they were going tonight, it would be a damned slow trip down, with Jennifer on foot all the way.

She found a tiny pool, traced a thin trickle of water back into rock and located the spring that fed it. The water was icy, too cold to have taste. She drank, caught more in her hands and pressed them against her forehead. Chilled skin protested; her temples ached fiercely for one brief moment. She took another double handful and drank, more slowly this time. The cold-on-nerve-endings headache faded and for the first time all day she felt awake and fully alert.

“I hope that came from underground and it was clean,” she said, then shrugged. After drinking water in Sikkre, she was probably living on borrowed time anyway.

There were prints everywhere: a few like deer that she recognized, others that could have been anything from raccoon to bear. “Don't think bear,” she ordered herself. Don't say bear around Birdy, either, she added silently. She and Robyn had spent their early years in Wyoming; they'd camped and hiked in wilderness areas, had never seen bears except in campgrounds, around the garbage cans. Robyn still had a horror of bears and irrationally preferred campgrounds—where she felt safe—to trails.

“Probably not bears. This doesn't look like bear country.” It was a lousy argument, the kind her first pre-law classes would never have let her get away with. It was good enough to get her mind off unidentifiable prints, and back to her immediate goal: a look across open country. She finally found a rock outcropping near the ravine with the spring, climbed it gingerly with full awareness that similar country in her world would hold spiders, scorpions, snakes—"All the good stuff,” she mumbled. “Maybe it doesn't look like snake country either. Maybe Saint Patrick came here when he left Ireland."

The sun was at midday when she reached the top of the eroded stack and located a flat place to sit. The breeze which had died away to nothing while she climbed had only been blocked by the ledge; it came straight at her here, blowing the hair off her forehead. It felt wonderful.

At first, she couldn't make out anything around her; the land was unfamiliar, there was nothing to pin down or name. Finally, away to the east, she saw a pale, slender line that might be a road—that must be a road, very possibly the main one. It ran north and south, vanishing behind the edge of the mesa, and a long distance to the south she lost it among hills. Everything out there was dry-looking: grays, gray-greens, tans, dust and browns. Mesas, ravines. It made her tired and thirsty, just looking. “At least we have horses,” she told herself. “I hope my backside gets used to the darned things before we go much farther, though."

Farther to the south, blurry even for her good eyes, she thought there might be a line of yellow-green: willows or something similar, marking water. Beyond that, hills, then mountains. The land rose more abruptly to the west, blocking any possible view of the sea, but she thought they would be too far away to see even a reflection of light on water. If Chris had worked out his distances, if that particular map was at least in proportion, if not as accurate as the maps she was used to.

At the moment, Jennifer had only a vague idea of where Bezjeriad was—somewhere out there, to the south—and an even muzzier notion of how far distant it was. They'd need more maps, or they'd need to each study the ones Chris had. If they were separated, if Chris somehow lost the map or it got damaged—"Brrr! Think of something pleasant, why don't you?” She glanced automatically at her watch, swore rather despairingly. It was working again; it had only stopped those first hours after Merrida tore them from their own world. But it read 8:45 p.m.

Birdy probably had the right idea about time; she'd taken off her watch years ago, when she'd left their aunt and uncle's home in the San Fernando Valley for the Sunset Strip and a variety of hippie crash pads. She hadn't worn one since. Jennifer swore again. “Well, I'm not Robyn, and I'm not going to try and manage without my watch—not as long as it's running.” She glanced at the sky, at the lack of shadow around her, reset it to 12:00 p.m. “Near enough. If Chris is right, this has to be a twenty-four-hour world, too. Hell, it's ours with a twist in the history somewhere, if he's right.” She looked at the solid, sensible rectangular face, sighed and shook her head. The battery on this particular digital was supposedly good for five years. Jennifer didn't want to think about five more years in Rhadaz. Didn't want to consider what five years might bring her. “Five years: shit. I was going to make partner at Heydrich & Harrison in under five, that's the last thing Jimmy and I talked about."

Well, she wasn't about to be a sixteen-year-old Aletto and just give up! She set her lips in a hard line, pressed buttons and silenced the various alarm beepers. That might add a little time to the battery; maybe she'd figure out a way to run it on Thread. “Million-dollar-making idea,” she said aloud, and suddenly grinned. “Need at least one a week, never know what's going to sell, make you rich, let you retire early.” The grin faded and she sighed. “Travel, have adventures, see the world—yeah, right. As far as I'm concerned, today is Thursday the seventh. I'm not going to try and remember how to shift the date over."

