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Enter the SF Gateway …


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




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





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


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


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


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







Prologue


Black storm clouds filled the sky over Bezjeriad, billowing across the low hills west of the harbor and turning the inland sea and inlet steel gray; wind blew steadily across the water, raising whitecaps.


No pleasant day to begin a sail from the most important Rhadazi port city, or try to negotiate the narrows to reach the harbor, and there were indeed no ships in sight. Lehzin, Duke of Bezjeriad, stared out the window of his highest tower, eyes moving restlessly from open water to the harbor, back again. Now and again he ran a narrow, long-fingered hand through thick, dark red hair, or picked nervously at a beard beginning to show silver. Rhadazi could sail in such weather, if needs must—so could many of the foreigners who had brought trade and prosperity to his city’s docks over the past several years. Most of his own people liked the challenge: negotiate the bay and that narrow entry to the inland sea, fight the odd currents just outside the inlet and then the isthmus formed by Bezjeriad on the north and the French Gallic states on the south…. Lehzin considered the last time he had managed such a maneuver, in high seas and winter winds. Years ago, of course—Lariman, his father, had still been Duke, and properly furious with him for it. I did no more than he’d have done, at that age, unwed and certain nothing could ever harm me.


He felt along the hard wooden window seat for the little bottle the Healer had left him, drew the cork, and drank down a swallow. It tasted horrid, as always, and for a very brief, uncomfortable moment he wondered if it would stay where it belonged. “Bah,” he mumbled aloud. “Seven days and my stomach still thinks it’s aboard a very small boat in high seas.” He set the bottle down, eyed it distastefully, and shoved it as far from him as possible.


Drugged wine. I drank Zero to toast the Emperor? Someone is mad. He and Eugenia both—but she’d taken only a tiny sip, because of Shesseran’s birthday; Eugenia hadn’t needed the Healer’s wretched liquid since the first day. Every Duke in the kingdom had received drugged wine, if Afronsan had it right. Lehzin glanced at the handful of thin paper—the most recent telegrams from the Emperor’s brother—and shook his head. Had someone seriously thought he might murder the Emperor, his Heir and all those who maintained the duchies, simply by sending each a special bottle of dosed liquor? “And if it went astray? Or some chose not to drink?” The Thukar and Thukara of Sikkre hadn’t, because of prior bad experience; the Emperor didn’t touch anything stronger than fruit juices these days—nor did young Aletto and his Duchess, up in Zelharri. Everyone knew that—locals and the foreigners who traded in Rhadaz alike.


It couldn’t have been meant as a coup, then—but what? All the unknown enemy had really done was infuriate their aged and aesthetical Emperor, Lehzin decided gloomily. And push the angry old man into closing all Rhadazi ports and borders.


And so Bezanti sat in the harbor out there, Rhadazi ships not allowed to leave Rhadazi waters. The foreign ships had been gone for several days now.


The Emperor himself is mad, closing the land’s borders, he thought flatly. I can vouch for five points along my own coast where the yellow rope rings of Zero are brought in. Or where they were. Now, since Shesseran XIV had tossed out all foreigners and closed the borders to any imports, the foreigners who brought important, useful (and financially beneficial) goods into Bazjeriad Harbor were barred—but those who brought Zero might as well have been handed a free pass to land anywhere along the vast and largely unpopulated seacoast.


He closed his eyes, turned away from the sight of so much commerce gone wrong, so much profit lost. It could make him ill. Or angry indeed. And anger directed against Shesseran was of no use at all; a man might as well shout at the wind to shift it into his sails instead of against them. The old man had always been stubborn and set in his ways, and he’d only grown worse in his age. Most of the credit for opening Rhadazi ports and the new trade would have to go to Shesseran’s younger brother and heir, Afronsan.


It was a wonder Shesseran had left Afronsan as Heir, even more a wonder he hadn’t insisted upon immediate removal of such things as the foreign telegraph.


