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   Enter the SF Gateway …


   In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


   

   ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





   Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


   The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


   Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


   Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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AMONG the lands east of the Herdyun Sea, the greatest in size is Rhadaz; so vast the distances between its borders that a man astride the swiftest mare could not cross from the coastal marshes of Dro Pent to the mountain-locked dells of Fahlia in the southeast in fewer than six days. So vast and unwieldy is Rhadaz, with all its varied lands and peoples, that the great-great-great-grandfather of the present Emperor, Shesseran IX, divided Rhadaz into nine Duchies and gave control of these smaller kingdoms to his nine nearest friends, who founded the Nine Households from which the Dukedoms all descend to this day. Shesseran IX of course continued to take his taxes and such other levies of goods and men as necessary; the Dukes were accountable to him for following Rhadazi customs, for keeping the fests and holy days, for maintaining the standards set by the Emperor. But Shesseran left actual governing in the hands of his friends. He sent no special auditors, observers or spies to watch openly or in secret. He kept strict control thereafter of only his own massive estates and the surrounding game preserves composing the Duchy of Andar Perigha—and, of course, his capital city and chief port, Podhru. 


Shesseran IX was widely criticized for having entrusted so much of Rhadaz to mere friends and not kindred—but he was a shrewd man and knew not only who was most loyal to him, but how to secure that loyalty: All Rhadaz prospered under the Duchy system, from the merchants of Sikkre to the Zelharri woodcrafters, even to the meanest herders and nomad tribes of outermost Dro Pent and Holmaddan and Genna. 


In Shesseran XI's time, the Duchies were reconfirmed to the descendants of the original nine friends, and the inheritance confirmed bloodline. The Emperor preserved his right to interfere in the internal workings of those Duchies, but the grandson of Shesseran IX interfered even less in Duchy business than had his grandsire. He had, after all, more than enough matters to occupy his time and talents just managing his estates and preserves. And Podhru had become the richest and greatest trading port anywhere on the eastern seaboard. 


Shesseran XIV—Shesseran the Golden—inherited wealth and power greater than that of all his forebears together. More importantly, he had his forefathers’ shrewd understanding of trade and the increasingly complex politics inherent to the Herdyun Sea trade routes, and the patience to deal with them. 


It is held that Shesseran XIV made only two serious errors in judgment during his long reign, and those were near its end, when ill health and age began to increasingly influence his decisions. He had turned recently to religion, spending increasing amounts of time and vast sums of money on festivals and galas for Podhru's motley blend of gods—perhaps hoping they could cure his ills on earth, or possibly to ensure his welcome beyond it. He left negotiations for trading pacts to his advisors so he would have more time for the artists, poets and musicians who cluttered his court; for celebrations and plays. He no longer hunted, but pursued a lifelong interest in the breeding of game and the tame herds on his estates. This left little time for anything outside Andar Perigha, but then, Shesseran the Golden cared for little outside his city, his household and his preserves, particularly so long as everything outside that world functioned quietly and well. 


He maintained the trust of his many-times great-grandfather in his Dukes, but with less cause. The men who ruled the nine little kingdoms no longer held immediate gratitude to the Emperor for what had so long been theirs, and their primary concerns were their own well-being, their own households and families, their own pockets. And there was not one of them who did not know how great the cause would need to be for Shesseran to interfere in Duchy matters. 


The Emperor's second error was held to be his relaxation of the five-hundred-year-old prohibition against Hell-Light and its Light-Shaping Triads. Shesseran had not intentionally permitted the return of Shapers, even though it had been so many years since the rise of Hell-Light and the resulting civil war. Somehow, Shapers had been included among other priests when the bill was presented to the Emperor, listing religions and cults that would no longer be actively persecuted. 


It seemed unnecessary to fret over Hell-Light, after so many hundreds of years: Shapers were few, Triads extremely rare. But several major trading families and at least two nobles breathed relieved sighs that they would no longer need to hide household magicians who touched on Hell-Light. Certain nobles, however, kept Triads and prudently kept them still secret. One never knew, after all. 


It is also held that Shesseran the Golden suffered only three reversals of luck in his fortune-blessed reign. The first was the invasion of Podhru Harbor by Lasanach raiders and the simultaneous attack on distant, northern Dro Pent that cut its trade lines with the Gyn Hort nomads; the second, that two Lasanachi died suddenly and woundless within Dro Pent walls. The plague they carried decimated six-tenths of the townspeople. Worse still: Even after the Empiric Navy and a rough fleet of Bezjerian cargo ships routed the Lasanachi, the Gyn Hort were no longer on terms of trust with Dro Pent, a link not repaired for nearly a generation. 


The third event was not as readily linked to the Emperor, not until long after. In the year 770, nineteen years before the invasion of Podhru Harbor and fifty leagues due north in the deepest forests of Zelharri, Duke Amarni's horse went suddenly wild during a hunt and threw his master. The Duke fell full into a previously undiscovered pool of Hell-Light and wasted away over the next four days. When he died the pool was visible day or night and Amarni was no longer even recognizable as a man. He was survived by his widow Lizelle and their two young children, the nera-Duke Aletto and the sin-Duchess Lialla, and mourned by all his Duchy. That number included his younger brother Jadek, who had ridden to the hunt with him, had pulled him from the Hell-Light without consideration of the personal risk. He had remained by his brother's bed most of the Duke's last days and appeared at the funeral in deepest mourning. His escort of fifty armsmen also wore mourning bands. 


Once Duke Amarni was sealed in his stone cairn, however, young Lord Jadek showed no signs of returning to the lands granted the Duke's younger son, nor of sending his armsmen away. Two days after the funeral, he announced his betrothal to the Duchess Lizelle—to help her, he said earnestly, with the enormous tasks of governing the Duchy until Aletto should come of age. 


