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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.







AUTHOR’S NOTE


When I wrote the last page of Law of the Wolf Tower, I found I still kept trying to add more to it – even though I knew I’d finished. So I began to suspect another book was forming in the back room of my mind.


Sure enough Claidi had much more to tell me. She started to fill my thoughts with journeys and jungles, waterfalls, cross-bred rabbit-tigers – and another deep mystery. Well, I wasn’t going to argue …




It runs like clockwork.


Traditional




MOVES SO FAR
from Vol 1 Law of the Wolf Tower


1) Claidi steals a book to write about her unpleasant days in the luxurious House and Garden. Life here is lived by inflexible rules, for breaking one of which her parents were cast into the Waste. At sixteen, Claidi is herself the maid-servant of Jade Leaf, whose hobbies seem to be bad poetry and beating her maids.


2) A hot-air balloon is shot down by the House Guards. Out of it they drag handsome Prince Nemian.


3) The important Old Lady, Jizania Tiger, informs Claidi that Claidi is herself a princess. Her mother (Twilight Star) was exiled for falling in love with her steward, Claidi’s father. Jizania suggests Claidi should rescue Nemian, and go with him to his powerful city. Though uncertain, Claidi takes the chance.


4) The House exaggerated about the Waste. Even so there are dust storms, poisoned water, and treacherous Sheepers who cheerfully barter Claidi as a sacrifice. Claidi also begins to see Nemian is unfair, useless, and keen on any girl but herself.


5) Rescued by the Hulta, a wild yet honourable travelling people, Claidi learns to ride, ignores Nemian, and tries not to become fascinated by the Hulta’s young Leader, Argul. (But Argul was left a chemical gadget by his dead scientist mother, which has shown him Claidi is the woman for him.)


6) After negotiating a vegetable forest complete with monster, they reach the city of Peshamba among meadows of flowers. Here are technical surprises, including life-size mechanical dolls handy with swords.


7) Just before Claidi and Argul can admit what they feel for each other, Nemian suddenly begs Claidi not to desert him. Seeing his panic is real, she miserably agrees to go on with him to his city.


8) Nemian and Claidi reach the bleak stone City, and his home, the Wolf Tower – where she discovers he is happily married. It is the Tower which wants her, to replace Nemian’s cruel grandmother, the Old Lady, Ironel, as giver of the Wolf Tower Law.


9) The Law is appalling. Read by means of giant dice and ancient, unfathomable books, it forces selected citizens to carry out mindless and often horrifying tasks. Failure to obey is mercilessly punished. (Now Claidi learns why Nemian had been afraid to lose her. It was the Law which said he must bring her back.) Claidi apparently gives in, and becomes Law-giver – the Wolf’s Paw.


10) Argul however has followed her, intent on rescue. Rather than obey the rules Claidi destroys the Law from within, before she and he escape the city for the free world beyond.




THIS BOOK, AGAIN …


Are you still there?


No, of course you’re not. How could you be? You were never there in the first place. I made you up, selfishly, to help me feel less alone. Someone to confide in, the most trustworthy friend I ever had.


Of course, then, too, there was a chance someone might read it, this book. But surely, no one ever will, here. Or if they do, what I write will be some sort of weird curiosity, something to sneer at, amazedly. So it would be best to destroy this book, wouldn’t it, instead of picking it up to write in again … after I thought I’d never write in it again—


Only I remember, when I left the Tower in the City, I took these extra ink pencils and pens. As if I knew I’d go on writing. But that was a reflex.


Naturally, once Argul and I (and Mehmed and Ro) got back with the Hulta, and we’d moved far enough away from the City, and there was some time – then I did write up the last bit. I remember it was a sunny afternoon on a hill, and Argul and some others had gone hunting, so I stayed where I was, and finished the story.


I explained about how I destroyed the name-cards and the volumes of numbers, and all that evil stupid junk that made up the Law in the Wolf Tower. Burnt them. And burnt my message in the wall: NO MORE LAW. And about how Argul got me away, and then we saw the City let off all those fantastic fireworks, celebrating its freedom. And I thought after that there’d be nothing much to write, because though I could cover page after page saying Argul, Argul, Argul, how wonderful he is, how happy I am – I could live that, didn’t need to write it.