She stood, pulled the legs of her jeans down where they belonged and gazed back northward across the mesa. From here, there was only slightly rolling, dusty ground, wind that swirled dirt around the base of dry brush. A few trees and very little shade. She couldn't see far, not as far as she'd seen from the campsite. Hell, she couldn't even see the campsite; it made her nervous. “As if I were the only one left.” Not a good thing to think. She climbed down the rocks considerably faster than she'd gone up them. Heat kept her from hurrying back across open ground, but she moved as quickly as she could.

Chris, Edrith and Robyn sat by the dirt-covered ashes that had been the morning fire; they were surrounded by bags, open cloths, ties, ropes and bundles of food, cook pans, water bags. Robyn was sorting, the boys repackaging, all three of them arguing cheerfully—Edrith had lost no time copying Chris's flippant way of talking to his mother, and Robyn gave him as good back as she gave Chris. Jennifer watched and listened for several minutes, finally mentioned her worry about maps. “Take them both, please,” Robyn pleaded. “I mean, look at this, they're causing more work than they're doing."

“You just don't trust us around the food, ma,” Chris replied.

“I can't think why not,” Robyn said dryly. “I'd as soon trust—"

“Yourself around a carton of filter cigarettes?"

Robyn narrowed her eyes. “That was really cold, kid. Scram, do it now."

“Just trying to cheer you up, ma. Look how much longer you're going to live—"

“Sure, it already seems like six years since I got up this morning. Isn't there a nice cliff around here you can fall off?"

Chris grinned. “I'll see what I can do for you, after I take care of the map problem. Would you like me vanished, messily dead or just a little battered?"

Robyn held up a fist—a soft little hand, short-fingered, thumb tucked inside. “Battered I can manage. Scram."

“Yes'm, ma'am,” Chris replied. Robyn was scowling ferociously but there was a grin tugging at the corner of her mouth; the game they'd played for years demanded he leave before she started laughing and spoiled the whole thing. “One copy of each of my two maps and an extra in case, all right, Aunt Jen?” Jennifer nodded. “Your lawyer bag was on the horse last night?"

“It's a purse."

“Sure. Your mode of transport was a BMW, too. I went to school with girls who carried purses. That black thing isn't one."

“Haven't you had enough fun pulling people's chains?” Jennifer asked. “The bag is over there with my blankets. Keep it in the shade if you can; I have makeup in there that'll melt and make a hell of a mess. And take it easy with the paper, that's all we have."

“Tell me,” Chris said feelingly. “Talk about unrenewable resources—at least out here in the middle of nowhere. But you've got six legal pads in the bottom of that thing, minimum, right?"

She laughed. “Probably only five. I was taking a day off, remember?"

“Want me to use both sides, one map per side? No.” He answered his own question before she could. “I know, what if something happens to split us up, and something happens to the piece of paper?"

“Smart kid,” Jennifer said. “Get going, all right?"

Robyn settled cross-legged in the midst of baggage and watched them. “I thought one was bad; it's almost like Chris cloned with the two of them around. That poor kid,” she added softly.

“Who, Chris?” Jennifer shoved a bag of meal aside and eased down onto the blanket. Robyn shook her head.

“Edrith, of course. Imagine a mother who didn't want a kid like him.” She sighed. “Guess this must be a version of our world; the people haven't changed, whatever else did. She sounds like me, but with even less heart. At least I love my kid.” She sighed again and held out a hand. “Hand me that dark blue sack, will you?” She looked inside it, pulled the string ties and knotted it. “That goes in the pile behind you."

“Got it. Where's your aerobics partner?"

“Where's—? Oh. Aletto?” Robyn grinned. “I sent him for a short walk; he should be back any time. Aerobics.” Like Jen, she used the English word. “Boy, that sounds strange; no wonder they get so cranky when we toss in outland language. I feel like I haven't spoken good old American in months—” Her face fell abruptly; she swallowed, fixed her eyes on her hands and began deliberately separating a bag of hard biscuits into six piles.

She started as Jennifer touched her arm. “Birdy, don't think about it, all right?"