Lehzin glanced at the uppermost paper, now three days old:




MY PERSONAL THANKS FOR THE AID YOU GAVE THE YOUNG MERCHANT CRAY AND HIS PARTY IN ESCAPING RHADAZ. IT WILL NOT GO UNNOTED WHEN I AM ABLE TO REWARD. KEEP CLOSE WATCH ON THE ISTHMUS AND YOUR BORDERS FOR FOREIGN SHIPS, OR FOR THOSE OF MERCHANT CASIMAFFI, AFRONSAN.





Casimaffi. I trusted that man, even when proof seemed against him. Even after all the rumor that he’d been part of the plot with young Dahven’s half brothers. Casimaffi had been so convincingly aghast, so appalled by the whole situation. And, of course, his family company, his ships—they’d been useful to Bez, bringing in foreign goods, creating trade.


The same could be said for the merchant Cray, of course—and he was doing his best to track the foreign source of Zero. “Luck to him,” Lehzin mumbled, and sorted through his pile of telegrams. They did little to improve his mood: More messages from Afronsan; word from the north that Jubelo was still very ill and Aletto hadn’t yet wakened; nothing new from Sikkre, save that the men who’d attacked the Thukar’s palace apparently didn’t know who’d hired them. “Wondrous surprise.” Another message, received early this morning, from Vuhlem up in Holmaddan, sent south to Cornekka via messenger and wired from Jubelo’s palace, expressing fury for the insult of the liquor and worry for the Emperor’s health.


“Of course Vuhlem wouldn’t have taken brandy, even in toast,” Lehzin told himself sourly. “At least, not openly.” The old pig was the Emperor’s contemporary and friend; they’d schooled together and Vuhlem supposedly shared his friend’s aesthetical tendencies. Lehzin, who’d met the northern Duke only a few times when he was still Latimer’s heir, thought otherwise—that high coloring, those red-rimmed eyes. That temper. His own father had carried the same sign, though Latimer drank heavily—and openly. Lehzin considered this briefly, shrugged it aside. Holmaddan’s problems weren’t anything to do with him, and besides, Vuhlem must be nearly seventy. Eventually, one of his furies or old age would do him in and he had only daughters to succeed him.


And at the moment, he must be angry indeed: Lehzin grinned. By now every Duke in Rhadaz knew about it: Vuhlem’s expelling the caravans; the Red Hawk grandmothers’ and Gray Fishers’ imperious appeal to the Emperor, and Shesseran’s angry defense of the caravans. Had to take them back, did he? What a pity.


One last, long sheet, this the message his man had brought him within the hour—from Afronsan, of course, and more the length he’d already become used to, in just the short while the lines had been in place. What we did before this swift, simple communication—I scarcely recall. He scanned down the page—it was mostly update. On Jubelo, who was eating once more, Aletto still down but his outlander Duchess and his guard captain efficiently managing for him. Personal thanks from Thukara Jennifer and Duchess Robyn for his aid to young Cray and his lady. And at the bottom—Lehzin stared at the paper, groped for the window seat and dropped onto it.




REPORT FROM DRO PENT SAYS VUHLEM HAS TAKEN PALACE, VERY LARGE ARMED FORCE HOLDING IT AND WUDRON’S LADY PRISONER AGAINST WUDRON’S COOPERATION. THUKAR READYING A COMPANY IF IT BECOMES NECESSARY TO TAKE EAST GATES OF DRO PENT BY FORCE; ASK THAT YOU READY SHIPS AND MEN TO SAIL NORTH AND ATTACK FROM WEST. BE AWARE VUHLEM MAY HAVE SHIPS—WORD FROM SIN-DUCHESS LIALLA THAT VUHLEM COOPERATING WITH LASANACHI. KEEP LOW PROFILE, BUT BE READY AS QUICKLY AS POSSIBLE. LETTERS TO FOLLOW, AFRONSAN.