Like his brother, Jadek was handsome, easygoing, comfortable with other nobles and his householdmen alike. Unlike his brother, Jadek was not greatly loved, though few people could find any reason why they did not like him. A set to his mouth, or the flat way his eyes fixed on them, perhaps. 


The betrothal raised heavy suspicion of Jadek's motives and rumor was rife throughout Zelharri. But there was no specific wrong thing to point to. Lizelle herself had appeared with him: pale, quiet and clad in deep red mourning. But she made no protest at any time, then or after the wedding, which Jadek held at the beginning of Gourding-Month, a mere nine days later. 


Suspicion remained high thereafter, though most common men and women had the wit to voice such suspicions in whispers, if at all. Particularly when it became clear that men who spoke louder now and again vanished. And men who had served Duke Amarni—his closest friends and highest-ranked householdmen—left Duke's Fort. Most of those left the Duchy entirely. Merchant families complained of new competition or restructured taxes and fees, and moved away—many to neighboring Sikkre with its sprawling market at the center of four trade-roads; others to coastal Bezjeriad, which increasingly rivaled the Emperor's port city for traffic. 


Emperor Shesseran knew within hours of Amarni's death, and of Jadek's actions after, for Zelharri bordered the northern edge of his Andar Perighan estates. But so long as Jadek paid the Duchy's semiannual taxes and sent the proper number of arms-trained men on request, he did nothing. And Jadek, knowing the Emperor would not interfere without greater cause than a dreadful accident and a hasty marriage, was much too clever to make any overt move to supplant nera-Duke Aletto. 


After all, he knew there was no need while Aletto was still a green boy and so barred from ruling. Until the nera-Duke passed his twenty-fifth birthday, Jadek was for all practical purposes Duke. Even after that date passed, there had been excuses, ways to keep wealth and power, ways that did not involve a frontal attack. Particularly if one took into account all factors, including Aletto's physical condition. 


There was also Lizelle, of course; she had been still young, and she had already borne healthy children. There could have been an heir for Jadek—a boy who would not be next in the succession but would have a foot in the door. Unfortunately for Jadek, Lizelle irritatingly never quickened. 


And so, Jadek waited, and planned, until the Spring of the Emperor's Blossom-Month Fest—Fifth Month, Sixth Day of the year 789. The numbers would not fall in such a pattern again for more than a hundred years and a full moon-season of secular and religious festivals were being set. While Shesseran XIV was so deeply involved in planning and rehearsing the Fest, the man who had taken his brother's wife and her right of interim rule moved to consolidate the rest of the Duchy. His Duchy. 
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SIN-DUCHESS Lialla had eaten bread spread with a sweetened apple mash in the small courtyard, rather than face a midday meal at the family table. It wasn't enough food and she would be hungry again by late afternoon, but that was small price to pay for avoiding her uncle and the general unpleasantness between him and her mother, the undercurrents to conversation. Not that hiding had helped this particular afternoon, not entirely. She pulled the black scarf higher on the back of her neck, shivered as she left the sunny little garden and hurried along the shadowed walkway. It ran like a hall between the public and private portions of Duke's Fort; chill wind flowed its length winter and summer. 


She turned left at the third opening, crossed a darkened and empty room. A narrow staircase built into the thick stone wall, seldom used except by herself and her mother's woman—the Night-Thread Wielder Merrida—was illuminated by a finger of daylight from somewhere high above. She climbed carefully; the steps did not have a uniform rise and they were all just enough too tall that it was impossible to adjust to them. They passed by the second floor without egress and came out in the middle of an equally small room on the third and uppermost floor of the family apartments. 


There were no windows in this chamber, no lamps. A small fire was kept burning in the grate near the door, giving just enough illumination for the young woman to find her way across. Merrida's doing, that fire. A servant of her own saw to it, saw that it was never allowed to die out entirely. Merrida's books—ancient clay tablets, some of them, or rolled hide, pulped reed or wood—were hidden in this room, hidden behind a maze of Thread that kept the chamber beneath Jadek's notice. He passed it at least once a day, on his way from his and Lizelle's apartments to the lower halls. He hadn't paid it the least heed in years. 


Lialla scrubbed the back of her hand across her lips. The apples had been mealy-soft and too sweet before the cooks mashed and honeyed them; the mess on her bread had left her mouth feeling coated, her lips and fingers sticky even though she'd dipped them in the fountain before coming away. 


Her palms were damp, but that had nothing to do with the food. Jadek had sent her a summons, sending one of his men to her small, sunny sanctum. One of his grubby, hulking men, all creaking smelly leather and cold steel blades. He'd watched her with black, intent eyes; his fingers had actually tried to touch hers when she took the folded paper from him. She wouldn't go back to that patio again, not soon—not alone. Not with that to remember it by. 


The message itself was courteously phrased, but an order all the same: “I would speak with you on the subject of your future, Daughter. If it is not inconvenient, your mother and I will be in my accounting room at third hour.” Not inconvenient, Lialla thought as she slipped past the heavy door and hurried down the hall to her small suite—two rooms and a privy. And if I said it was, what would he do then? She wasn't certain she wanted the answer to that question. Jadek had never actually used force against her. But his voice could flay her; he knew every least insecurity and played upon it. She'd cringed under his voice for years. And violence—she knew he was capable of it; he'd let her see how capable more than once, against servants, or commons. People who couldn't hit back. People like herself. 


It didn't matter, though, that last. His voice would be enough. If she didn't come, she wouldn't hear the end of it for days. 


The halls were empty at this hour. Servants would be eating or airing curtains and bedding on this first warm day in so many; they'd welcome the opportunity to stay outdoors as long as possible. Lizelle seldom left her private rooms unless Jadek required her presence at a formal dinner or at council. Merrida often slept at this hour. And Aletto—gods. Lialla slipped into her rooms and pressed the door shut behind her. Aletto was nearly as much a recluse of late as their mother. 