I did think I might put down an account of our wedding day, so I could look at it years later, my dress, Argul’s clothes, our vows, what we ate, what everyone said, and the games and dances – that kind of thing. A keepsake.


Well, I can’t even do that, can I. The marriage never happened. And Argul—


I suppose, if you did exist, and were still patiently reading, you’d prefer me to tell you all this in the right order.


But … maybe I won’t do it just yet …




THE UN-WEDDING DAY


That morning the weather was beautiful. Teil said it would be, the night before, because of the sunset.


‘Red sky at set,


Sheepers not wet.’


‘Excuse me?’


‘Oh, Claidi. Don’t you know that old rhyme?’


‘I only know about the Sheepers being very dodgy. And anyway, their language is all baa-baa-baa!’


‘Well, yes. But it’s an ancient translated saying of theirs. A red sunset means it won’t rain tomorrow. Which is perfect for your wedding day.’


Then Dagger strode into the tent. She’d just turned eight years old two days before, and looked fiercely motherly.


‘Claidi – I want you to have this.’


‘Oh – but Dagger – it’s your dagger.’


‘Yes. You can peel oranges with it really well, too.’


I put it in pride of place with the other things – I wish I’d kept it by me. I don’t expect it would have made much difference.


People had been bringing me gifts for the past six days. It’s the Hulta custom, so the bride can build up her store of useful things for her wagon. But really Argul’s wagon had tons of everything, pots, plates, knives, clothes (some of which had been his late mother’s, when she was young, and fitted me). There were even books, I mean printed ones.


Still, the gifts touched me. I felt shy. I was an outsider, but no one ever made me feel that. Once Argul wanted me, and they’d seen a bit of who I was, they made me part of the Hulta family.


Wonderful to be liked. As opposed to having some special horrible power over people, as in the City, when I’d been Wolf’s Paw, that short, foul while.


Anyway, Argul arrived then, and we went to supper at the camp’s central fire.


I remember – won’t ever forget – the firelight glowing on faces, the last scarlet at the sky’s edge, jokes, stars, eyes gleaming in bushes and Ro wanting to throw a stone because they were ‘leopards’, only they weren’t, they were fireflies—


And alone with Argul, and how he said, ‘Are you happy? You look happy, Claidi. Cleverly disguising your misery, no doubt.’


‘Yes, I’ve been just crying my eyes out at the thought of marrying you.’


‘Mmn. Me too.’


‘Shall we call it off?’


‘Can’t disappoint the rest of them,’ he gloomily said.


We held our faces in grim expressions. I burst out laughing first.


‘I never thought I’d keep you,’ he said. ‘You’re such a maddening, mad little bird.’


‘Mad, I’ll accept. Maddening. I’m not so little.’


‘I could put you in a nutshell and carry you about in one hand,’ he said, ‘oh Claidi-baa-baa!’


I remember my wedding dress. Well, I suppose I can say about that. After all, like Argul’s ring, it’s even here with me. I came away in it.


It’s white, with embroidered patterns of green leaves. White for luck and green for spring, the Hulta bride’s wedding colours. And Argul was to wear sun-yellow, for summer, the groom’s colours. (Spring and summer were seasons. We don’t really have them now.)


With his tea-colour skin and black hair, he would have looked incredibly splendid.


Only I never saw that.


No.


Anyway, the night was cool and still, and in the morning the sun came up and the sky was golden clear, and it was warm, as Teil had promised.


We’d been travelling about fifty, sixty days, since leaving Nemian’s City.


First there’d been the flat grey plain by the River, and the thin mountains in the distance. Then we’d crossed the River, which was probably only river by then, by an old bridge I hadn’t noticed when Nemian and I came down that way – or else it was higher up, beyond the marsh. (I didn’t notice quite a bit of the journey.) Next we turned more south, and then our wagons were in another of those desert areas, which went on and on (only this time, with Argul, I didn’t care).


