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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.







WHO’S WHO IN WELCE


THE PRINCESSES


JOSETTA, daughter of Queen Seterre and Navarr Ardelay


CORENE, daughter of Queen Alys and Darien Serlast


NATALIE, daughter of Queen Romelle and an unknown lover


ODELIA, daughter of Queen Romelle and King Vernon


MALLY, the decoy princess for Odelia


THE PRIMES


ZOE LALINDAR, coru. Daughter of Navarr Ardelay, wife of Darien Serlast, mother of Celia


NELSON ARDELAY, sweela. Father of Kurtis and Rhan, brother to Navarr, uncle to Josetta and Zoe


MIRTI SERLAST, hunti. Aunt of Darien


TARO FROTHEN, torz. Distant relation of Romelle


KAYLE DOCHENZA, elay


THE POLITICIANS


DARIEN SERLAST, regent of Welce


QUEEN ELIDON, King Vernon’s first wife


GHYANETH, prince of Berringey


FILOMARA, empress of Malinqua




RANDOM BLESSINGS






	ELAYM
(AIR/SOUL)

	HUNTI
(WOOD/BONE)

	SWEELA
(FIRE/MIND)






	joy

	courage

	innovation






	hope

	strength

	love






	kindness

	steadfastness

	imagination






	beauty

	loyalty

	clarity






	vision

	certainty

	intelligence






	grace

	resolve

	charm






	honor

	determination

	talent






	spirituality

	power

	creativity






	CORU
(WATER/BLOOD)

	TORZ
(EARTH/FLESH)

	EXTRAORDINARY
BLESSINGS






	change

	serenity

	synthesis






	travel

	honesty

	triumph






	flexibility

	health

	time






	swiftness

	fertility

	 






	resilience

	contentment

	 






	luck

	patience

	 






	persistence

	endurance

	 






	surprise

	wealth

	 









QUINTILES & CHANGEDAYS


The calendar of Welce is divided into five quintiles. A quintile consists of eight “weeks,” each nine days long. Most shops and other businesses are closed on the firstday of each nineday.


The first quintile of the year, Quinnelay, stretches from early to deep winter. It is followed by Quinncoru, which encompasses late winter to mid-spring; Quinnahunti, late spring to mid-summer; Quinnatorz, late summer to fall; and Quinnasweela, fall to early winter.


The quintiles are separated by changedays, generally celebrated as holidays. Quinnelay changeday is the first day of every new year. Since there are five changedays, and five seventy-two-day quintiles, the Welce year is 365 days long.




MONEY


5 quint-coppers make one copper (5 cents → 25 cents)


8 coppers make one quint silver ($2)


5 quint silvers make one silver ($10)


8 silvers make one quint gold ($80)


5 quint-golds make one gold ($400)




ONE


Rafe shuffled the deck for the third time and handed it to the woman on his right so she could cut the cards. It was clear the other three players distrusted him, and even the card cutting didn’t reassure them he wasn’t cheating. But they were too convinced that the next hand would be the winning one to call him out or stop the play. They merely watched him with a narrowed suspicion and nodded to indicate they were still in the game.


Rafe dealt the cards slowly, deliberately, making sure all his movements were visible. As it happened, he knew how to slip a trump from the bottom of the deck, how to hide a wildcard up his sleeve, but he didn’t bother. Not with this particular group—two elay men barely in their twenties and a wild-haired sweela woman who was probably his stepfather’s age. None of them could play half as well as they thought they could, but all were too caught up in the gambling fever to admit it. Rafe shrugged to himself. That was an elay man for you—a dreamer, a misty-eyed romantic with no practical sense. And all the sweela souls he’d ever encountered were so impetuous that they ignored their impulses to cold reason whenever the stakes were high. Of course Rafe was winning handily; it would be more astonishing if he were losing.


Once the cards were dealt, everyone gathered them up and sorted them into suits. Rafe kept his expression amiable but impassive as he looked over his hand. Two wildcards; that was a stroke of luck. Only two trumps; a potential disaster. Ah, but he had six cards in the suit of skulls. He could probably turn that to his advantage.


As his opponents frowned over their own cards, each trying to formulate a strategy, Rafe glanced casually around the bar. The clientele tended to turn over pretty quickly as the night progressed; he liked to keep track of who had walked in while his attention was elsewhere. He liked to guess who might be interested in playing a round of penta with him, who might be desperate, and who might be trouble.


Trouble came with some regularity to this little bar, which was situated solidly inside the crowded, noisome slum district of the city of Chialto. But it was actually one of the more respectable establishments, given its location just south of the Cinque, the five-sided boulevard that made an inner loop around the city. Traders’ sons and merchants’ wives felt safe enough to come here for a night of excitement that might include high-stakes gambling, high-proof liquor, illegal drugs, and companionship that could be purchased. As long as they stayed within hearing range of traffic on the Cinque, they didn’t need to worry overmuch. But farther south, a little closer to the canal, and the illicit thrill could turn into a grim struggle for survival. No one walked those streets just for fun.


Tonight, at least so far, the bar was relatively quiet. The public space consisted of one big room, crowded with tables and a half dozen booths against the far wall. It was windowless here on the street level, so no matter what the time of day, the smoky oil-lamp illumination made patrons fail to notice how long they’d been sitting there, drinking or playing. The clientele was largely male, though a few women were always part of the mix. Some, like the one at his own table, were leathery old crones with a lifetime of hard experience chiseled into their faces. More were younger, prettier, plumper, not yet ruined by a brutal life, though clearly in peril of encountering a disastrous end.


Well, who isn’t? Rafe thought, turning his attention back to his tablemates. “Everyone ready to bid?” he asked.


One of the elay men nodded vigorously. He was a slim, pasty-faced blond with full, sensuous lips; Rafe had mentally dubbed him the Loser, since his reckless style of play was all but guaranteed to leave him bankrupt before the night was over. “More than ready,” the Loser exclaimed. He seemed almost feverish with excitement. Rafe assumed he had drawn the majority of the trump cards, and wasn’t hiding that fact very well.


“I suppose so,” said the other elay man, whom Rafe was calling Sad Boy because of his morose expression. Sad Boy had actually won a few hands by retaining trumps when Rafe had not expected him to, which argued a certain unexpected skill at the game, but his betting had been so erratic that he hadn’t profited much by his victories.


Sweela Woman merely nodded, so they all called out their bids and laid down the proper cards. Rafe had the low cards in flutes, roses, and horseshoes, which made the others smile; on the face of it, he had the weakest hand. Sad Boy had the low skull and Sweela Woman the low fish. No wonder the Loser was grinning like a fool, and pushing a stack of quint-silvers to the middle of the table. He probably had high cards and trumps.


It would be a pleasure taking his money.


Sad Boy and Sweela Woman made more conservative bets. Rafe offered a slight shrug, which he hoped they would interpret as disappointment over a bad hand, and pushed a silver toward the pile of coins. “Looks like it’s your play,” he said to the Loser, and the game was on.


It unfolded almost exactly as Rafe had anticipated, with the Loser scooping up the first four rounds with ill-disguised triumph, and recklessly expending his trumps without any regard for which cards it would be prudent to hold in reserve. The Loser was clearly astonished when Sad Boy won a play and wrested control of the game for the next two discards, and even more astonished when his next trump was overmatched by Rafe, who had been keeping track. No trumps, no wildcards left.


“Skulls,” Rafe said, and laid down the eight. Sad Boy and Sweela Woman tossed in skulls, and the Loser pouted and flung down the three of roses. Rafe spread the rest of his cards on the table. “I think the remaining rounds are mine,” he said in a pleasant voice.


Sweela Woman groaned and Sad Boy actually laughed. “I wondered where all the skulls were!” he exclaimed. “All I had were flutes and roses, and they didn’t do me a damn bit of good.”


Sweela Woman was watching Rafe appraisingly. “Even if you’ve been cheating all night, you weren’t cheating on that hand,” she said. “You’re brilliant at this game. I suppose you know that.”