Perhaps more, and with more cause. Three years past the time to claim his rights! Jadek gave such smooth excuses to postpone the ceremony, Aletto couldn't counter him, and Lialla knew how that angered and frustrated him. Besides, his limp was more pronounced during the damp spring months; with nothing else to occupy his time, he had begun hiding behind his door, drinking until both the physical pain and the emotional were temporarily dulled. 


Lialla slid the bar across her door from habit. It had been there as long as she could remember; she'd only begun to use it the past year or so. Jadek's armsmen, some of them, walked the halls of the family apartments. And Jadek himself—now and again he stopped on his way to Lizelle, to tap on her door. To talk, he said, or to ask a question ... She didn't think anything certain; she didn't let herself go so far as that. She set the bar in place whenever she was in her rooms. 


It was warmer here. Sun pooled on the floor by her bed, and with the windows closed the room was rather stuffy. But when she pushed one ajar, a chill breeze blew across her face and the backs of her hands; she shivered, and shut it again. 


It was a nice room, all light wood and whitewash, low-ceilinged enough to be easily warmed in winter. The glass was truly ancient, thick and bubbled in places; it gave her a headache to look out for long across the main courtyard, the horsebarns, the outer curtain of the fort. There was little to see out there, anyway; a few of Jadek's men on the walls of the curtain, one or two in the yard and now and again a horse. 


Horse. She sighed. She wasn't permitted to ride in winter or bad weather. Even now that it had turned nice, Jadek hadn't issued new orders. If he was in a decent mood, perhaps she'd ask him this afternoon. Winter and its close confinement left her cross; inaction made her feel loggy, bloated and soft. 


Her bedding was faded with age, the carpets frayed and patched. Jadek would doubtless have given her better if she'd asked. She didn't care enough to bother. Her clothing was in no better shape, but she cared even less for her appearance. There had been no suitors in three years, none she'd accept before that. Men like her father were rare, men like Jadek all too common, from what she'd seen. She wouldn't grow old early like her mother, a faint look of drawn suffering pinching her cheeks, her eyes all wary, sidelong looks. She had more important things to do with her life. 


Jadek had made no objection at all to her summary rejection of applicants for her hand; Lialla suspected he would rather keep her dowry to himself. But she couldn't leave: She was all Aletto had to keep him from drinking himself to death, even though her influence over him was almost nonexistent nowadays. It was still greater than Lizelle's. Her mother hardly bothered any more. 


But that was another thing: Lizelle needed her, too. She couldn't just abandon her mother. Lizelle had Merrida, of course: Merrida had been with her forever. 


And that, of course, was a thing at least as important as any other: Merrida. Merrida had taught Lizelle to Wield, and Lialla suspected it was Night-Thread magic that kept Jadek sonless. She herself was a black-sashed initiate, Merrida's pupil. One day she'd be a full-fledged Wielder, and then—oh, then! Jadek would learn, he'd pay for everything, and she'd— 


She turned that thought off. Merrida had warned her never to plan such things in advance. “Vengeance is better when you don't try to work it out too long beforehand—for the satisfaction as much as for the spell. But it's foolish to let such thoughts fill you: They interfere with other things, and Jadek may have his own ways of knowing them. Better, isn't it, to catch him unaware?” 


“As if he doesn't know how deeply I loathe him,” Lialla mumbled bitterly. She turned her back on the sun and dug into the chest where her clothes were stored. 


An initiate Wielder traditionally wore plain black. Lialla had two changes of such blacks, the baggy trous worn over knee-length leggins and bound at the ankle with thin, charcoal gray cord only slightly paler than the rusty and faded black. A thin, body-hugging, sleeved and high-necked shirt of tight, smooth weave tucked into the trous; a sleeveless, shapeless overshirt was caught at the hips with a wide sash. Her sash was black, Merrida's pale lemon yellow. Her mother's, kept in Merrida's firelit room with the blacks she hadn't worn since her husband's death, was deep orange. There were two ranks above Merrida's, but according to the old woman, no one in all Rhadaz had wrapped his blacks or her blacks in either silver or white since Hell-Light was confined to pools and the Triads unmade or driven into hiding. 


It was a practical garb for riding, walking, some sort of strenuous activity, or long hours in the dark and chill of the night, manipulating Threads. It was not designed to be attractive, bundling the body into shapelessness as it did, and black did not suit Lialla. It muffled the red in her dark brown hair and made her look sallow, too thin, and alarmingly young. Lialla was unaware of that, and would not have cared if she knew. She tucked Jadek's message in her sash, shoved her feet into short black boots, and went down to see what Jadek wanted. 


 


ALETTO'S door was closed; a small stack of used dishes sat beside it, next to a bowl of congealing soup. Small flies hovered in a cloud over a dish of sliced fruit. Lialla closed her eyes briefly, hesitated, brought her fist up. After a moment, she let it fall to her side, stepped back and went on down the hall. 


 


THE man who opened the door to her was middle-aged and broad-shouldered. Grizzled brown hair ringed a sunburned and freckled pate. He was unfamiliar to her; his livery was similar to that worn by Jadek's personal servants, vaguely unsettling. He stepped aside, let her in, pulled the door to behind her and remained beside it. Lialla cast him another glance, sidelong from under her lashes. A red silhouette of a hunting dog on the sleeve. Carolan. Carolan was at Duke's Fort. 


She kept her face utterly still as she stepped into the spacious room that had been her father's library, and that Jadek called his accounting room. She saw her mother first, a too-slender figure seated near tall, mullioned windows that cast bars of shadow across her pale blue skirts. Behind her mother's chair, Merrida stood, so still she might have been part of the fabric of curtains or the chair; she wore black, but not Wielder black. Merrida's eyes held hers briefly; her fingers shifted along the side of the chair, index fingers overlapping for the least instant, then slipping back out of sight. Lizelle's hands were neatly folded in her lap, thumbs joined. 