Robyn looked up at her. “What—don't think that I was talking good old American only two days ago? With a man I—with a man I killed?” She shifted into American, words spilling rapidly. “What, don't think about turning into a bird the size of my old apartment—for which, by the way, Aletto would never, ever forgive me; do you know how he feels about shapeshifters, that kind of magic?—and broke some guy's neck.” She laughed mirthlessly. “Some guy! Vinnie Harris, for God's sake. The Thukar's favorite wizard. El Serpente from the Whiskey and I not only run into him, I—"

“Birdy—"

“Don't call me that!” Robyn clapped a hand over her mouth; the words seemed to echo between them. After a moment, she shook her head, and Jennifer went on, also in English. Better—safer if Aletto should come back unnoticed.

“Robyn, whatever he called himself, he was a first-rate creep, a genuine power tripper—isn't that what you used to call people like him? He had all three of us helpless, he threatened you, me, Chris—Robyn, I would have killed him for what he said he'd do to Chris!"

“Look, I know what he was,” Robyn said. Her hands became still. “I still can't believe the shitty luck, for me to get dragged out of L.A. into this kind of place and then to run right into Mr. ‘Look at me, I'm the next Jim Morrison,’ with local magic under his belt! God. My lousy luck.” Jennifer touched her arm again, this time in wordless sympathy. Robyn merely nodded and after a few moments began counting biscuits into piles again. “I still say what I said two nights ago. He deserved what he got. He forced it. I'll still probably have nightmares about Chris forever. I just—” She shrugged. “I don't know."

“I know."

Robyn glanced up again. Her lashes were damp. “Yeah, right. Good old Birdy the pacifist.” She looked around rather cautiously. Aletto wasn't anywhere in sight yet, Chris and Edrith had taken one of the blankets and moved into shade some distance away and were both bent over Chris's maps. “You know, I used to get so pissed at people who called themselves pacifists—the ones who harassed the cops during the Johnson visit to Century City and got pounded, the guys who said they were nonviolent and then in the very next breath told you how to cream somebody who was hassling you, or the guys like Roger—remember Roger?"

“Sweet peace and flowers Roger who broke your arm and put you in County General?” Jennifer asked dryly.

“Roger who was so damned piously pacifist except against his girlfriend, right. But I was never like that,” she went on angrily. “Even when guys hassled me, I put them down with lip, I never hit anybody, I never even threatened to. I avoided situations where I'd get pissed enough to want to pound anyone, when I demonstrated for farm workers and they hauled a bunch of us off, some of the guys got physical but I never did, I just went limp. Even when the cops got smart and groped, trying to get some of the chicks to go at them. If it was something I felt really angry about, I didn't go, that's all. Maybe that's not a true pacifist, if you still get mad even if you don't act it out, I don't know. I wasn't ever into philosophy, not like that.” She sighed. “I'm glad I'm not; I could tie myself in knots, trying to work out the whole thing. I could hate old Vinnie forever, for what he made me do; that's poisoning your system but I can't help it."

“Robyn, you said it yourself, it's only a couple days, it just seems longer because so much has gone on between. Give yourself some time."

“Time. Yeah, right. Jen, you know what scares me most? I know that wasn't the end of it."

Jennifer shook her head. “No. I wish just once I could tell you a candy-coated lie and make you feel better."

“Me, too. Never has worked that way for us, though, has it?"

“Never has. And I have a bad feeling you're right. I can't see how that was a one-time shift.” She watched Robyn package biscuits and move on to the next bag, then signed in turn. “I wasn't going to say anything about this, but if I'm handing you the truth I can't hold any of it back, can I? Merrida warned me, that first night—when you and Chris were packing up the picnic, she told me to watch out for you. She said your temper—"

Robyn laughed derisively. “Me? Temper? What temper?"

“That's what I said,” Jennifer replied. “But the Cray family temper is a pretty nasty one, if you recall Mom and Dad's fights. Or Grandpa blowing up when he was working on his truck. I used to take off whenever he popped the hood, remember? We all have the Cray family temper, I know I do. I don't let it out much; it cost me a couple friends in law school. You just buried it deeper than the rest of us. Merrida said it could have dire consequences. I didn't think any more about her warning than you would have, I'm afraid. I'm sorry."