He smiled at her. He’d always rather liked the sweela folks he’d encountered. They tended to be self-absorbed and overbearing, but imbued with a certain irresistible charm. As if it never occurred to them that, despite their loud voices and arrogant attitudes, people might not like them.


“Since much of my income depends on being brilliant at penta, I am aware that I play it well,” he replied.


“Hell of a way to earn a living,” she said.


Rafe shrugged and gathered the cards, straightening them into a neat pile. “Every job has its downside,” he said. “The ills of gambling are no worse than those of working in a factory ten hours a day, building smoker cars for rich people.”


Sweela Woman laughed at that, and even Sad Boy looked amused. The Loser frowned, leading Rafe to guess he was one of the rich folks who owned an elaymotive. In the past five years, the gas-powered vehicles had gone from being gape-worthy curiosities to commonplace carriages, though horse-drawn conveyances still accounted for three-quarters of the traffic along the Cinque.


“Never did want to spend much time working myself to the bone just so a rich man got richer,” Sweela Woman agreed. “But I still don’t think a gambler’s life is the one for me.”


Rafe shuffled the cards, loving the quick, ruffled sound they made as they interwove. “You might like it better than you think,” he said. “Gambling favors the folk of mind and fire.”


“Gambling favors the cheaters,” the Loser muttered.


In response, Rafe offered him the deck. “You deal,” he invited. “Count them first, make sure they’re all there. What can I do to convince you I play a fair game?”


The elay man hesitated, as if thinking up tests. His friend said in a tone of great irritation, “Either trust the man and play, Edwin, or don’t trust him and walk away. Frankly, I think he’s honest.”


“But he keeps winning,” Edwin complained.


“I think it’s more that we keep losing.”


Rafe left the cards on the table and leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms on his chest. Let them see him relaxed and sure of himself; let them believe he didn’t care whether or not they played one more hand. In truth, he’d prefer to win another few silvers, even a quint-gold or two. He rented a small apartment on the third story above the bar, paying by the nineday, and the money was due tomorrow morning. He had enough to cover it, but he might go hungry a day or two until he had another run of good luck.


The elay men were now arguing in earnest, keeping their voices low enough that Rafe could pretend he wasn’t listening. Since there was a break in the action, Sweela Woman opened her handbag and pulled out a small, delicately carved box. Rafe wasn’t surprised when the lid opened to reveal a couple of small, gilded bags and a ceramic cup no bigger than a thimble. She carefully opened each bag, shook out fine white powder from one and coarsely ground green leaves from the other, and combined them inside the cup. As soon as the ingredients began to curl with smoke, she dumped the mixture into her wine and began to slowly sip it down.


Once that particular drug took hold, Rafe thought, she’d have the energy and focus to play for another five hours.


The men were still arguing, so Rafe glanced around the bar again, noting that it had thinned out a little. He guessed it was two or three hours past midnight, and most of the casual visitors had already called it a night. The ones left were the professionals and the diehards, too drunk or too stupid to go home. Or unlucky enough to have no home to go to.


Movement caught at the edge of his vision and he shifted to get a better look. A young woman was coming in through the front door—slinking in would be a better way to put it, opening the door just wide enough to admit her small frame and then skulking along the wall until she came to an unoccupied booth. She dropped onto one of the benches and shoved herself back until her hunched shoulder hit the wall. Then she seemed to draw herself together in a tight ball and ducked her head down, trying—or so it seemed—to make herself invisible. She even leaned down to blow out the guttering candle on her table, to put herself in shadow as much as possible.


Rafe continued to watch her from the corner of his eye, not wanting to draw attention to her by staring outright. Though she would be something to stare at. Her trousers and tunic were lacy, delicate, and highly expensive items, though they were ripped and muddy, as if she’d fallen down during a mad run for freedom. Her bare arms bore fresh cuts and scratches; her thick red hair was a wild mess. She wasn’t wearing any visible jewelry, but Rafe fancied he could spot a little lumpiness on the undercurve of her bosom, which should have been lusciously smooth. His bet was that she had stuffed a necklace down the front, and maybe a bracelet or two, when she realized she was making a detour through rough territory.


He could only guess what disaster had sent her off into the night, but that she was in dire distress was clear enough. She looked like she couldn’t be more than fifteen, was rich as a queen, and was pretty close to terrified. Surely she knew she was in absolutely the wrong part of town for her age, sex, and social standing. Surely she knew that any of a dozen hazards could sweep her into calamity before the night was even an hour older. This place could not have been her intended goal, and Rafe thought she must not have the faintest idea what to do next.


But she didn’t look entirely defeated. He watched as she examined the welter of plates and silverware left at her booth by the last patron. He thought at first she was trying to gain the nerve to eat some of the less-poisonous-looking scraps, so he almost laughed when the first thing she picked up was a dinner knife, sharp enough to cut fried meat. Actually, she found two knives among the dinner dishes and briskly pocketed both. Rafe silently applauded.


Next she sorted through the soiled napkins, grimacing a little at the unidentifiable stains. Rafe watched as she turned herself sideways in the booth so she could draw up her left leg, bringing that foot close to her body. She rolled back the silken edges of her fancy leggings and used the napkins to bind her ankle, biting her lip as she did so.


Ah. So her dash from danger had resulted in a twisted or sprained ankle. Rafe guessed that adrenaline had kept her going when there was no choice but to run, but if she’d sustained a real injury, the pain was going to become excruciating pretty quickly. That would make it difficult for her to flee again if fresh trouble presented itself here in the little tavern.


As it most probably would.


Not until she had armed herself and taken care of her ankle did the runaway survey the table again to consider her food choices. She was so obviously a well-bred girl—maybe even from one of the Five Families—that Rafe would have expected her to prefer starvation to eating off of strangers’ plates, but she surprised him again. She picked through the scraps, ate a few roasted vegetables and a strip of discarded meat, and drank without hesitation from a glass half full of water. His opinion of her went up several notches. Whoever she was, this girl was a fighter.


A slight clatter across the bar caught her attention—and Rafe’s. They both glanced over to see one of the serving boys gathering plates from some of the other unoccupied tables. That would be a complication for her. As soon as she was discovered, the owner would expect her to pay for something or leave. Rafe thought she had come to the same conclusion. He saw her delicate face pull into a frown as she drew herself farther back into the shadows to try and figure out what to do next.


“Well, all right, then, another hand, but if he wins that one, too, I’m gone,” Edwin said suddenly in a defiant voice. He had spoken loud enough to make sure they all heard; clearly the private colloquy was over.


Feeling great reluctance—but not showing it—Rafe withdrew his attention from the runaway and presented a genial countenance to the table. “I can’t promise to lose just to continue the game, but I’m happy to play another round,” he said.


“And I’m dealing,” Edwin added, still in that belligerent tone.


Rafe pushed his sleeves back and placed his hands palm-up on the table, so everyone could see he wasn’t hiding any cards. “Happy to have you do it,” he said. “Let’s play.”


As it happened, he did lose the next round, and only partly because he thought it would appease the whining elay boy. Partly it was because half of his attention was on the redheaded girl who huddled in the booth trying to elude discovery. He couldn’t help it; his attention was caught. He wanted to see what happened to her.


And he wanted to make sure it wasn’t anything too terrible. His chivalric impulses were rare but powerful. All he had to do was imagine his younger brother stumbling through the slums and he couldn’t turn away from whatever lost soul he’d encountered. He’d handed out money more often than he could afford, intervened in a handful of fights, even offered the occasional stern lecture. He’d stopped mocking himself for these grand and probably wasted gestures. They were the price he exacted of himself for living the life he’d chosen.


So if anyone threatened the little runaway, he’d have to intervene.


He was so distracted by his thoughts that he misplayed a trump and heard Edwin the Loser crow in satisfaction. “My hand, I believe,” the elay man said grandly as he raked in the pile of coins. “Anyone care for another one?”


“I’ll play as long as you want!” exclaimed Sweela Woman. The drugs had brightened her eyes and brushed more color into her cheeks; she was grinning maniacally. Rafe figured she’d feel like strung-out death in the morning, but that wasn’t his concern.