Caution. Danger. They were warning her. Lialla knew that much already, though. One cause for it sat at the long table, polished wood stretching to either side of him. Jadek had scarcely aged at all in the years he'd held Duke's Fort: Even with full sun on his face, there were no lines save faint ones around his eyes; his dark hair was as thick as ever, and only a few pale hairs marred it. He was clean-shaven, though, and had been since his mustache began coming in a mix of red and silver. His smile was still wide, and he had all his teeth. The smile went no higher than his teeth; his eyes were very pale blue, ringed with darker blue, and as chilly as a hunting bird's. Lialla inclined her head in a dutiful child's greeting, then waited for him to speak first. 


She would not let herself look at the man who stood behind Jadek's chair: Carolan, Jadek's disgusting, horrible cousin, was smiling the way he no doubt had practiced before a mirror, and trying to catch her eye. 


“Daughter, thank you for coming.” Jadek's prepared little speech brought her eyes up to his face. He was going to be particularly slow at coming to his point this afternoon, she could tell already. And the point was already dreadfully clear, with Carolan in his best and least soiled garb—pale lavender velvet, an ocean of purple edged in gold thread; a broad, sequined sash crossed one shoulder and came back across his enormous belly. Carolan, whose exploits among the paid women of Sikkre's markets had even reached her carefully sheltered ears. 


It took what seemed hours: Lialla managed somehow not to fidget when Jadek spoke of her age, her station, her rank. She bit the corners of her mouth not to either interrupt or shout with laughter when Jadek began to list Carolan's virtues—a long list of very invented virtues. Her uncle's color was becoming high; try to speak now and he'd lose his temper. As she now stood, she couldn't see her mother without turning her head, but she could almost touch Lizelle's tension. 


But Jadek was finishing up his speech. “And so, my cousin Carolan has come to me, to ask your hand. What say you, daughter?” 


Lialla drew a deep breath, cast a swift glance at the smirking creature behind the chair. “I thank him for the honor. But I must decline it.” Carolan stirred and would have spoken; Jadek held up a hand. 


“It's an honorable offer, Lialla,” he said reasonably. “You are at an age where you will not receive many more of them.” 


“I do not wish to marry. My thanks for your concern and for your cousin's request, but no.” Silence. She drew another deep breath and used it to steady her voice. “It is my right.” 


Jadek leaned back in his chair and crossed his legs. “Not if the succession is in question. And it may be. Your mother and I have no children of my blood—” 


“But Aletto—!” The words were out, her voice sounding high and frightened. She bit her lip, swallowed the rest. Jadek gazed at her with that lack of expression that knotted her stomach. His eyes had gone even colder. 


“Aletto has not—has not been well for some time, as you know. And his infirmity may well preclude him from the succession.” 


“But he's not really ill, you know that! Not any more! He's only—” 


“Are you contradicting me, Lialla?” Silence. Then Jadek slammed both palms on the table with a crack that echoed. Lialla flinched; Jadek's voice was suddenly a bellow, hammering into her. “How dare you interrupt me? How dare you gainsay me? When did your brother last leave his rooms?” 


Aletto—he'd put Aletto's rights aside entirely! Fear vanished; Lialla's temper flared. “I always knew you'd steal his birthright! You couldn't wait to take Mother after Father died, couldn't wait to take Duke's Fort for your own, and you won't give it up now, will you?” 


Jadek caught hold of her sleeve and yanked her across the table, off her feet; his free hand cracked across her face. The room blurred, and she blinked tears aside furiously. “Aletto is a drunk and a cripple,” Jadek said flatly. “Is that what you want me to say? Should I let your father's Duchy—my brother's birthright, you wretched girl!—fall to ruin at the hands of an incompetent, limping, winebibber?” Because you made him a drunk, she thought defiantly, but the words wouldn't come. Her knees were trembling so much that he must have felt the tremor through the hand that gripped her elbow. “Well, Lialla?” Jadek's voice rang through her; he brought his hand up again and she shrank away from him. He lowered it, gazed at her in silence for some moments, then let go of her arm and resumed his seat. 


“You shouldn't anger me like that, Lialla. It grieves me to hurt you.” She kept her eyes on the floor before her feet and tried to keep tears behind her eyelids. He'd never hit her before; and to strike her in front of her mother, her tutor—in front of Carolan. “I know your intentions and your desires, Lialla.” Jadek offered her a smile; his eyes were still cold. Lialla glanced at him, away again. “These aren't the best of times for them. And it's not natural, what you want. Magic,” he said, and laughed a little. “It's not safe, dabbling in the unknown. Something terrible might happen to you. Besides, rumor has it the Emperor may again restrict such things, once his Festival is past, and he has time to devote to the matter.” Not Night-Thread magic, Lialla thought dully. 


“I don't say,” Jadek went on quietly, “that Aletto might not take his rightful place and rule for his full years. I hope that he will; I love the boy as much as I love you, Lialla. But if anything happens to him, there is no immediate heir but you—that is to say, of course, a son of yours.” Silence. He was waiting for her to speak; she still couldn't trust her voice. Merrida, her mother—she could see them from under her lashes. They might as well have been statues. No help at all, not from them. You could say something! she thought miserably. Jadek was still speaking; she'd missed a few words. “You've turned down Dahven in Sikkre—he's wild, admittedly, but still a proper mate for a noblewoman. You refused both the heir and his younger brother in Bezjeriad. Of course, the heir has no interests at all save that curious Holmaddian religion and they say he's gone quite gaunt from all the fasting. And there were rumors about the brother and other young men—well, but that's all beside the point.” Silence again, and this time he was watching her, visibly waiting. Growing angry at her stubborn refusal to speak. 


“Rhadazi women are allowed to choose not to marry,” she said finally; her voice was low and flat, utterly expressionless. She sounded sullen to her own ears, and that wasn't good; Jadek wouldn't want to hear that. 