The weather gradually got nicer, though. Lots of sunny days. Then there were grasslands, not as pretty or lush as at Peshamba, but still lovely. There were stretches of woods and orchards in blossom, and streamlets gloogling merrily by, and deer feeding and other dapply things with long necks, whose names I can’t recall. We held races. (Siree, my black mare, went so fast I actually won twice.)


There were villages too, made of painted wood, with grass-thatched roofs. Smiling people came out waving, and we bartered with them. And once there was a big stone circle on a hill, where no one could go in, only stand outside and look, because a wind god lived there, they said.


Then the land just sort of flowed, with the breezy grass running round islands of hills and trees, in sunlight. Argul said we were now only twenty miles from the sea, and I’d never seen a sea. We’d go there, said Argul. But first we’d have our wedding, and use the grassy plain as our dancing-floor, because the Hulta marriage dances stir up flowers, and make trees grow – or so the Hulta boastfully say.


Oh.


You may as well know, a tear nearly thumped on the page. Damn.


(I never used to swear. I wouldn’t, because the nasty royalty in the House, where I was a slave-maid, were always swearing, and I didn’t want to be like them.)


Anyway if I’m going to cry and swear I’ll stop writing. So that’s that.


(I think I do have to write this down. I don’t know why. Like a spell or something. But I’m not so daft that I think it will help in any way.)


On the wedding morning it’s thought bad luck if a Hulta groom and bride see each other. But – well, we did. But we only laughed and separated quickly for custom’s sake. Didn’t even really kiss each other good-bye – had no reason to, of course. (Every reason to, if we’d known.)


I went first to groom Siree. Ashti and I plaited Siree’s mane and tail with green and silver ribbons. I’d ride her to my wedding. A Hulta bride always rides.


After that I had to be groomed.


There was this terrific private pool Dagger had found in the woods, and Teil and Toy and Dagger and Ashti and I went there to bathe and wash our hair. We took our wedding clothes, and the jewels and makeup and everything, plus some hot bread and fruit juice and sweets. I’d brought this book, too, and an ink pencil, to jot stuff down – although I didn’t really think I’d have time.


The trees grew in close around the pool, but above there was a scoop of cloudless sky. Flower-bells in the water.


Brides are supposed to be nervous. I wasn’t, just happy. But our game was that I was really upset and scared, and somehow we got into a story, splashing around in the pool, about how Argul was a dreadful bully about sixty years old, who’d unhitch the horses and make me pull the wagon, with his other six wives.


In the middle of this, I looked up, and saw it go over. Then the other two.


I just stood there in the water, and I went – not cold, kind of stony.


‘She’s just properly realized it’s that hideous hundred-year-old Argul she’s got to marry!’ screamed Ashti.


They all yowled and splashed me.


‘No – I saw—’


‘She’s so frightened, now she’s seeing things!’


Dagger said, ‘Shut up – what was it, Claidi?’


But they’d gone.


‘I must have – imagined – I don’t know.’


Teil looked stern. ‘You do. What?’


‘Balloons.’


They went blank. Then realization dawned.


‘You mean like from the grey City—’


‘Well – not really. I mean I only ever saw one from there, and these weren’t the same.’


That was true. Nemian’s balloon had been silvery, round. These were more sort of mushroom shaped, a dull coppery colour.


Had I imagined it? Had they been some odd, big, new kind of insect that looked larger but farther up?


In any case, many places had fleets of hot air balloons, Nemian had always been going on about that. Peshamba had had them … or hadn’t they?


Though the sky was still cloud-clear, a sort of shadow had fallen. We got out, not really dry, shoved on our best clothes. Even my wedding dress got put on fast, without much care. (Without thinking I thrust this book in my pocket.) Shaking out our wet hair, we went up through the trees, leaving most of our picnic, and everything else.


The main camp wasn’t much more than a quarter of a mile away. Not that far. (Only, down a slope, through all the trees.) It hadn’t seemed to matter earlier.


Argul knew all about what had happened in the Wolf Tower and the City, and what I’d done. Mehmed and Ro had some idea, but weren’t really that bothered. I’d never discussed it with anyone else, nor had they pestered to know. They seemed to accept it was something I’d prefer to forget.