Sad Boy nodded without much enthusiasm. “Why not?”


Rafe nodded at Sad Boy. “Your deal, I think.”


He had even worse cards this round, but it hardly mattered; the game couldn’t keep his attention. In the past few minutes, the redhead had had a low-voiced argument with the serving boy, which she appeared to have won, because the boy tramped off to the kitchen and returned moments later with a steaming mug. The girl must have had enough coins to pay for that much, earning herself the right to stay at the table another hour or so. But her luck was no better than Rafe’s. A thin, weaselly man from another table had spotted her during the transaction. As soon as she was alone again, he slithered over to her booth and dropped down next to her on the bench, effectively pinning her in place.


Rafe, playing his hand almost at random, watched as he made her some kind of offer and she vehemently refused. The man pressed for a different answer, and she dumped the contents of the mug into his lap. Even from across the bar, Rafe could hear the man’s howl of pain.


“You don’t crack a smile all night, but you lose a wildcard to a high trump and you’re grinning like a fool?” Sweela Woman demanded.


He turned his smile on her. “There’s no other way to respond when you become the plaything of fate,” he said. “You laugh, or you die.”


Edwin grunted. “That kind of attitude, I’d have expected you to be dead a long time ago.”


“Not at all,” Rafe said, shaking his head. “I’ve thrived.”


The random motion or the long night had caused a lock of hair to come loose from the ponytail he habitually wore, and he absently pushed it back behind his right ear. Sweela Woman’s overbright eyes sharpened as she stared at the sight suddenly exposed to view. He smiled faintly and fingered the triangular points sliced into the outer curve of his ear. There were five, and each one had been set with a small gold hoop.


The serrated edges he’d had since he was a baby. The hoops he’d added himself, an act of defiance against the world. If I’m forced to be different, then I’ll celebrate my differences. It was a credo he wholly believed in—though he generally preferred to keep his ear covered just to avoid conversation about it.


“I bet there’s a rare story there,” Sweela Woman observed.


“Rare and rarely told,” he replied, still smiling at her. The others hadn’t even noticed his ear, and he casually brushed his hair back in place to cover it up. “As I’m sure some of your more interesting tales are.”


With a sweela mind’s quick understanding, she realized he wanted to change the subject, so she cheerfully did. “I bet I can guess your blessings,” she said. “Luck, am I right? You look to be mostly coru. Luck and resilience and charm.” She grinned at him. “A little sweela fire thrown in.”


In this situation, he routinely lied, sometimes claiming one set of blessings, sometimes another, depending on his audience and his mood. “Close enough,” he answered. “Luck and resilience and honor.”


Sad Boy didn’t look convinced. “Any man can claim a blessing. That doesn’t mean it was actually bestowed on him, or that he lives up to it if it was.”


That made Rafe laugh out loud. “True enough,” he said, tossing the three of skulls onto a pile of flutes. He might go the whole hand without taking a trick; this night had taken a decided turn for the worse. “Do you live up to yours?”


Now the sweela crone was swaying in her seat, either moved by some internal music or too dizzy to sit upright. “I do,” she cackled, tossing out a high flute and taking the hand. “Grace and contentment and courage.”


He couldn’t tell if she was joking, picking the three blessings that probably described her least, or exposing her own personal irony for all of them to enjoy. It didn’t matter. It didn’t matter that she then led with a trump, which would take his own final trump and ensure he didn’t win any points for this hand. It didn’t matter that Sad Boy groaned and Edwin said angrily, “Is everyone at the table cheating?” Rafe was watching the redheaded runaway, and her life had suddenly gotten very perilous.


Two men had joined her this time, one sitting beside her, one across from her. A third had sidled up to loiter at the head of the table, opening his coat and setting his arms on his hips to prevent other patrons from watching the action inside the booth. Which was clearly some kind of forceful persuasion—maybe a knife to the jugular, a concoction down the throat, or a pair of hands around the neck, tight enough to render her unconscious without killing her outright.


“Excuse me for a moment,” Rafe said politely, throwing down his cards and shoving away from the table. In a matter of seconds he was at the other booth, elbowing the lookout aside and slamming his hands down on the table loud enough to make the dishes rattle.


Everyone stared at him in astonishment—the girl, the men, the people sitting nearby. In this instance, the more attention the better, so he raised his voice to make sure anyone who was interested could hear.


“What’s going on here?” he asked. “You boys find yourself a little unwilling sport tonight? You planning on dragging her out of here to do—what? Rape her? Kill her? Hold her for ransom?”


A few of the patrons behind him started muttering. They were all career drunks and reprobates but not wholly bankrupt, ethically speaking. They didn’t mind a little free-for-all over marked cards or a flirtatious woman, but they didn’t approve of unprovoked brutality or crimes that reeked of true evil. Not this crowd. Not this close to the Cinque.


The one sitting across from the girl bared his teeth in a snarl. He was the biggest one of this band of ruffians, the ugliest and meanest. “What’s it to you?” he growled. “Take care of your own business, and I’ll take care of mine.”


Rafe shook his head, smiling slightly. Straightening up, he held his hands just so, fingers spread, barely touching the tops of his thighs. It would be clear to all of them that he was preparing to draw a weapon. Fighting had never been Rafe’s style; he was more likely to rely on quick wits and cold nerve. But anyone who lived in the slums knew how to protect himself, and Rafe could handle a knife well enough. Three to one—horrible odds, but it was late enough in the evening that Rafe figured someone else would join in a rumble just for the fun of it.


“Tonight my business is spoiling your game,” he said. “Leave the girl alone.”


The thug who had been guarding the table came at him suddenly from the right, aiming a blow at the side of Rafe’s face. Rafe punched back, hard, following up with a kick to the groin, and pulling his knife free for good measure. Someone behind him laughed. The brute staggered to an unoccupied table and leaned against it, coughing and wheezing.


“Leave the girl alone,” Rafe repeated.


A shape bulked up behind him, and he turned his head just enough to see Samson, the bar owner and Rafe’s landlord, standing at his back. Samson wasn’t too sentimental. He might not have put a stop to an abduction if it had been conducted quietly enough, but he couldn’t abide much ruckus; it drove away business.


“Leave her alone,” Samson repeated. He was a big man, black-haired and burly. All muscle and all hunti. It was pointless to offer him physical opposition. “Go on home for the night, Becko. You know I don’t like trouble.”


For a moment, Becko’s snarl intensified, but it was all bravado. He jerked his head toward the door and motioned for Rafe and Samson to step back. Then he and his partner pushed themselves out of the booth, collected their friend, and stomped out the front door, slamming it as they went.


Samson didn’t even watch them go. He was eyeing Rafe, though his gaze flicked twice to the girl huddled in the booth. “What about her?” he asked.


“I’ll take care of her,” Rafe said.


“I don’t like trouble,” Samson repeated.


“There won’t be any.”


Samson watched him a moment longer, nodded sharply, and stalked back to the kitchen. Rafe slipped onto the bench where Becko had perched just a minute ago and gave the girl one comprehensive glance. “Looks like you’re having an interesting evening,” he said.


Staring back with a mix of defiance and uncertainty, she lifted her hand to show him one of the dinner knives clutched in her fist. He admired the fact that she didn’t indicate she had a second weapon stashed away somewhere. Fierce enough to fight, smart enough to keep something in reserve. Even without the red hair, she would have been easy to pick out as sweela. “Who are you and what do you want from me?” she demanded.


“My name’s Rafe Adova. I rent a room here, and I play cards for money. I saw you come in and I thought it looked like you were having a bad night.”


She lowered her hand to the table, but kept her grip on the knife. “That’s one way to put it,” she said bitterly.


“You don’t have any reason to trust me, but I’d like to help you.”


“Why?” she asked suspiciously.


“To annoy Becko,” was his prompt reply.


That made her laugh, but quickly enough she frowned again. “Why really?”