Lehzin dropped the page, buried his face in his hands, and groaned. “The whole world’s gone mad,” he mumbled. All the rest—and now this. Dukes attacking one another? Taking Duchies by force? What did Vuhlem want, all of Rhadaz? And if first Dro Pent—why, what would be next on his menu but Bezjeriad?
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Chris came awake with a start as a hard hand gripped his elbow—Eddie’s, he recalled after one heart-stopping moment. “Jeez, guy, don’t do that!” He sank back into the plush cushions with a groan and clutched his temples. “God, my head.”


“You have been stuck in that seat for most of the day,” Edrith replied mildly. “And slept through three stops, including Liberté.”


“Liberté—naw, I remember that one.” Chris sat up cautiously, rubbed the back of his neck, and groaned again. Edrith’s face loomed above him, all shifting shadows and odd lines from the low-burning gas lamp on the far wall and the rolling, jerking motion of train over rough track. “Oh, man? I have the headache from hell. Liberté—yeah. Some guy outside the window was bellowing that, and it sounded like they were beating the whole train with aluminum baseball bats.”


“Alumi—never mind.” Edrith dismissed the odd bit of unfamiliar English with no effort at all. “They divide the train there, remember?”


“I know that. Most on down to the big lake, rest out to the coast, and obviously on rock track that was new during the Stone Age.” Chris edged up a little straighter, swore briefly as the car lurched, and edged the red velvet drape aside so he could look out. “It’s dark out there.”


“This surprises you? I said you slept all day, didn’t I? This is the south, remember, there is no dusk to speak of. Besides, mix thick cloud cover, no moon, and you get what?”


“I just had to hook up with a comedian, didn’t I? Where’s my—ah. Bag.” He pulled the thick case from under his feet and rummaged through the side pocket until he found a plain, flat tin box. “Remind me to buy Mom something nice this time out, I’d never have thought of getting any of these willow-bark thingies made up. There any water left?”


“Since no one drinks it but you, there should be.” Edrith shoved to his feet and turned the lamp up a little, then crossed to the dry sink next to the curtain-draped door. He came back with a heavy clay jug, a two-handled cup. Chris fumbled one of the tiny teabag-like squares from the box and dropped it into the cup, poured a swallow’s worth of water and swirled the contents, then drew a deep breath and drank it down. His nose wrinkled; he poured more water and drank, fast.


“Those have such a gross taste, I can’t even believe it.” He fished in the cup and drew out the now-empty gauze square. “Remind me, we get into New London this trip we just gotta track down a pharmacist who can do pills out of this stuff.”


“Get the equipment and find a willing Rhadazi to work it,” Edrith replied.


“Sure. Once Shesseran dies or comes to his senses. Gaaa. Gross.” Chris wrinkled his nose, drank more water.


“If they taste that terrible, why you take them at all—”


“Yah. ‘Cause it’s basically the same stuff Jen used to suck down, pills from that big bottle, remember? Killed headaches? I take it ‘cause I get ‘em and the stuff works, that’s why. You try Lialla’s trick with Thread when your head aches, I can’t swing it.” Edrith grinned, shook his head; Chris rolled his eyes, then closed them. Eddie never got headaches, probably wouldn’t know what one was if it landed on him with all four feet. “Gimme a few minutes, okay?” He leaned back gingerly. The touch of prickly red plush against his scalp set the whole thing pounding wildly again. “God.” He sensed rather than heard Edrith moving around behind him; long, capable fingers worked the muscles on either side of his neck. A long, companionable silence, which Chris finally broke. “Hey. Thanks.”


“Of course. Can you talk now?”


“I can listen, at least. What you got, you had to wake me up? You get that wire sent to Fahlia?”


“Last stop,” Edrith said. “Whether the Duke will be able to send it on to the Heir, though, with the Emperor in such a temper—”


Chris laughed, interrupting him midword. “Hey, don’t sweat that end of things, okay? We have enough problems, and the last person I’m gonna worry about is Afronsan. Wire was still in when we left, and I’ll betcha it still is. Besides, anyone’s gonna land on his feet once this mess is cleared up—well, anyway, that can’t be why you woke me up?”