“Rhadazi common women are permitted choice,” Jadek corrected her gently. “Duke's daughters are allowed that right only when there is no succession difficulty. Even your own father, Lialla, would have been quite angry if you'd chosen a common soldier or a stableboy for your husband. I'm sure he'd never have approved your playing with magic, and he'd never have let you substitute it for a husband and children.” 


She shook her head. “I can't—I need time to decide.” 


“No. You have had years, more time than you should have been permitted. My cousin Carolan has made you an honorable offer, and he is waiting for an answer.” 


“But I already told you I can't—” 


Jadek rose; Lialla took an involuntary step back from the table. Her uncle's face was flushed, his lips compressed into a tight line. “That was an unacceptable answer, Lialla.” His eyes, all pupil, fixed on hers. “I suggest you try again. Right now.” She opened her mouth, closed it again as no sound came. Jadek's eyes terrified her, but she was more afraid to look away from him. 


A heavy blow on the door pulled his black glance away from her. Carolan's man reached for the latch and the door slammed back, knocking him sideways into the wall. He sat on the floor, abruptly, clutching his nose and moaning. 


Jadek's eyes narrowed; Carolan's chubby mouth sagged. Lialla slid sideways along the table, four steps and out of her uncle's reach, before she turned. Aletto stood in the open doorway, braced against the jamb. He clutched a sword awkwardly in his right hand, the knob of his walking stick in the left. 


Jadek recovered first. “Nephew. What are you doing here? You were not asked!” 


Aletto tried to laugh; what came out was a snort. “Doing here? S'—That's good, Uncle!” 


Jadek blinked, then smiled. “You don't look well at all.” 


“You mean I'm drunk,” Aletto snapped. “P'raps. I've had wine. Then I heard ‘bout this. Disgusting.” He shifted against the doorway, waved his stick to take in the room. 


“Heard. How did you hear, Aletto?” 


“None ‘f your business. Got m’ sources, Uncle. Li?” 


She swallowed past a terribly dry throat. “Aletto?” 


“You're all right?” he demanded. She nodded. “Didn't agree to—t’ anything, did you?” She shook her head. “Good. Don't.” 


“It isn't your concern,” Jadek said flatly. 


“Liar!” Aletto roared, silencing him. “S'—It's my sister! My dukedom!” He rubbed the back of his sword hand over his eyes, swayed back and forth the least bit. Lizelle shifted in her chair. Aletto glanced at her; his mouth twisted and he looked away. “Uncle, my sister won't marry that—that—” He shook his head to try and clear it, edged himself a little more upright on the door frame. “I w—won't have it.” 


Lialla gripped the table behind her back lest she sag at the knees, and caught both lips between her teeth. She wasn't certain if she'd laugh or cry, just now, only that she wouldn't stop if she once started. Then Aletto pushed himself away from the door, and came into the light, into the open ... and there was nothing amusing at all in watching Aletto walk. 


Marsh fever: It struck the young, mostly boys just at puberty, and most of those it killed. Those boys it didn't kill, it maimed; there was no cure, no way to avert it, and Merrida's magic had been only partly successful. She'd saved his life; he had use of his eyes and his ears, his wits were intact. But his heart sometimes kept an erratic pattern all its own, there was no feeling in the toes of his left foot and entirely too much feeling in the rest of his leg. His left shoulder was too high, and particularly when he was tired his head inclined toward it. The light side of his face—once easily as handsome as his father's—was scarred, partly dead. 


He could walk more or less normally at times, but this wasn't one of them. Wild with fury and addled with drink, he lurched across the room, virgin steel held out to the side, high and well away from his body. 


She wanted to close her eyes; she didn't dare, knowing he'd see and take it for pity. His eyes gleamed as Carolan took one involuntary step back. 


Jadek didn't move, and after that first startled glance, he hadn't so much as looked at the sword. “You're being a fool, Aletto. Your sister and my cousin will make a good marriage; it will take some of the pressure from you to find a wife.” 


“What, one who'd have me?” 


“I didn't say that.” 


“You've never had to! It's in your eyes, all the time!” Aletto shouted as he came up against the table. 


“They needn't leave, of course,” Jadek went on. “They can remain here at the fort, if you wish. We'll provide them a proper suite.” Aletto tried to balance himself against the table's edge and bring the sword up for a broadside stroke. The blade hissed through the air well away from Jadek or Carolan and cut into the side of the table. Aletto swore wildly and yanked it free, nearly sending himself to the floor. 


“You'd bed my sister with that?” Aletto glared across the table, over Jadek's shoulder. 


“He's my cousin, he's noble—” 


“He's a pig,” Aletto snarled. He got no further. Jadek lunged, caught hold of the nera-Duke's wrist and squeezed. The sword clattered to the floor; Jadek shifted his grip to Aletto's ear and brought their faces close together. 


“You will apologize to Carolan for that remark,” he began, but got no further. Aletto's walking stick caught him a stunning blow across the shoulder. Lialla screamed; Jadek released Aletto so suddenly that his nephew fell heavily, striking the side of his face on the table's edge. Before he could recover, Jadek had thrown himself across the table, caught up Aletto's stick and brought it down across his back. Lialla caught at his arm as he raised it for another blow; he shook her off with no effort at all and Carolan's hands—unexpected muscle under the softness—gripped her shoulders and pulled her away. His breath was warm and herbed against her ear. 


“He sought this, beloved; leave be.” Lialla twisted against his grip but subsided at once when his breathing quickened and he leaned into her. Aletto swore as the stick cracked down again, then screamed when the fourth blow broke it in half. He went limp in Jadek's hold, hair falling across his face. 