He shrugged and, unexpectedly, gave her the truth. “Because it’s easy enough to do. Because once in a while when I needed help, a stranger gave it to me. And other times when I needed help, no one stepped forward. And I remember what all of those times were like—the times I got help and the times I didn’t.”


She was listening closely, as if he was speaking in riddles and her only chance of survival was to solve them. “How would you help?” she asked.


“If nothing else, I can find someone to carry a message for you,” he said. “If you want, you can go up to my room—”


“I hardly think so,” she interrupted.


He shrugged. “Or I can wait with you here so no one else bothers you. The place never closes. We’d just sit here till someone shows up to get you.”


“I was trying to find my sister,” she said abruptly. “But I got lost.”


“If you crossed the Cinque to end up here, you got really lost.”


“I meant to cross the Cinque,” she said impatiently. “This is where she lives.” She looked around expressively. “Somewhere in the slums.”


Even his professional impassivity cracked at that. This gently bred rich girl had a sister who lived by the southern canals? Was the sister a prostitute? A dealer in drugs and illegal substances? It was almost impossible to credit.


“Excuse me for saying so,” he observed, “but if she lives here, she might not be the best one to seek shelter with.”


The redhead surprised him with a grin. “She’s not that kind of person,” she said. “But that’s funny.”


“So,” he said. “What do you want to do next? Are you willing to trust me?”


She studied him for a long moment. Her brown eyes were large and expressive, and her face showed every nuance of her warring doubt, hope, and fatalism. She would make a terrible card player. “I don’t see that I have any choice except to trust you, so I will. Can we send a messenger to J— To my sister?”


Interesting that she didn’t want to offer a name; that meant she thought he might recognize it, which meant she would lie about her own name as well. “I’ll grab one of the serving boys,” he said.


But before he’d even stood up, his way was blocked by Edwin the Loser, who’d stalked over to glare at him. “Are you going to finish the game or not?” he demanded.


“I’ll be there in a minute,” Rafe said, unfolding himself from the bench. He was at least four inches taller than the elay man, and much less ethereal; Edwin backed off fast. Rafe took a moment to rifle in his pockets and tossed a few quint-silvers on the table. “I’m going to send a kitchen boy over. Tell him your message and give him two coins. Use the rest to buy yourself something to eat.”


“I have money,” she said instantly.


“No, you don’t.”


She stared at him mutinously for a moment, then dropped her gaze. “I’ll pay you back.”


“You certainly will.” He started to move away, then stepped back. “I’ll be right over there if you need me. As soon as I’ve finished the game, I’ll come and sit with you until your sister—or whoever—shows up. Everything will be all right.”


“I hope so,” she said in a low voice. He nodded and turned away again, but her voice drew him back. “Rafe!”


He was surprised she remembered his name. But then, she was full of surprises. “Yes?”


“Thank you.”


“I haven’t done very much.”


“Yes, you have.” She hesitated a moment, then said, “I’m Cora.”


Sure you are, he thought. “It’s been interesting to meet you, Cora.”


Her expressive face showed a faint hint of laughter. “It’s going to get more interesting, I’m afraid.”


He lifted his eyebrows. Now that was an intriguing thing to say. “I can’t wait.”




TWO


Rafe had resigned himself to the notion that Cora’s dramatic introduction into his life would ruin his concentration enough to make him lose the next three hands, but, in fact, luck ran fairly evenly among the four players. By the time they were all ready to quit, even the jacked-up sweela woman admitting to exhaustion, Rafe was neither as far ahead as he’d have liked or as far behind as he’d feared. Could have been worse ways to end this night.


“A pleasure playing with you,” Rafe told the others as he pocketed his cards and his coins. “I’m here most nights if you ever want to try your luck again.”


Sad Boy shrugged and the Loser looked disdainful, but Sweela Woman said, “I just might be back later this nineday.”


“Be glad to see you,” he answered.


He was even gladder to see them all gone, ducking out through the door into the gray light of very early morning. He left a few coppers on the table for the serving boys, stood up and stretched, and shook his head to clear it. Normally this was the time he’d head upstairs for a few hours of sleep. But today, of course, he had a runaway with an assumed name to look after until help arrived. He grinned, shook his head again, and made his way through the mostly empty bar to the booth where Cora waited.


She was sitting sideways on the bench, her head against the wall, her legs stretched out before her, and she was fast asleep. From the plates arrayed before her, he could see she’d made short work of a hearty meal. He also guessed she’d secured another knife for herself, because he didn’t see one on the table. He grinned. Heiress of the Five Families or not, this one had no doubt been a holy terror from the day she came squalling into the world. This might not have been the first time she’d run away. Probably wouldn’t be the last.


He caught the attention of a passing servant who was taking advantage of the thin crowd to wipe down tables and sweep up debris. “Could you bring me one of those meat pies and a glass of beer?” he asked. “Thanks. And bring it to me quietly.”


That last admonition had been in vain because as soon as he slid into the booth, Cora woke up. It only took her a moment to blink her eyes and remember where she was, and then she sat upright and dropped her feet to the floor. He saw her wince with pain when she jarred her ankle.


“Unless your sister brings a conveyance of some sort with her, you won’t be leaving this bar today,” Rafe commented. “Can’t imagine you could walk more than five feet on that sprain.”


Her lips tightened. “I’ve been thinking the same thing.”


He shrugged. “My offer is still open. You can have my room.” When she instantly looked suspicious, he added, “I’m not going to ravish you. I’ve never been interested in the very young and very unwilling.”


“Glad to hear it,” she said tartly. “You’d be surprised at the number of men who are.”


“Not surprised,” he said. “I’m just not one of them.”


“I think I’d rather sit here,” she said. “At least until J— At least until my sister comes.”


On the words, his food arrived, smelling delicious. Samson had a questionable moral code, but he was an excellent cook. “Still hungry?” Rafe asked the girl. “Want anything else to drink?”


“Just water, if I could. Thank you.”


Silence fell between them while Rafe dug into the meat pie. He was hungrier than he’d thought. Or it had been a longer night than he’d anticipated. Or both.


Cora was the one to speak first. “So I’ve been wondering what kind of man you are,” she said idly. “Coru? Maybe sweela. Definitely not hunti.”


“Somebody else recognized me as coru tonight,” he said.


“So what are your blessings?”


He was too tired to lie, so he gave her the truth. “I don’t have any.”


“What? Why not? Everybody has blessings.”


“I don’t.”


She narrowed her eyes and thought that over. “Well, even if your parents didn’t pick blessings for you like they should have, nothing’s stopping you from pulling your own blessings now,” she said. “How old are you?”


He laughed. “Twenty-seven. How old are you?”


“Seventeen,” she said impatiently. Older than he’d thought, but still ungodly young. She didn’t waste time getting to her main point. “This would be an excellent year for you to pull your blessings. Twenty-seven is a very propitious number, because it’s nine threes! It might have been better when you were sixteen or twenty-four, because eights are even better than threes. Maybe you could wait till you’re thirty-two.”


Rafe had grown up in the country, where people had a healthy respect for all the superstitions of Welchin life—the elemental affiliations, the random blessings, the powerful numbers of three and five and eight. But they weren’t as fanatical about the traditions as the people in Chialto were. They did believe that newborns should receive their own random blessings within five hours of birth, but out on the farms it was sometimes hard to find the three requisite strangers and a nearby temple. They often made do with friends and whatever collection of coins they could scrape up amongst themselves.


He found it amusing that—with all the other topics that should be weighing on her mind—Cora was worried about Rafe and his lack of blessings. So he was laughing at her when he replied, “Maybe I’ll do that.”


“Of course, you shouldn’t pull them yourself,” she said. “Ask strangers. Or ask me. I’d go with you right now, if there was a temple nearby. And if I could walk.”


He toyed with his empty glass of beer, feeling strangely sober all of a sudden. “I did that, actually. A couple of times. Can’t remember how old I was, so maybe it wasn’t one of the propitious years, but I went to a temple and had strangers pull coins for me.”


“See? You do have blessings. What were they?”