“Nev-ver,” Edrith retorted. “But I thought you ought to know the attendant will be here shortly to ready beds and neaten the room. Also, since Liberté there are now only the two private cars, ours and another, which is empty, one standard-class sitting car with but seven passengers, the baggage car, the attendants’ car, and the dining.”


“Okay—you can count. So?”


“So I have walked end to end several times and also spoke with the attendant since our last stop. There is one man who plays cards with him, which I thought suspicious, but I have seen him since and I don’t know him; there is no one on all the train I recognize, no one who might be Dupret’s—at least, no one interested in me at all when I go about, or walk the platforms whenever we stop.” Faint noises and women’s voices from behind the screen, where Ariadne and her maid Dija had a semi-private area; Edrith and Chris both glanced that way and Edrith lowered his voice. “I think the lady would be glad if you offered her perhaps a walk and a proper meal; she has not been outside this box on wheels in—how many days now?”


“Same as me, five of them,” Chris mumbled. He was quiet for a moment, eyes focused on his fingers. He sighed then. “Yeah, you’re right. I’m going nutty in here, she’s probably half-goofy with nothing to do but read and sleep. And if someone sees us, well, so what? They’ll probably spot us the minute we reach the coast and leave the train anyway.” Chris considered this, eyes fixed absently on the far wall. Leave the train: He didn’t want to think about it at the moment. Just the idea of leaving the safety of this car and walking the length of the train—Get you in practice, dude. Get you warmed up to take on San Philippe. Right. The train line ended in one of the busiest small ports along the coast; anyone might be watching for them. But in a town of that size, they stood a better chance of not being recognized; it wasn’t as likely Dupret’s agents would be there, anyone who knew him and Eddie by sight. Our rotten luck, we’ll run right into one of Dupret’s boys.


“A real meal, on a proper table, with servers,” Edrith reminded him firmly. “There is fowl tonight, in a sauce of mushrooms and hot peppers.”


“Which we’d get in here anyway,” Chris said, still absently. He sat up straighter, shook himself. “But she’s used to eating nice and all that, she probably would like that.”


“Unlike either of us.”


“Yeah. Especially you.”


Edrith shrugged. “Such meals merely serve to remind me of the difference between a Dupret and myself: food which is not taken plain but covered in strange broths, and much too involved rituals for consuming them,”


Chris leveled a finger at his nose. “Right. Don’t give me that, you came in off the streets years ago and you can eat pretty when you have to, Eddie, I’ve seen you. You know how to do dinner deals at least as well as I can, and you’re like me, you eat anything that doesn’t fight back.” Edrith laughed quietly; Chris laughed with him. “All the same, guy, thanks for the nudge about dinner, I forget that stuff.”


“I know you do. However”—he cast a swift glance toward the screen—“you should begin to remember. You are wed to her and this lady will thank you for such considerations. But I had a selfish reason as well. You and I need to plan what to do once we reach end of line at San Philippe, which is not very far at all now. You are sleeping too much and thinking not at all. Some fresh air, food in a proper dining chamber—and the lady could use the time alone with you, and you with her.”


“Oh, yeah, sure,” Chris mumbled. His eyes strayed toward the screen; he could hear Ariadne, her voice still heavy with sleep. “Think about the last time the lady and I were alone,” he said, even more quietly.


Edrith laughed. “You mean when you were snatched off the Podhru docks?” He kept his voice low, though it didn’t carry far at the best of times. “Well? Neither of you murdered the other.” Chris glanced at him, startled. “Also, you worked with each other so you could escape Casimaffi’s ship. I call that progress, you know?” Murder. I never said word one to anyone about Ariadne’s little—ah—hobby. If Eddie had somehow learned—but his friend’s face reassured him; Eddie was just pulling his chain, the way he always did. Not—hinting at anything. Yah. Wonder how he’d feel if he knew the lady had deliberately stalked and murdered five noble dudes in French Jamaica—followed ‘em down the kinds of back alleys he and I very carefully avoid, then stabbed ‘em dead? That the knife she wears next to her knee isn’t just her idea of costume jewelry? Eddie knew about the knife, of course; probably everyone in Rhadaz did by now, the way gossip spread. But the rest—well, Eddie wasn’t going to find out about all those dead French Jamaicans. Like I could talk about it anyway.