There were other men in the room suddenly; it was full of men in Jadek's livery. Lialla blinked to clear her vision; Carolan had her in such a tight grip she couldn't even wipe her eyes. Jadek stood between her and her brother, blocking her view entirely. Two household men came at his gesture and picked the nera-Duke up. Jadek dropped both pieces of the walking stick on Aletto's chest, handed the sword to another man. “Put this back in his rooms.” 


“Do you want him locked in, sir?” 


“Of course not,” Jadek said gravely. “He's the Duke's heir.” He watched the procession leave the room, then turned to his cousin and Lialla. “Lialla, you look distressed. Go to your rooms, stay there until your nerves are eased. Until you can give sensible thought to the matters we spoke of earlier.” He laid gentle fingers against her bruised cheek; she somehow managed not to wince away from his touch. “Go and rest. Tonight—no, tonight's impossible. We'll dine together here, tomorrow at midday, just the three of us.” 


“Tomorrow,” she whispered. And Jadek stood aside as one of his householdmen held the door for her. 


Her arms felt the pressure of Carolan's fingers long after he let go of her. Somehow she avoided the kiss Carolan would have put on her cheek, or her shoulder, but not the one he placed on her palm; somehow she escaped the room without setting Jadek's anger off once more. She walked two long halls and three flights of stairs to her rooms, alone and unaided, and could never after remember which way she'd gone, or whom she had passed. 


She retained just enough wit to bar the door behind her before the tears came. 
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JENNIFER glanced up as a telephone rang—one of the partners’ private lines, far down the hall where the larger and more luxurious offices were. The service took care of calls on the regular lines at this time of night. After fifteen echoing rings, it finally went quiet again. Jennifer smothered a yawn against the back of her hand, let her glasses slide down her nose and rubbed tired eyes before she went back to the piles of books, documents, files and yellow pads that buried the top of her desk. Somewhere behind a stack of California Appellate reports, her desk radio was playing Mahler. 


It was late; hours after the secretaries and the receptionist had left; hours after the cleaners had roared down the hall with the vacuum, banging trash cans, talking loud Spanish over a boom box playing Latino hits. At this end of the hall, offices were small, strictly functional. Hers was sparsely furnished: old maple desk; credenza of the same wood but a slightly different style; two brown chairs for the odd client who saw her instead of the partners she worked under. The only new piece of furniture was her high-backed brown leather chair; she'd bought that at an outlet, Christmas present to herself. The nick in the wooden grip didn't show, once she'd rubbed oil stain into it. A few framed items, a shelf holding a spill of blooming ivy geranium and half a dozen books completed it. 


From the windows of her seventeenth-floor office, the lights on the roof of the parking garage below were mustard-colored pools, picking out an occasional still-parked Toyota or Ford sedan. The Mercedeses and BMWs weren't parked on the roof, and they'd be gone by this hour of a Thursday night, anyway. There wasn't much else to see out that window at night—another building blocked most of her view. But she kept the curtains open, smiled briefly and tiredly at the drawn woman reflected on the glass before she turned back to her research. A year and a half ago, there hadn't been windows; there had only been a closet-sized cubby shared with another law clerk and mounds of current files, boxes of closed cases, a computer terminal and numberless yellow pads and blue stick medium-point pens. 


She stifled another yawn, rubbed the back of her neck where the muscles had gone hard and tight hours before, finally gave it up and shoved herself onto her feet. There might still be coffee in the pot; if not, she'd make some. 


The day felt like it had gone on for weeks; the particular facet of eminent domain she was researching was duller than tax law. But there was nothing for it but to wade on through, finish. A senior partner needed his answer by Monday morning. Friday, actually; his client's deposition was Monday at ten. 


The coffee pot wasn't quite empty but the stuff in the bottom resembled molasses; she sniffed, grimaced and poured it out. While water trickled through fresh grounds, she leaned against the counter, stretching out her back, her neck, the backs of her legs. “I did this better when I was twenty-five,” she mumbled to the pot. It spat the last of its water through the filter, emitted a series of obscene noises. She rinsed her cup and refilled it, sipped gingerly. Not great; but hot and drinkable anyway. At least caffeine didn't give her the shakes, just kept her awake like it was supposed to. She topped off the cup and went back down the empty hall. 


Someone in the back corner was running the ancient draft printer; James Neally and his secretary staying late, finishing yet another draft of a trial brief for the four partners involved in the case to pick apart, no doubt. James spent more late-night and early-morning hours here than she did. As she turned into her office, she heard voices, words indistinguishable over the rattle of the old daisy wheel. James, coat in hand, came by moments later. 


“Hi. Thought Mandy and I had the place to ourselves.” 


“You were leaving her alone?” The partners frowned on that, particularly after dark. And James was ordinarily good about walking Mandy to her car at night. 


“In the office. She's finishing section seven; I'm off for some racquetball. I come back, we look it over, I walk her out. And probably spend the rest of the night tearing it apart so she can start over tomorrow, poor girl. But what're you doing here alone at this ungodly hour?” 


Jennifer smiled. “The rule's for secretaries; good ones are less expendable than mere law clerks and associates.” 


“Because there are so many of you,” James chided. “So how about coming over to the club with me?” And as she began shaking her head, he continued, “Just across the street. I know you keep your gym bag in your trunk; you can borrow a racquet. You need a break, Jen.” He looked over her shoulder at the mess spilled across the desk. “That's Charlie's crap, isn't it? The boundary dispute? It shouldn't take you long to finish up; you're pushing a tired brain, girl. Give it a break, why don't you?” 


“Yeah, I know. Next time, all right?” 


“Look, Jennifer—” He sighed, gave her a gentle shove, jerked his head toward her office and followed her in, closing the door behind him. “You look like hell tonight, you know that?” 


“Thanks.” 


“You know what I mean. Look, there's nothing wrong with sticking with the game plan here. You don't need to prove how good you are to anyone.” 


She shook her head. “It's not that. I don't think it is. It's just—what I want. Partner in three years, Jimmy.” 