He lifted his eyes to meet her interested gaze. “Ghost coins. All of them.”


She sank back against the bench, surveying him with narrowed eyes. “That almost seems impossible,” she said.


“Seems like a stupid thing to lie about.”


“You said you did it a couple of times.”


He nodded. “Same thing happened. Ghost coins. Every one.”


There were dozens of temples all around Welce, some big, some small, some full of incense and rich woven rugs, others austere and chilly. What they had in common were five benches—one for each of the elemental traits—where visitors could sit to meditate themselves back into balance; a tithe box where they could drop donations to pay for the privilege of entering; and a big barrel of metal coins, each stamped with one of the blessing glyphs. There were forty-three specific blessings, so all the barrels held multiples of each, and they were constantly being replenished as visitors kept the coins they were particularly happy to receive.


But some of those disks stayed in the barrels for years, for decades, picked up and dropped back in again, worn smooth by many hands and constant churning. You couldn’t tell what blessing they were supposed to confer, unless it was the questionable one of mystery. It was supposed to be bad luck to draw one for a newborn. Bad luck, maybe, to draw one for anybody.


“Well, that is a little strange,” Cora allowed. “But I bet I’d pull something different for you. I bet my sister would.”


He was amused again. “Somehow, I don’t think we’ll be making a trip to a temple together anytime soon.” She looked like she was going to say something else, so he jumped in with a question of his own. “What are your blessings?”


She held out her right hand and spread her fingers to show off three rings, one in copper, one in silver, one in gold. Instead of being stamped with glyphs, each ring had the blessings carved out of them, to reveal the smooth skin beneath. “Imagination, courage, and intelligence,” she said.


He wasn’t qualified to judge on the first attribute, but he’d bet she had the other two in abundance. “Sweela and hunti,” he said. “I would have said you were all sweela.”


She grinned. “My mother’s sweela and my father is hunti, so it’s not really surprising that I have both kinds of blessings.” She twisted the gold ring on her finger and added, “Although my sister has three elay traits, and she is completely elay in personality, but her mother is hunti and her father was sweela. So you never know.”


The sister was sounding more and more like a madwoman. The elay folks were all odd, in Rafe’s experience—melodramatically soulful or weirdly empathetic or giggly and ridiculous. He couldn’t remember meeting a single one that he’d actually liked. And this one, who lived in the southern slums and was very likely a harlot, would probably prove to be the craziest one yet.


Then he registered what Cora had just said. “Wait a minute. If your mother is sweela and your father is hunti—and it’s reversed for your sister—you aren’t really related.”


For a moment, she looked alarmed, as if afraid she’d betrayed something, then she relaxed again. “We’re stepsisters.”


“Is your mother married to her father, or is it the other way around?”


Now she was laughing. “It’s actually more complicated than that.”


“So you don’t really have a sister at all.”


“Oh, I have plenty of sisters. I’m just not related to most of them by blood.”


He settled back more comfortably against the booth and gave her a crooked smile. “You know, I don’t care who you are, why you’re here, or what you’re lying about. But, damn. You’ve got me pretty curious about how exactly your family is connected.”


“I’m sure your family is just as interesting.”


“Hardly. My mother’s dead, my stepfather and I aren’t close, and I only see my brother a couple of times a quintile. I don’t really have much of a family.”


Cora rested her chin in her hand. “Sometimes I think that would be easier. There are days I’d like to see all of them swept away in the Marisi River.”


“Is that why you ran away? Family problems?”


Her delicate face, which had grown animated and open, now closed into a scowl again. “In a way. But it’s complicated.”


You keep saying that, he started to reply, but he never got a chance to say the words. The door opened, and spring stepped inside.


Of course, that wasn’t what really happened. A fair woman in a plain white tunic came through the door and stood there a moment, looking around. Unlike Cora, who had entered as unobtrusively as possible, this newcomer didn’t seem to notice that she drew all eyes her way, didn’t seem to care. It was hard to say what exactly made her so hard to look away from, though maybe it was simply the light. She hadn’t closed the door behind her, so the early morning sunshine had followed her inside and pooled around her white clothes, her ashy-blond hair. Maybe it was the swirl of fresh wind that danced in behind her, chasing out the stale odors of smoke and fried meat. Maybe it was the sheer incongruity of her presence, because Rafe had never seen anyone who looked less like she belonged in a southside tavern after a very long night.


If he’d had a roll of gold coins, he’d have laid them on the table at this moment and gambled them all. “I’m betting that’s your sister,” he said.


Cora turned in her seat and started waving wildly. “Jo—Josie! Here I am! Here I am!”


Josie—or whatever her name really was—instantly crossed the room, her eyes focused on her sister. Rafe found himself impelled to come to his feet in some wasted gesture of civility, but the blond woman had eyes only for Cora.


“What happened? Are you all right? I came as quickly as I could,” she said, sliding onto the bench next to Cora and giving her a brief hug. But she pulled back almost at once and began to give the other girl a critical inspection. “You look like you’ve been in a brawl. Are you all right? What happened?” She glanced briefly in Rafe’s direction. “Did he sell you any red gemstones?”


The complete non sequitur made Rafe frown and Cora grin, though it seemed to take her some effort. “No,” she said. “Nothing like that.”


Maybe it was a code phrase; he admired them for putting one in place. He said, “Let me excuse myself while you two talk.”


Josie settled her gaze on him to appraise him more fully. Her face wasn’t quite as delicate as Cora’s, or her expression as lively; she looked grave and thoughtful and just a little sad. No, this wasn’t the prostitute or the drug dealer Rafe had been envisioning. But she was certainly all elay. No doubt about that.


“Who exactly are you?” she asked in a courteous voice.


“He’s the man who helped me,” Cora interjected. “When this—this—criminal came over and tried to frighten me.”


Josie was still watching Rafe. “Yes, that happens sometimes in the slums,” she said. “That’s why you shouldn’t be here. What’s your name?”


“Rafe Adova. I play cards.”


“And you rescued my sister.”


“Hardly that dramatic,” he said.


“Oh, it probably was,” she said, showing the faintest hint of a smile. “Things tend to get—exciting—when Corene is present.”


“Josie,” hissed Cora. Corene. Now that was a name he ought to recognize. Damn his slow thought processes after such a long night.


“It’s the sweela gift,” he said.


“At any rate, you know half the story, so you may as well know the rest of it. So what happened?”


Rafe slowly dropped to his bench again. Corene licked her lips and thought a moment, clearly editing out details. “There was a party at Rhan’s last night. At the last minute, my mother decided not to go, so he and I were alone in the elaymotive together. There wasn’t even a driver.”


Josie nodded. Clearly she knew who he was.


“At first I wasn’t paying much attention, but then I realized we’d been on the Cinque too long, we were way past Rhan’s house,” Cora went on. “When I demanded to know where we were going, he said there was a different party, he thought I’d like it, we were almost there. But I just thought—he seemed so odd—I decided I should get out of the car if I got a chance.”


“A moving elaymotive?” Josie said faintly.


“Well, we’d come to a stop in bad traffic,” Cora explained. “So I jumped out and ran as fast as I could. I thought I was going toward the river,” she added. “Because I figured, if I could get to the Marisi, Zoe would be able to find me. But it was dark, and I got lost, and then somehow I ended up here on the southside. So then I figured I’d go looking for you instead. But I fell down, and I twisted my ankle, and I just came inside the first place I could find that looked halfway respectable.”


Josie glanced around the bar again, showing no distaste for the sordid surroundings. “You made a good choice,” she said. “There aren’t a lot of places in this part of town where you would have been half so safe.”


Corene looked over at Rafe. “Well, this one wasn’t safe the whole time. These men came over and acted like they wanted to kidnap me or something, but that’s when Rafe told them to get out.”


Josie transferred her attention to him as well. “You did my sister a great kindness.”


He shrugged. “It was easy enough to do.”


“Since then, we’ve just been sitting here waiting for you,” Corene finished up. “And now—now I just want to go home.”