He was still surprised that Ariadne had told him why she carried the knife that night aboard ship. It wasn’t the kind of thing she’d spill to just anyone, and it wasn’t the kind of information guaranteed to warm a new husband’s heart. Then again, he hadn’t given her any choice, he wouldn’t have let her take his place out on that deck with that knife without a damned seriously good reason.


All in all, they’d needed each other that night; his skills and hers both got them out of a potentially deadly situation alive and unnoticed. She’d have drowned before ever reaching shore, without Chris. And Chris, who’d never killed anyone, let alone with a very sharp, long, ugly knife—all right, so there was a chance I’d’ve got lucky and taken out the dude on deck in total silence; more likely I’d have made a mess of it and we’d both be dead by now. His thoughts shied away from that ugly little moment: holding his breath while a totally and unnervingly silent Ariadne climbed up the ladder and vanished onto the deck, himself crawling onto the deck at her gesture a few, mere quiet moments later, and finding a dead man under his hands.


Great, he told himself. Think of something else, okay? Like who had wanted them badly enough to call for am ambush in Podhru, snagging both of them neatly off the Emperor’s own docks, evading the guard and running for open ocean. The ship was easy enough, Casimaffi’s Windsong, but old Chuffles wasn’t the murdering kind. He didn’t like CEE-Tech, Chris cut into his business, and unfortunately, he was the kind to sell out. As to who’d hired him, though, the list was entirely too long: Ari’s father, Henri Dupret—the men trying to bring Zero into Rhadaz—Duke Vuhlem, who was actively involved according to Lialla. The Americans, the French, the English, any of whom might be behind the trade in Zero. Someone else? Pick a card, any card, he thought gloomily.


Poor Ariadne. They’d done nothing but run since she’d left her father’s house with Chris; she probably hadn’t had a good night’s sleep the whole time. Probably hadn’t had too many back home, of course: With Dupret for a father… And Dupret wasn’t the only one like that. No wonder all those women in French Jamaica had formed their murderous secret society. Hey. Whatever works. Women’s Sewing Circle and Terrorist Society, you betcha. You can bend over backward until you fall on your face, like Mom did all those years she got pounded by the Amies and Chucks, and it won’t get you squat, except more bruises. In a society like French Jamaica’s, where there wasn’t even a police force—well, it wasn’t like Henri Dupret and his fellow noblemen hadn’t created their own little hell, so it served ‘em right.


He blinked; Edrith sat on the edge of the seat across from him, waiting. “Yeah, sorry, Eddie; I was thinking.”


“Nothing pleasant, from your face. Don’t tell me about it. Shall I get you a table?”


“Uh—table?” Dinner, dummy, he reminded himself. “Oh. Table. Sure. Make it an hour from now, I’m a mess and I bet the lady’ll want to change.”


“The lady will change what?” He jumped, and his heart thudded wildly in his ears. Ariadne had come from behind the screen and stood in the center of the room so Dija could flounce out wrinkled dark skirts. She pressed the back of one hand against her mouth, yawned neatly. Her hair hung loose, a wonderful blue-black mass of curl, a thick, cloudy frame for the narrow, honey-dark face and near black sleepy eyes. God, I love that hair, and she almost cut it all off. Gotta remember to get Jen that curl-your-hair junk this trip out for stopping her. One chance to run his hands through it…


“Change—ah. Thought you might like real dinner in the dining car,” Chris managed, and held his breath.