Only now Teil said, quietly, ‘Claidi, is it possible they might have sent someone after you?’


‘Me?’ But it was no good being modest. I’d wrecked the Wolf Tower Law. The fireworks had seemed to prove most of the City was glad about that. But I’d had some doubts. The Old Lady, for one, Ironel, what about her? I’d never been sure, there. ‘It’s – possible.’


We began to walk quickly, not running, in the direction we’d come, back towards the camp.


And then, the strangest sound, behind us.


I thought afterwards it was only startled birds, lots of them, flying up and away. Then, it sounded as if the wood had sprouted wings and was trying to escape. The light and shade were all disturbed, with fluttering and flickering, and then there was a thud behind us.


Something had come down – landed.


None of us said anything or yelled. We all just broke into a run.


Instantly every single tree-root and bush and creeper in the wood seemed to come jumping up to trip and sprawl us.


But over the chorus of panting and crashes and yelps, and Dagger’s always impressive bagful of rude words – another thud. This one was quite close.


The light had altered. Something was blotting it up … A brownish reddishness, and on the ground a huge shadow, cruising – and I looked up, having tripped again, and a balloon hung there, right over the trees.


It looked enormous. Like a dirty bloated fallen sun. No, like a copper thunder-cloud—


And then – I don’t know really what happened. I’ve tried to piece it together, can’t, as if somehow I’ve forgotten those completely crucial moments.


But it was as if the wood changed again. This time all the trees became men.


They were in uniform, white, or black, with plates of metal, and guns, and I ridiculously thought The House Guards!


They must have grabbed hold of me. I was in a sort of metal web, and I couldn’t see where Teil and Dagger and the others were. As I kicked and tried to bite I hoped they’d got away. And I thought, They’ll get help – and then, Anyway, someone will have seen – but the camp had been so busy – getting ready for the wedding. And these woods were uphill. And the trees—


Then one of the armoured men said to me, ‘Stop struggling, or you’ll wish you had.’


They weren’t House Guards. But I knew that tone, those words. He meant what he said. (It was useless anyway.) I became quite still.


Another one said, ‘Is this the one?’


‘It’s her,’ said the first one, who must be the one who had hold of me in the web. ‘I saw her almost every day in the City.’


‘He’d never forget,’ said the other, ‘would you, Chospa? Not after she made such a blazing great fool of you.’


‘Chospa’ growled and shook me angrily, and the chain-web rattled. Who was he? Just one of several enemies from my past—


Then there were shouts of ‘Haul away!’


And to my disbelieving horror I was being hauled upwards, up through the slapping branches of the trees, so I had to protect my eyes – up into the air. Up to the disgusting balloon.


I kept thinking, someone will come in a moment. Argul and the Hulta had rescued me before – once, twice – Argul will rush in gorgeously bellowing, and Mehmed and Ro and Blurn and everyone.


I kept thinking this even after I was pulled over into the basket under the balloon. Kept thinking it even as the balloon lifted, with a terrifying hiss of hot gas over my head. As the ground fell away. As the trees became like a clump of watercress, as I saw the Hulta camp – like a child’s colourful tiny toy, spread out, peaceful, far away – too far even to see if they’d noticed.


Then suddenly, as I lay there on the balloon-basket’s floor, I knew it was now too late. And then it was as if some mistake had been made and it was my fault, my mistake. Only what had I done wrong?




BALLOON RIDE


‘Some girls would give their front teeth, to ride in a balloon like this,’ said one of my captors haughtily, about an hour later.


So I was ungrateful, presumably?


Chospa, who was in the white uniform, glared at me under his steel helmet crested with a stiff white plume.


‘Chospa’s still very angry with you,’ said the one in black.


I thought I was quite angry with Chospa. Or would be if I weren’t so frightened, so numbed by what had happened.


‘Look, she doesn’t remember you, even, Chospa.’


‘No. She never looked at me once, until that last time.’


‘Tell us again, Chospa. It’s always good for a laugh.’


Chospa swore.