“Foley’s already on his way to your father,” Josie said. “He came here with me, but I sent him on with a message. Foley is my personal guard,” she explained to Rafe.


“If you live southside and you only have one guard, I’m surprised you’ve survived longer than a nineday,” he said.


That faint smile was back. “I don’t live here all the time. And Foley is fairly formidable.”


“But Zoe and my father aren’t in the Chialto house right now,” Corene objected. “They’re staying with—someone else—on the other side of the canal.”


“I know,” Josie said. “It will take him at least a day to make it back. And if you sprained your ankle— Can you walk?”


“I don’t think so. Not very far.”


“Not sure you want to sit here in the bar for a whole day,” Rafe said. “I offered your sister the use of my room upstairs. She seemed to suspect my motives at the time, but it was an entirely honest offer and it’s still open.”


“Thank you. This time we’ll accept,” Josie said. “We’ll pay you, of course.”


He smiled at her. He was tempted, so tempted, to say, Play you for the privilege. Whoever won five hands at penta would determine the cost of the accommodations for the night. But an elay opponent was always tricky, and this one would be harder to read than most. He could lose everything to her on a single turn of the cards.


“Of course,” he answered. “Let me show you upstairs.”


He paused to order bread and cheese from a serving boy, since Josie hadn’t eaten and there was no food in his room, and then he shepherded the two women up the dark and narrow staircase. Corene refused to let him carry her, which would have speeded up the process enormously, and the server arrived with a tray of goods just as they made it to Rafe’s door.


Five minutes later the three of them were more or less comfortably situated around a small table set right before the fire, which Rafe had built up hastily after they stepped into the room. He’d also given the women the only two chairs, while he perched on a battered trunk that held most of his possessions. He was relieved to see that the room was in relatively good order, but then, he was a fairly fastidious man. Even the bed was neatly made, though he couldn’t remember exactly when he had last washed the linens.


“If you’re tired, as I imagine you are, you can sleep while you wait,” he said through a mouthful of cheese. “There’s a room down the hall for washing up.”


“I’m so tired,” Corene said, yawning to prove it. “And my foot hurts.”


“I’m fine,” Josie said. “But you must be tired, too, if you’ve been up all night earning a living.”


She didn’t even say it sarcastically. “I might throw a blanket on the floor and nap for a few hours,” he answered. “I usually don’t have trouble falling asleep no matter where I am.”


“We’re still imposing on you most dreadfully. You’ve been so kind to my sister. I think you must be a very good man.”


Something about that phrase must have triggered a memory in Corene’s mind, because she looked up from her plate. “He doesn’t have any blessings,” she said. “Have you ever heard of such a thing?”


Now Josie’s expression was speculative again. “Yes, of course. A lot of people here in the slums don’t have any,” she said. “Sometimes they let me pull coins for them. Those are always interesting experiences.”


Ah—so that was it. This Josie was some kind of reformer, one of those maniacs and zealots who ministered to the poor. That explained her air of saintliness, though it didn’t explain how she’d managed to stay alive for whatever period of time she’d been carrying out her mission. Even do-gooders tended to fare badly in this part of town. Only the tough survived, only the people who were both smart and ruthless. Right now he wasn’t sure she could claim to have any of those traits.


“Can you take him to a temple?” Corene asked, yawning again.


“I think we have more pressing concerns at the moment,” Josie replied.


“But I want to see. He says he’s been to a temple, but he only pulls ghost coins.”


That caught Josie’s attention; she gave Rafe a quick, sharp inspection. But all she said was, “I suppose that means there’s something mysterious about him.”


He opened his eyes wide. “Me? I’m not concealing anything. Whereas your sister has been hiding a secret all night, beginning with her name, which clearly isn’t Cora.”


Josie looked amused again. “I’m surprised to learn she has such discretion.”


So she wasn’t disposed to share secrets, either. The less they wanted to tell him, the more he wanted to know. “I think I’ll piece the clues together eventually.”


“No doubt you will.”


“But his blessings,” Corene interjected, her voice stubborn. He thought she must be so tired and so overwhelmed that she had picked this one idea to anchor her thoughts to the present. “Can you take him to a temple later? Maybe while I’m sleeping? You pull the best blessings.”


Josie sighed silently, as if capitulating, and then asked Rafe, “Do you have a sheet of paper? And something to write with?”


“Um—sure. Let me poke around a little.”


He finally unearthed paper and ink, and cleared a space on the table for Josie to go to work. He wasn’t surprised to see that she approached this odd, unimportant task with great precision, first marking off twenty-four squares on two separate pieces of paper, and then sketching a blessing sigil in each one.


“Do you know them all by heart?” Corene asked, watching in fascination.


“Of course. Don’t you?”


Corene didn’t bother to answer. “But why do you need forty-eight?”


“Forty elemental blessings. Three extraordinary blessings. Three ghost blessings. And two left over in case I make a mistake.”


She didn’t, of course, as Rafe could have predicted. When she was done, he had to hunt for a pair of scissors so she could cut the squares apart, and then look for a container to hold them. The sisters were busy folding the scraps into smaller shapes while he searched for a bowl or basket. The best he could come up with was a mug that had held ale at a not too distant date, but any leftover liquid had dried into a stain at the bottom of the cup.


He was heading back to the table when a knock on the door sent him that way. “Rafe,” called one of the serving boys through the wood. “Samson sent up a loaf of bread if you want it.”


Whenever Samson had leftover food, he offered it to his boarders at a huge discount, an arrangement Rafe appreciated. “Sounds good,” he called back. Opening the door, he handed over a few quint-coppers in exchange for a slightly lumpy loaf. “Anybody want something else to eat?” he inquired as he turned back to his visitors, shutting the door quickly so the warmth from the fire couldn’t escape.


But the sweep of the door sent an errant draft curling through the room, brushing most of the blessing squares off the table. More than half blew straight into the fire.


“Oh no!” Corene exclaimed, dropping to the floor and trying to rescue the ones that hadn’t swirled into the flames.


Josie was laughing. “Maybe we’re not meant to choose blessings for Rafe Adova after all.”


Rafe set the bread on the table, along with the mug that was no longer needed. “There’s still a few left,” he pointed out, because three folded squares remained on the table. “Maybe those are mine.”


“Maybe they are,” Josie agreed. “And they’ve been chosen for you by the element of air.”


“Maybe he’s elay,” Corene said, returning to her chair and reaching for one of the scraps of paper. She unfolded it eagerly, then stared at it wide-eyed. “Ghost,” she said, showing them the empty square.


Despite himself, Rafe felt a prickle of superstition spider-walk down his spine. Josie opened the second square. Not a mark upon it. Silently, she handed the third one to Rafe, and he smoothed it open.


Another ghost. If the element of air had chosen his blessings, it had gifted him with absolutely nothing.




THREE


Corene protested for about five minutes, but Rafe wasn’t surprised that Josie convinced her to lie on the bed, where she almost instantly fell asleep. Rafe should have been just as tired, since he’d been awake since noon of the day before, but he found himself oddly energized. As if he’d just had the first glass from an excellent bottle of wine, and it was glittering through his veins. He was pretty sure the intoxicant in this case was the young woman sitting so primly at his table, looking utterly incongruous yet perfectly at ease.


He had been gone for a few minutes, cleaning himself up in the room down the hall, and now he dropped into the other chair across the table from her. He noticed that the fire was burning merrily; she must have added more fuel while he was out of the room. For someone who looked as dainty as an heiress, she possessed an impressive streak of practicality and a hard core of strength. Or so it seemed.


“Anything else I can do to make you more comfortable?” he asked.


“No, actually, I’ve been trying to think what we can do to make up for intruding on you. I’m sure you’re exhausted, too, and would like to sleep in your own bed.”


“I’m good for another few hours,” he said. “But I suppose we’re all trapped here until her father arrives.”


“I know. I apologize again for the disruption to your life.”


Out of habit, he pulled the ever-present deck of cards from a hip pocket and began shuffling them. “I find I’m not minding it much,” he said. “It’s made for a more than ordinarily exciting evening.”