She considered this briefly, smiled. “I would like real dinner, thank you.” A little stilted but friendly enough. The truce, or whatever it was that had started back on the Rhadazi south coast with both of them dripping wet and half-drowned, was apparently still holding. Chris smiled back, got to his feet. Edrith was already at the door, curtain pulled back and his hand on the heavy latch.


Chris pulled out his watch. “Okay, Eddie, make it an hour, if they can fit us in—or whatever. Give me time to comb my hair and all.”


“Hair.” Ariadne held out a long handful of her own and eyed it in disgust as Edrith nodded and slipped into the passageway. Dija caught hold of the fingers, pried them open, and deftly scooped the tress back over her mistress’s shoulder.


“An hour, madam,” she said. “That is barely time, if you wish more than a ribbon here, to hold it back.” She gestured tying a bow at the back of her own neck; Ariadne cast up her eyes, shook her head, and allowed herself to be led back behind the screen.


Chris turned the gas lamp up another notch, shuddered at the ornate brasswork and the gruesome patterned velvet paper behind it, and set his bag on the plush bench. Somewhere in here, probably right at the bottom, there should be one last set of clean socks and a change of underwear. He scooped them up, pulled his good clothes off the hook behind the curtained inset in the wall that was his and Eddie’s “closet,” and went into the windowless little bathroom.


“Bathroom—right. Except no bath,” he grumbled. Bath was possible, of course, but it meant a lot of hassle: a tub set up in the middle of the main room, buckets of water poured into it—and moving everyone else out of the private car until the bather was done. Even Ariadne had passed on it, and sponged down in the bathroom. There wasn’t any such thing as a shower, of course. “Damn. Every time I think I’m adjusted, something like this hits home. I’d kill for a cool, hard shower and a bar of red soap.” He poured water into the basin, dumped a facecloth in it, and fished the jar of washing powder from the curtained shelf beneath the basin. “Ahhhh—forget that, all right?” At least there was water, an indoor toilet, and a separate little room with a door to enclose them and separate them from the main room—which was more civilization than he’d found in a lot of places, this end of the world. He scrubbed his face, rubbed his beard, and decided it didn’t need shaving yet. “On a moving train? Like you would,” he told his reflection in the gilt-edged mirror. He splashed cool, fresh water on the back of his neck and fought his way out of grubby linen and into clean fresh socks and trousers.


The shirt was trouble; after banging his elbow twice on the edge of the mirror, he swore and edged the door open a fraction. No one in the main room. He cleared his throat. “Um—I’m coming out of the bathroom to put my shirt on, okay? So you know.”


A silence. “Ah-c’est bien.” Ariadne’s voice sounded odd—like she was trying not to laugh, maybe. More like she’s embarrassed, he decided. He came into the room, pulling the shirt on. Well—so maybe his own face was pretty red at the moment, too. He sat on the edge of the seat he’d occupied for most of the last five days, so the high back was between him and the screen, and fumbled the shirt together, swore, and rebuttoned it properly. A quick glance toward the screen; trousers undone, shirt tucked in, trousers fastened. He sighed faintly, pulled on the vest, and sat down again to knot his tie.


“Decent again,” he announced.


“Merci.” A moment later, Dija crossed the room and went into the bathroom, emerging with the jar of soap, pitcher, and the basin. She carried them back behind the screen; Chris could hear soft voices, splashing, the rustle of fabric and other, more obscure sounds.


“Ah—yeah. Think I’ll step out into the corridor to wait for Eddie, all right?” He didn’t wait for an answer; the latch clicked behind him and he leaned against the door, blotting his forehead with the back of his hand. “Right,” he mumbled. “You’re married to her, you know? So—how many days of riding around Bez, Sikkre, Zelharri, and Andar Perigha, camping out every night? All those nights in Khamal’s house, one night in a smelly ship’s cabin and washed up on the rocks, together, soaking wet—how many nights getting from Bez back over to Fahlia and how many on this damned train? Jeez, guy!” Well, but—He sighed and stared at the dimly lit ceiling. “Gilt trim and cherubs, ech. Yeah. Well, but. Camping’s one thing; this is almost like sharing the same bed or something.” Intimate. He could tell when she was simply changing her shirtwaist, when she was changing other—gods. His face felt very warm.