He said, ‘She was going to be Wolf’s Paw. I respected her.’


‘You trusted her,’ said the one in black.


‘We all did. Who didn’t? She was absolutely correct in everything. Couldn’t fault her.’


The one who’d remarked I might want to give my front teeth for this exciting ride (I found out later his name was Hrald) said, ‘But listen, boys, she’d destroyed everything, even the holy books, and then she prances down with our Chospa here, to the street. Says she wants a walk. Then she says,’ (here Hrald mimicked a female – my – voice, high and stupid and squeaky, how he thinks females sound, I suppose) ‘ “Dooo let me see that delicious darling rifle, dearest Chospa. Ee’ve always admeered it sooo.” And what does the dupp do, but give it to her—’


‘I didn’t know she’d destroyed the Law – or that she had savage barbarians waiting by the Tower door,’ snarled Chospa.


I knew him now, of course.


He’d been my guard/bodyguard in the City. Meant to protect me and/or keep me prisoner.


It’s true, I’d never really glanced at him. Most of the people there looked like mechanical dolls, clockwork, without minds or hearts.


I’d just been glad that night it was all being so simple, getting away.


Argul had taken the rifle from me and shut Chospa in the Tower, and I hadn’t really thought about it again. Not even when I wrote down what happened.


Chospa now said, ‘I couldn’t open the Tower door. You can’t from inside, unless it recognizes your rank – like it did hers. I had to sit there. Later I was called in to the Old Lady. I was in there, explaining, two hours.’


No one laughed at this.


Two hours with Ironel Novendot. Ironel either furiously angry or else making believe she was. Her black eyes, snapping real-pearl teeth and poison tongue, her dry white claws. I didn’t envy him. His face now, just remembering, was pale and sick-looking. (The way mine felt.)


‘Lost his house in the City,’ said Hrald. The one in black – his name is Yazkool (I haven’t forgotten their names, once heard. Never will, I expect) – said, ‘Just about kept his place in the City Guards. Allowed to come with us on our joyous quest, weren’t you, Chospa, to identify Miss, here. Ironel’s orders.’


(I hadn’t realized he couldn’t open the door. Thought they’d just sat there and not come after us because they were insane.) (The Tower door could recognize me? That was new. But so what—)


Drearily I huddled on the floor of the balloon-basket. Were they going to throw me out when we got high enough? We were high up now. No, they were going to take me back to the City, to the Tower. To her. And then – well.


Would Argul realize? Of course. He’d come after me, like before. Rescue me, somehow.


A spark of hope lit up bright inside me. I was careful not to let the three Guards see.


But I did sit up a bit. The web-chain had fallen off. I tried to glimpse over the basket’s high rim. Couldn’t see much.


Rolls of landscape, soft with distance, but down – and down – below. And the vast moving sky, with clouds like cauliflower blowing up over there, where the plain looked oddly flat and shiny—


It was choppy, riding in the balloon. I hadn’t noticed that either, except as part of the general awfulness.


Above roared the fire-gas thing that powered the balloon. There was one more man in the basket, shifting some contraption about (like a boat-driver) to guide the balloon, probably. I didn’t understand it.


Even though I’d brightened a bit, I was hardly light-hearted or very observant. But I now noted one of the other mushroom balloons, which looked miles away. We must be going quite fast?


I felt rather queasy, but it wasn’t air-sickness, more shock.


‘I must say,’ Hrald must-said, ‘I was surprised you took all that, Chospa. I mean, the way the old bag ranted on at you.’


Even I was astonished. Chospa gaped. Old bag – Ironel!!!


‘She’s the Keeper of the Law,’ gaped Chospa.


‘Yeah, well. But she went too far. Disgraced you. What happened was her fault, too.’


‘Definitely not fair,’ agreed the other one, Yazkool.


Chospa shrugged, turned away. He now looked blank and mechanical again.


I saw Hrald and Yazkool exchange a glance. Hrald shook his head, seeming to say, Don’t let’s upset him any more.


The balloon-driver – ballooneer I think they call them – had looked round too. He was a short bearded man, and he gave an ugly grin. That was all.