“You’ve been very kind.”


He risked the question. “Even though I didn’t sell your sister any red gemstones?”


She laughed. “So you caught that, did you? Some friends of ours taught us that phrase years ago. They were itinerant traders and sometimes dealt with unsavory characters. It’s a way of asking if your friend or partner is in danger without letting anyone else understand the question.”


He nodded. “I guessed.” In the small silence that followed, the ruffling of the cards sounded very loud. “So how would you like to pass the time while we wait?” Rafe finally asked. “Do you play penta?”


She looked intrigued. “I never have. My mother always thought card games were vulgar.”


He laughed softly. “Well, they’re often played by vulgar people.” Just to occupy his hands, he started laying the cards out in suits, face up on the table. Josie watched with seeming fascination.


“The artwork is very intricate,” she said. “Do all decks look like this?”


“Some are more ornate than others. I tend to buy the beautiful, expensive ones.” He shrugged. “I spend so much time handling them, I figure I might as well enjoy looking at them.”


“So are there—five different kinds? No. Six. Seven?”


He neatened the piles and turned them to face her. “Five suits. One to match each elemental trait. Fish for coru, skulls for hunti, roses for torz. Horseshoes for sweela, though that’s always seemed the weakest connection to me. I suppose because horseshoes are shaped in the fire.” With a little flourish, he pushed the last pile closer to her hand. “And for your own element, flutes.”


“What about all those other cards?”


“Three wildcards. Think of them as random blessings. Depending on the game, they can be more or less valuable to hold in your hand.”


“And those?”


“Trumps. Nine of them. I don’t know how they relate to the general blessings, but three times three is a lucky number.”


“And you can play more than one kind of game with these same cards?”


“Dozens. Hundreds.”


“Teach me one,” she said. “Something simple.”


He laughed. It was so unexpected that he should have expected it. This girl might be all elay, but she had a little of the coru element of surprise running through her veins. “All right. This is a game that even children can play. Trumps become their own suit, and the nine of trumps becomes the fourth wildcard. So all you have to do is match six of a kind …”


She was a quick study, mastering two easy games so rapidly that he taught her penta, since it had a subtlety that made it enjoyable whether the player was a novice or a professional. She even agreed to play for money—“as long as we keep it to quint-coppers and you don’t cheat”—and laughed in delight the first time she won a hand. By that time, of course, she’d already lost a whole pile of quint-coppers, though he doubted they amounted to much more than a quint-silver. Hardly enough to cover the price of the extra loaf of bread Samson had sent to his room.


“I see how this could become addictive,” she observed. “I keep thinking if I play just one more hand, I’ll finally get the right cards.”


“And that kind of attitude is exactly what keeps me employed,” he answered.


She folded her hands and studied him. “So how does one become a professional card player?” she asked. “What road do you start down that winds up here?”


She didn’t say it as if she pitied him or wanted to convince him of the error of his ways. Merely, she sounded curious. Elay women were creatures not only of air, but also of spirit. He had the sense she was trying to fix in her mind the precise pattern of his soul.


He gathered up the cards, since his hands felt empty without them, and began to idly shuffle and cut them, shuffle and cut. “My mother met an attractive man and found herself with a baby on her hands,” he said.


“A common enough occurrence,” Josie observed.


He nodded. “I get the feeling life wasn’t very easy for her until she met my stepfather when I was a few years old. He’d come to Chialto for the work, but he was a country man at heart. All torz. He missed the land. When his sister asked him back to help run the family farm, he was glad to go, and my mother was glad to go with him. A couple years later they had a son, my brother, Steff. A couple years after that, my mother died.”


He shrugged, a silent way of conveying what a time of pain and confusion that had been. All these years later, and he felt like he could still remember every day of that first awful year after his mother’s death. “I hadn’t liked farm life much to begin with, and pretty soon I couldn’t wait to get away,” he went on. “I wanted to get someplace where there was life and chaos and music. I wanted to go to the city. I left the first chance I could.”


“How old were you?”


“Seventeen. Came to Chialto, drifted around, took odd jobs. Headed down to the harbor to work on the docks. Didn’t like that, either. Came back to the city. Started playing cards to pass the time and ended up playing for money, when it turned out I was good at it. And here I am.”


“Do you ever go back to see your family?”


“Sure. Steff’s a good kid and I visit when I can. I think he’s pretty lonely. The farm life doesn’t suit him.”


“I take it he’s not torz.”


“No, he seems to be coru, though as far as I can tell, no one in his father’s family ever came from blood and water. So I guess it’s no wonder that he doesn’t fit in.”


“To some extent, it doesn’t matter who we are or where we came from—what kind of family brought us into this world,” Josie said softly. “We become who we were meant to be, and all those other influences fall away.”


He gave her a speculative look. “I suppose you’re talking from experience?”


“Certainly I have turned out to be a much different kind of person than I was raised to be.”


“I take it you spend time here in the slums doing some kind of reform work.”


“Something like that,” she said a little dryly. “A couple years ago, I bought an abandoned building and refurbished it. Turned it into a shelter with an infirmary, a kitchen, and a whole lot of beds. I provide a safe place for people to sleep if they’re desperate and have nowhere else to go.”


“Well, unless you have beds for a thousand people, I can’t imagine you can take care of every desperate soul who ends up southside on an average night.”


“Ah. Well. Some of the people I might consider desperate are perfectly happy with their lives. The ones who come to me are the ones who truly have no other options.”


He gestured to indicate her plain, inexpensive tunic. “You’re not dressed like it at the moment, but you look to me like someone who comes from money. I’m wondering how your family feels about this little project.”


She smiled. “My mother is horrified. My brother-in-law brings fairly constant pressure on me to give up the work. My sister—she’s proud of me, actually. She comes sometimes to help out.”


He glanced toward the sleeping Corene. “A different sister, I take it.”


“I have quite a few.”


“That’s what Corene said. She also said that the two of you aren’t actually related by blood.”


“We were raised as sisters until five years ago. The man we thought was our father turned out not to be. It’s complicated.”


“That’s also what Corene said.” He waited a beat, then added, “That’s what you called her. She told me her name was Cora.”


Now she was laughing openly. “She’s being very mysterious. The sweela folk love excitement and intrigue.”


“And I suppose your name isn’t really Josie.”


“Close enough. Josetta.”


That’s when it clicked in his head. Corene. Zoe. Josetta. “Slap me stupid,” he breathed. “You’re the princesses. The ones that weren’t really the king’s daughters.”


“That’s us,” she said cheerfully.


He had been watching her covertly ever since she arrived, but now he stared outright. Oh, it had been such a scandal, though overshadowed by a surfeit of scandals that had all piled up at once four or five years ago. First the people of Welce learned that King Vernon was dying. Then they learned that he had been impotent all these years, and his three daughters—by three different wives—had been fathered by loyal courtiers doing their part to give the king his heirs. Then they learned that Vernon’s fourth and youngest wife was carrying her second child and that that baby, miraculously, had been sired by the king.


A couple of quintiles later, the king had passed away, living barely long enough to hold his infant daughter in his arms. The five primes—the heads of the Five Families—had appointed a regent and an interim governing body that would rule Welce until the girl inherited her crown at the favorable age of twenty-four.


And while all of Welce waited for that child to grow up, what happened to the girls who had once been princesses? It had never occurred to Rafe to wonder before. He was at an uncharacteristic loss for words.


“I didn’t think you’d be so shocked,” Josetta said at last. “You don’t seem like the type to fawn over royalty.”


He pulled himself together. “I wouldn’t know. I’ve never had the chance to converse before with someone in line for the throne.”


“Anyway, I’m not really royalty. Surely you know the story? The bloodlines?”


He nodded. “But aren’t you—I don’t pay that much attention, but—aren’t you and Corene both still part of the succession?”


“We are, but we’re so much more removed from the crown now that Odelia’s been named the heir.”