Robyn laughed again, quietly this time. “What for?” she asked finally. “You think it would have helped if you'd told me? That I'd have believed you—or her? Or that anything would have changed in that tower room?” She sobered. “God. If Aletto finds out—"

“Give him a little more credit than that, Birdy. He has a deep distrust for magic—particularly Night-Thread Magic, because Merrida soured him on it, but any magic to some degree or other. He makes faces and snotty little remarks whenever Lialla or I Wield, or even just talk about it. But I notice he puts up with it when it's useful. And I notice he didn't refuse that market-bought charm magic of Dahven's, did he? I'd wager if he ever finds out you shapeshifted to escape the Thukar's palace, it'll be all right, because you did it. And he knows you, he's fond of you."

Robyn shook her head; her mouth was set in a stubborn line. “He is fond of me; I like him a lot. But I won't test how much he cares, if you don't mind. Not unless I have to."

“That's up to you. I can say I'd tell him if it was me, but maybe not. Only you and I and Lialla know about it, though; she and I certainly won't say anything to him."

“I know that. Thanks."

“I—here he comes. I'll leave you."

“You don't have to."

“No. I want to see how Chris is doing anyway. If you want to try and talk this thing through, I'm here. Don't forget."

Robyn nodded and smiled up at her as she stood. “I won't. Thanks, Jen."

Aletto was limping but not badly and he looked fairly pleased with himself. Jennifer gave him a thumbs-up sign on her way by, which seemed to confuse him, but he made a thumbs-up in reply.

Edrith was watching in fascination as Chris lettered in a map; half a dozen lay between them. Two of the finished maps bore English words; the others were detailed with landmarks but no writing. “Remind me to strangle that old bat Merrida,” Chris swore between clenched teeth as Jennifer's high-top sneakers came into his line of sight. He didn't look up. “She gave us spoken language but not written. How's a guy supposed to fill in maps when he doesn't know how to write in Rhadazi?” He glanced at his companion. “And this fella's no help at all, he can't read it either."

“They don't collect all the poor market children into groups and teach them letters,” Edrith said.

“They should."

“Why? I know what the thing I'm stealing looks like, I don't have to know my letters to find what I want. I think your world must rely too much on such things."

Chris shook his head. “If you can't see the point, I probably can't convince you, so let's drop it. All the same, there must be some written history in this world!” Silence. “Isn't there?” he asked in a small voice.

“Oh, books again? There are plenty of them, if you're wealthy enough to afford them, to have a decent house to keep them in, time to read them."

“You're giving me a headache, you two. Chris, why don't you ask Lialla or Aletto to show you the basics?"

“Show me—?"

“How to read and write, isn't that what you're griping about? I have to admit, I hadn't particularly thought about it until just now; maybe you and I should form a class of our own."

“Yah. I'm sure either one of them would love to teach me how to read and write Rhadazi. Lialla thinks I don't show them proper respect for rank and all that crap. And Aletto—oh, hell, he's nice enough when he wants to be.” He scowled at his partly finished map. “I guess now that he's coming onto Mom, he'll be a lot nicer to me. They usually are. At first, anyway."

“I don't think Aletto has much in common with Arnie and his ilk, do you? Honestly?"

Chris looked up at her. Finally, slowly, he shook his head. “Honestly—no, I guess not. Hell, don't mind me, I get this way every time."

“I know that. You need a girlfriend—or six. Birdy's growing up; one of these days she'll leave home on you, and then where will you be?” As she'd intended, he laughed.

“Yeah. Girls are so plentiful around here."

“The local ones sleep with their goats,” Edrith offered, straight-faced. As Chris turned to look at him, horrified, he grinned.

“It can't smell much worse than a musk-based perfume,” Jennifer said blandly. “In fact, it's probably the same base. I'll get Lialla to show me how to read, and then I'll teach you, sound fair?” Chris snorted with suppressed laughter.

“Oh, sure! You two fight worse than—well, pretty bad, anyway. I'm with Mom; you two conduct these high-volume seminars far away from me."

“Your mother's right,” Jennifer said. “There's a ledge around here with your name on it, kid."

Chris ignored this, finished his map and added it to the growing pile in front of Edrith. “Listen. Not to change the subject or anything, but I had an idea this morning. I wanted to run it by everyone except then I could see Her Prissiness was about to get everyone's back up—"
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