I didn’t think much about this, or anything. I was glad as I stopped feeling sick. Also concentrated on seeming resigned and meek, in case there’d be any unlikely chance later to get away.


Sometimes it felt hot in the balloon, and then chilly. We were in a chilly phase when Chospa suddenly barked out, ‘Tell that fool to watch what he’s doing!’


‘Oh, he’s all right.’


‘Are you blind? We’re going over too far east—’ and Chospa shouted at the ballooneer, ‘Pull her round, you moron. The City’s that way!’


‘Calm down, Chos,’ said Hrald, in a matey voice. ‘Trust me, it’s fine.’


‘What is this?’ shouted Chospa.


‘Oh, we’re just,’ said Hrald, idling across the bumpy balloon-basket, ‘going to do something, er, first—’ and then he reached Chospa and punched him whack on the jaw. Chospa tumbled over and the basket plunged and the ballooneer cursed us all.


As we bucketed about the sky, the land dipping, clouds dipping, sun turning over, I saw we were also much lower, and that shining flat plain was gleaming everywhere to one side. It must be the sea?


Chospa rolled against me and I stared in alarm at his poor unconscious face, with the bruise already coming up like a ripe plum.


Yazkool laughed, seeing me worrying.


Hrald only said, ‘Bring us down over there, that stand of pines.’


‘They always want miracles,’ muttered the ballooneer.


And then the air-gas-fire was making ghastly dragon-belches and we seemed to be dropping like a stone.


All around the sky was empty of anything – but sky. The other two balloons were completely out of sight.


The ground came rushing up and I thought we’d all just be killed, and was too frightened even to be sick after all, and then we landed with a bump that rattled everything, including my bones and poor old Chospa.


Well, we were fairly near the pines …


Next thing I knew, they were dragging me out of the basket. Yazkool unfortunately was securely tying my wrists together.


‘There’s the sea,’ pointed out Hrald, still apparently determined for me not to miss any of the travel or sightseeing opportunities.


Beyond the hill slope we’d crash-landed on, and between the black poles of the ragged pines, a silver mass gushed and crawled. Chunks of it constantly hit together and burst in white fringes.


Argul would have shown me that. Helped me make sense of it.


It was now cold, or I felt cold. The clouds were swarming in the sky, bigger and darker and bigger.


The mushroom-pod of the balloon seemed to be deflating. No one did anything about Chospa, just let him lie there on his back.


‘Then where are they?’ demanded the ballooneer.


‘Don’t bother your pretty little head about it,’ said Hrald. ‘We’ve made good time.’


The ballooneer scowled but said nothing else. Yazkool produced a pair of nail-scissors and began neatly to trim his nails.


The wind blew, hard and spiky from the sea. I wanted to get out of the wind, so sat down, with hand-tied awkwardness, against one of the pines.


I didn’t realize even then that harsh, silver-salt wind was going to be my constant companion for quite some time to come.


About half an hour later, some wild men came trudging up the hill.


They’d called the Hulta ‘barbarians’, as I’d have expected City people would. These really did look barbaric. Their clothes were all colours, all patched, mis-matched, too bright or faded, and all filthy. They had rings through their ears, their noses, their eyebrows, lips, teeth, and beads plaited in hair, moustaches and beards. Several had one shoe or boot different to the other. There were a lot of knives, clubs and nasty-looking catapult things.


They spoke another language, too, which only Hrald seemed to have any idea of. One of them, who was dark but with very yellow hair, spoke a bit of the language the City speaks, that language I suppose is also mine.


No one mentioned me.


I had the strangest feeling that I had nothing to do with any of this. I tried to merge into the tree, but of course that was silly. Yazkool presently came and pulled me up, and I was marched down with the others towards the silver waves.


They’re going to drown me, I decided. It’s some new quaint ritual.


I’m sacrifice-material, obviously. I mean, the Sheepers saw that at once, and gave me to the Feather Tribe, who meant to sling me off a cliff. As for Jizania and Nemian, I was the best sacrifice of all to them. My life was barter for their royal lives, in the House and the City.
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