He flopped into one of the client chairs. Jennifer moved her stack of books aside, turned the radio down a notch and began fiddling with the tuning. He looked at the windows, past the framed law degree, let his eyes rest briefly on the matted poster of Ayers Rock in Australia, before turning his attention to the enlarged snapshot of a woman and a boy—Jennifer's older sister Robyn and her nephew, her only family. There was no resemblance between the faded, overweight blonde in the picture and the woman sitting behind the desk. Jennifer was tall and rangy, all cheekbones and dark brown hair. The wide-set hazel eyes under the glasses belied the intelligence behind them; he had suspected for years she wore glasses rather than contact lenses because people wouldn't take her seriously otherwise. Some people—like certain senior (male) partners, older (male) judges, opposing (older, male) counsel. Anyone who worked with her like he did, any other associate or law clerk at Heydrich & Harrison knew better. 


There was no sign of the driven determination that was Jennifer's in the photograph of Robyn and her son Christopher. And the contrast between Chris and either woman was ludicrous. Robyn, with her long, straight, center-parted hair, looked like a refugee from a revival of Hair, Jennifer like a model for the cover of a magazine for executive women. Chris, with his shaggy hair, black jeans, that leather jacket—Chris might have come straight from an MTV video. 


The two in the picture didn't explain Jennifer to him; and Jennifer, though he'd worked with her since their first summer clerking for this firm, hadn't ever given him much clue to her drive. Just now, she was playing with a ball-point, doodling on the edge of a yellow pad covered with notes, clearly waiting for him to go so she could get back to work. The radio was playing something sloshy and orchestral. “No one makes partner here in under five years,” he said finally. Jennifer's generous mouth quirked in what might have been a dubious grin or a grimace; she shrugged. “All right, Steve did it in three and a half. But not your way, remember? He brought in a pharmaceutical company and an office furniture chain; they've kept Heydrich & Harrison in petty cash for years.” 


“I know that.” 


“You might know it, but I don't think you've taken it to heart. It's not just the hard work. And all this grunt work—five years of this nonstop, you'll look like a drudge and your brains'll turn to pudding.” 


Jennifer stirred indignantly and set the pen down. “That's not nice, James. Or even true. It's part of the game, we all do it. Besides, what am I supposed to do the next time Harrison comes by with a research project—Just Say No?” 


James laughed and settled his body a little lower in the chair, crossing navy blue trousered legs under the edge of her desk. “Don't be silly. Besides, you can't ask me that. I'm Steve's camel, remember? The guy who carries the briefcase and pulls the baggage cart when we go into court. Of course we all do it; sometimes you even get lucky and get landed by a firm like this one where the partners still resemble humans. But even the honchos over at Gimmel and Charles don't insist their grunts work nonstop, barring the odd emergency.” 


“I know someone over there myself; everything's an emergency.” Jennifer laughed, shook her head. “Look, it's not that bad; we work differently, that's all. And as for looks—what's the big deal? This isn't the Ford Agency, is it?” 


“You start looking like death warmed over and you can kiss court time goodbye.” 


“Nonsense.” 


“All right, that's only an ugly clerk-room rumor. All the same, you can't afford to wear yourself down like this. You want to burn out?” 


“I won't.” 


“Harrison's last secretary probably said that once. The one who left him last year? Sold french fries at Burger King for six months. I think she's pushing cosmetics or see-through undies at house parties now.” 


“I remember Cindy. I'm not like that.” 


“You need contacts,” James said bluntly. “I'm putting in the hours myself, I'm pulling down points, it all counts, after all. Look.” He sat up and leaned forward, planted his elbows on two yellow pads. “Why do you think I joined the health club across the street? And the one over in Santa Monica? Because—of—the—contacts.” His fingers tapped her desk, emphasizing the words. “I'm just telling you. Bring in an Iranian condo developer, get a big-name actor. Bring in money, prestige or perks.” 


“Just like that.” 


He sighed. “You're in a sour mood tonight, aren't you? That's the gravy that gets you partner early.” 


In spite of her rising irritation, Jennifer laughed. “James, I'd like to strangle you sometimes. You sound like a used-car salesman.” 


“How do you think I put myself through law school?” 


“Cute. I'm not going to pick my friends because they might get me somewhere here. I'm not a damned ambulance chaser.” 


“Well, neither am I,” he growled. The chair rocked as he pushed to his feet; he steadied it, bent down and retrieved a pencil from the floor and tossed it onto the desk. “I am, however, a realist.” He shoved his jacket sleeve back, glanced at his watch. “I'm late, gotta go.” He paused in the doorway. “Look, I wouldn't have brought it up at all, except that frankly, girl, you look like hell lately. You can't make partner if you kill yourself before Christmas, all right? And if you think you have to prove how good you are to anyone else—well, you don't.” He was gone, out the door and down the hall before she could say anything. 


Jennifer scowled at his back, brought her attention back down to the case she'd left half-read. She shook her head and sighed tiredly as he yanked the outer door closed behind him, turned up her radio, turned over a blank sheet on the top yellow pad and began writing. 


 


HOURS later, the coffee pot was empty, her eyes dry and itchy, her throat rough from dictating. Two tapes, her notes, opposing counsel's latest pleadings and the case file made a daunting heap on her secretary's desk, ready for her to start the memo; the last page of a yellow pad, still attached to the cardboard back, leaned against the pile, on it a red felt scrawl: “Jan, Harrison needs this ASAP. Hope it makes sense, JAC.” She rubbed her eyes, resettled her glasses and focused on her watch. Ugh. It wasn't late any more, it was early. 


The night air was damp and smelled faintly of fog; a street cleaner rattled past. No other traffic on Century Park East; the last movies must have let out an hour or more earlier. The chill revived her a little; she left windows down just a slit to keep her awake as she drove down Avenue of the Stars, out Pico toward the beach. 