“I wouldn’t think you’re so removed,” Rafe observed. “Babies die all the time. People get trampled by horses—run over by elaymotives. They drown. Now I’m even more shocked that anyone is letting you roam around the slums unprotected. I’d think they’d have you locked behind the palace doors with guards standing over you day and night.”


“I do have a guard with me day and night.”


Rafe looked ostentatiously around the room. “Not that I can see.”


She was trying to repress a smile. “He was with me. I sent him to fetch Corene’s father. And I assure you, he was reluctant to go. He takes his duties to me very seriously.”


“But one guard—in a place like this—it makes my blood run cold to think of what could happen to you.”


“Now you sound like Darien.”


“Darien,” he repeated. “Darien Serlast? The regent?”


Josetta nodded. “Corene’s father. My brother-in-law. And regent of the realm. He hates it that I spend so much time southside.”


“I would think he would do more than just hate it. I’d think he would make you stay someplace safe.”


“He doesn’t have the power to make me do anything.”


Rafe leaned back in his chair and surveyed her again. “Well, from what I hear, he does,” he said softly. “He’s a hunti man, right? He was practically running the whole kingdom in the days before anyone knew that Vernon was sick. He sounds to me like the kind of man who pretty much always gets what he wants.”


“Let me put it differently,” Josetta said. “For the first fifteen years of my life, I was afraid. I knew all eyes were watching me all the time. I knew I was expected to behave a certain way. I knew there were people who were eager to see me fail. I knew there were people who wanted me dead—people who tried to kill me, in fact, if you remember a certain regatta five years ago. My life was not my own and my life was not secure.


“Then Odelia was born, and the attention shifted. I decided I would no longer live to please other people. I would live up to my blessings. I would honor my elay heritage. And while this decision has not found favor with everyone, I have not changed my mind. It is very difficult to make an elay woman conform once she has decided she wants to be free.”


“I can certainly see that,” Rafe said, outwardly laughing, but inwardly feeling a touch of admiration. “I can almost pity poor hunti Darien, trying to contain a woman of air and spirit.”


Josetta’s smile was back. “Pity him even more for Corene, who is incorrigible, and for Zoe—his wife—who is the coru prime. Nobody controls Zoe. He is surrounded by women who won’t do his bidding.”


“He seems to have been a remarkably effective regent, even so. I suspect he is more powerful than you would like to admit.”


“Powerful,” she agreed, “and absolutely committed to the well-being of the realm. I like Darien very much. I just don’t always do what he says.”


The answer he was going to give was interrupted by a huge yawn. “Sorry,” he apologized. “A rude way to treat royalty.”


“I’m feeling exhausted myself,” she said. “I think I’m going to curl up alongside Corene and see if I can sleep for a few hours. If you can make yourself comfortable, you might try to do the same.”


A few minutes later, Rafe found himself in the distinctly odd position of trying to sleep in a room full of slumbering princesses. It was so unlikely as to be downright bizarre; he might wake up to find he had dreamed the entire evening. At least the room was set up to give the women a modicum of privacy, since the narrow bed sat in a curtained alcove and he had pulled the drapes shut once Josetta lay down. As for himself, he was making do with a blanket and a pillow on the floor in front of the fireplace. If he had been any less tired, he would have lain awake for hours, reviewing the events of the night, but as it was, he fell almost instantly asleep.


It was probably three hours later when Rafe woke up, stiff and uncomfortable. A wooden floor made for a hard mattress, no matter how weary you were. He stretched, stifled a groan, and forced himself to his feet. He’d slept long enough to clear his head, but not long enough to erase his sense of wonder at the fact that royalty was sleeping in his bed.


He cleaned himself up in the chamber down the hall, changing clothes and shaving while he was at it. When he went back to his room to drop off his soiled garments, he hesitated a moment, then crept up to the drawn curtains and cocked his head to listen. Yes, he could catch the faint sounds of two people breathing in slightly mismatched rhythms. He was tempted to peek inside, and he might have, if they’d just been two ordinary girls who had, in some extraordinary fashion, become entangled in his life. But princesses. It seemed wrong to spy on them. Offensive. Treasonous, even. He turned away.


A glance out his window showed him a cloudy midafternoon sky; not too early to go downstairs and start earning the day’s income. Josetta, he was certain, would instantly figure out where he had gone. She wasn’t the type to worry if she woke up to an empty apartment. He would bet that very little rocked that girl off-balance.


It would be interesting to get to know her better. Or it would have been, if she hadn’t been a princess. Which she was.


He gave his head a small shake and exited as quietly as he could. Downstairs, he found the place already starting to fill up with the afternoon regulars and the first vanguard of the evening crowd, the rich boys and the bored old men who thought an evening southside would get their blood racing or reverse their failing fortunes.


Rafe touched the deck of cards in his hip pocket, smiled impartially at the room, and made his way to his favorite corner table. Time to focus. Time to make new friends for the day.


The first set of players to join him consisted of a father and two sons—all of them torz, up from the country for the nineday, and still marveling at the sights the city had to offer. They were so wide-eyed and trusting that Rafe could have cheated them blind, but they were such a likable lot that he didn’t have the heart. He won, of course, but he didn’t beggar them in the process, unless they couldn’t afford to lose three quint-golds.


“You’ll find it’s difficult to win a game against a professional gambler,” he felt impelled to say as the youngest boy looked disheartened at losing the last hand. “It’s not my place to offer advice, but you might try other districts of Chialto for better entertainment. Have you been to the Plaza of Men? You’ll find some sport there. I’d get out of this part of town, if I were you.”


The father gave him a keen look and heaved himself to his feet. “We were planning to make that our next stop. I just thought the boys would enjoy a chance to see the wilder part of town.” He chuckled. “Things are very dull down where we live.”


“Sometimes dull is preferable to dissolute,” Rafe said. “There isn’t much romance to debauchery.”


“There isn’t much romance to farming, either,” said the youngest son.


“Probably pays better than gambling,” Rafe said.


“On good days,” the father agreed. “Well! Are we done here? Thank you for an instructive afternoon, young man.”


They’d been gone about fifteen minutes when two sweela men and a coru girl came his way. The men appeared to be drunk already, though it wasn’t even dinnertime; the woman was giggling so much that Rafe couldn’t tell if she’d been drinking, too, or if she was just overdoing an assumed personality of foolish irresponsibility. She took the chair directly across from his and whined that she didn’t have any money, so one of the sweela men dribbled a pile of coins in front of her, and she squealed with delight. Rafe kept his usual courteous mask on his face, but he conceived an instant and deep dislike of her. He always played to win, because his livelihood depended on it, but sometimes victory tasted even sweeter than other times. It would be delicious if he bested this woman.


Over the next half hour, the coru woman won three pots and Rafe collected only one, but his was by far the richest. It made her angry, and she flicked him a look of cold malice when she realized how masterfully she’d been outplayed. He pretended that he didn’t notice. He couldn’t afford to get into a private competition with her; he had to play the entire game against all opponents, or he would lose the whole thing.


They were halfway through the fifth hand—small pot, mediocre cards, a round that Rafe was willing to lose—when Samson approached their table. “Someone here who wants to talk to you,” he said to Rafe in a low voice.


Rafe raised his brows, but Samson merely shrugged. Not someone the bar owner recognized, then, and not someone who seemed so dangerous that Rafe should slip quietly out the back door. “Then, friends, let me excuse myself. I’ll be back as quickly as I can.”


“Hey—what about the game?” one of the men demanded.


Rafe came to his feet and tossed his cards face up on the table. “I concede the hand. You can play it out, or split the pot among you.”


Samson pointed to a booth along the side wall, and Rafe approached slowly, assessing the occupant as well as he could while he narrowed the distance. Male, probably in his mid-thirties, with dark hair and dark clothing. He sat very still, his hands folded before him, as if prepared to wait with unvarying patience until the world itself stuttered to a stop. But he wasn’t torz, Rafe was pretty sure of that. This man looked to be all hunti, all stubborn unyielding determination. Rafe’s least favorite type of gambler, because the hunti rarely gambled at all.
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