Her apartment—in Santa Monica, but nearly a mile from the ocean—was dark and what seemed abnormally quiet; Chris had spent most of the summer and early fall with her but when Robyn's latest boyfriend finally moved out a week before, he went back home. Jennifer turned on lights, turned the stereo on low—without Chris around, she didn't have to adjust the volume or the station—and stared into the refrigerator. 


She didn't really feel hungry, but not eating would be a mistake. She dragged out a Coke, cottage cheese and a small can of peaches, carried them into the living room and ate at the coffee table. Imagine leaving Coke in the fridge and finding it still there, she thought. Chris drove her crazy sometimes; at the moment, she rather missed him. 


“Friday already,” she told the bathroom mirror as she brushed her teeth. A rather long Friday, from the look of it, but Charles Harrison was taking her and her secretary Jan to lunch, as partner-style thanks for the rush research and the typing. She'd taken lunch all week at her desk, eating whatever Jan could forage in the nearby sandwich shops for both of them. 


And she was safe counting on the weekend: Barring total disaster, no one at Heydrich & Harrison Law Corp. worked Saturday or Sunday. She glanced at her watch again, considered, finally shrugged and punched the first button on her auto-dialer. The phone at Robyn's rang only four times before Chris picked it up. 


“Hi, kid. Aren't you supposed to be in bed at this hour?” 


“Aunt Jen? Hiya. Why should I be?” 


“Beats me. School?” He was in his senior year, in a high school in Robyn's neighborhood where some of the sophomores scared Jennifer half silly. 


“No classes tomorrow, teacher conference.” 


“Good planning on your part.” 


“Hey. I try.” 


“Your mother still up?” 


“Asleep,” he said briefly. Passed out, his tone of voice said. 


“Oh. We still on for Saturday?” 


“You bet.” More enthusiasm this time. “Devil's Punchbowl, though, not Vasquez Rocks. Too many city types out there.” 


Jennifer laughed. “Sure, country boy. What did Robyn say?” 


“Said she'd do a picnic, chicken and stuff.” 


“Swell.” Jennifer didn't take this any more seriously than Chris did; experience was that Robyn's intentions were good but a bottle of wine usually got between her and the intentions. There were places on the way to pick up food, plenty of fruit and vegetable stands on the other side of the mountains. “What do you think, if we leave your place about ten?” 


“Sounds fine.” Robyn wouldn't be conscious any earlier, probably. “Say—what're you still doing up, Aunt Jen? Don't you work any more?” 


“No one likes a smart-assed kid,” Jennifer told him sternly, but she was smiling, and he knew it. Chris was still chuckling as he hung up. 


She was tired; glassy-eyed tired. Sleep evaded her. The apartment was stuffy, her window air conditioner only partly effective, and the noise it made was irritating. The sheets were new, the dye not yet softened by time and washing, and they scraped against her legs. Yellow paper, blue-lined, danced before her eyes; case names echoed in her thoughts. A theme from the Mahler symphony repeated itself. She tossed and turned, finally got up and found her aspirin bottle, dumped three into her hand and swallowed them. They left an unpleasant taste in her mouth, and she doubted they'd be very effective. 


There was another bottle in the cabinet, a prescription bottle of small blue tablets; they'd put her to sleep, all right. God knew the same stuff, stronger dosage, had been effective for Robyn for years. Jennifer had opened the bottle a dozen times the past year and recapped it each time, still full. 


When she climbed back into bed, the office was gone, pushed aside by another mental treadmill: Robyn. Poor, weak Robyn; poor addictive-personality elder sister. I'm not that way, Jennifer told herself. But it was because of Robyn that she couldn't make herself take the pills. 


Guilt, fear, concern, worry—there wasn't an end to it, there never had been. She barely recalled first grade or anything before it, back when there'd been a real family. Except her parents fighting, constantly fighting, and then the divorce. She'd been such an object of pity and curiosity; divorce in a small Wyoming town in the early sixties had caused a major sensation. Ostensibly it started when Marion Cray began talking to the Watchtower people but rumor on that had gone both ways—that George had driven her to it, that she'd driven him to file for the separation when she cut herself off from former friends, her old church, everything not Adventist. 


And George—he had only filed for separation when Marion threatened to take their daughters with her. Mill Junction people had been relieved when the judge gave him custody. Marion had gone away by then, the sensation died down for a while. But George hadn't known what to do with his six- and fifteen-year-old daughters, now that he had them. 


“Wasn't particularly interested,” Jennifer told the ceiling in a near-soundless whisper. It still hurt. He'd only cared that she didn't win, and he couldn't bear to look bad in front of his co-workers at the mine, or his drinking buddies. Jennifer and Robyn had been shipped off to a second cousin and his wife in Southern California as soon as the ink was dry on the final decree. 


Jennifer had been lost, bewildered by a world where city stretched on all sides of them, where the other girls judged her by her clothes and who she knew, who or what her parents were. A girl from a one-room grade school in Mill Junction, Wyoming, couldn't possibly fit in a Sherman Oaks school where three kids in her class had TV actors for parents and others were picked up in Cadillacs and Lincolns. She'd have been lost even if she'd had money for constantly changing fads. And their new guardians—Aunt Betty, Uncle Hal were almost old enough to be Jennifer's grandparents, childless. They didn't understand things like that, even if they could have afforded them. 


The checks from their father had stopped after the first year; Jennifer hadn't seen or heard from him except for a Christmas card a few years ago. He'd put a return address on it, but she'd dumped the envelope without writing it down. Her mother might never have existed, for all anyone had heard of her over the past twenty or so years. 


Junior high was better; Jennifer had made some friends by then, and she'd discovered music. She still owned the cello she'd played in the high school orchestra. Now she played only for herself, and between work and family she hadn't taken it out in nearly a year. 
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