The latch moved under his hand; Dija leaned out as he turned and briskly announced, “She is ready.”


“Wow—fast work,” Chris said. Movement down the corridor—Eddie coming back in the next car. “Hang on,” he added, “I’ll be right in.” Dija inclined her head and closed the door. “All set?”


Edrith nodded. “There’s room to spare in the dining car; they said any time you wanted to come. Think they’re glad to have someone to feed, actually.”


“Okay. So if you and Dija want to—”


“You and Ariadne need the time,” Edrith said firmly. “Dija and I will do fine here, thank you, and after all, the food is the same.” He pulled the door open and stood aside to let Chris precede him.


Ariadne wore dark red, the one good dress she’d kept out of her baggage; another of those fancy things her father had ordered from France for her. Yeah, what a jerk. But he has good taste, gotta admit. The skirt was silky stuff that flared delightfully when she moved, and stopped just short of her ankles; the top was snug sleeved, edged at the throat in darker red ribbon and at the elbows in deep rose-patterned lace. Dija had somehow managed to get her hair into a coil at the top of her head and fastened it with gold combs. It made her look taller and elegant, but even younger than her twenty years; the red complimented her honey-dark skin and blue-black hair, her near-black eyes. Her cheeks were flushed—skillfully applied cosmetic, perhaps, though Chris couldn’t remember her wearing that kind of thing. The silver-and-opal ring that he’d bought for her in Sikkre was on the marriage finger, her mother’s ring gleamed on her left hand on the index finger. She held out the skirt with one hand, eyed him sidelong. Chris nodded enthusiastically.


“Wow. You look great.” She smiled and suddenly looked much more relaxed. Like it mattered what I thought, or something? “That’s color’s great on you, Ariadne.”


“Merci—I mean, thank you, Chris.” He held out his arm, rather self-consciously; she took it and let him lead her into the corridor.


They walked in silence; Chris kept her fingers tucked between his hand and vest, and she seemed content to leave them there. The next car was the empty one, he recalled; like their own, it had a narrow corridor down one side and a private room on the other. The sole door was darkened, the car utterly still. They went on, through the canvas-covered doorway and onto a platform crossing the gap between cars, into the common-class car he and Eddie would probably have taken if they’d been alone. Three middle-aged men—French-Gallic mercantile class, by the looks of them, Chris decided with relief: not the kind to worry about. Two sat with their wives, and another, much older, snored resoundingly, his shaggy, bearded head tipped against the window. One of the women eyed him in distaste, let her gaze shift as Chris and Ariadne walked through the car. She studied the younger woman’s gown avidly. Ariadne smiled faintly, but the other woman didn’t notice; her attention was all for dark red silk and rose-patterned lace.


The other woman was arguing with her husband as she dug through a hamper, slapping napkin-covered dishes on the low table fixed to the wall and hissing at him in furious French while he studied a map, to all appearances oblivious save that his color was high.


Two people missing—Eddie said seven. Chris slowed and looked around. Ariadne gazed up at him, her eyes suddenly wide. Hey, don’t worry the lady, idiot. He smiled, picked up the pace again. Probably in the bathroom or whatever coach class had. Or in the dining car. Whatever. Eddie’d seen them and passed them, that would have to do.


They reached the end of the car; Ariadne slipped under the canvas as Chris held it aside for her. She stopped on the platform and looked at the solid dining-car entry and her shoulders were tight, her eyes wary. Ariadne glanced back at him; he brought up a smile and nodded. “There are two other passengers, they’re probably in there eating. But I swear Eddie checked the whole train thoroughly before I even suggested this. He says we’re all right.”


“I know you and he would do that.” Her smile wasn’t much better than his felt. “I only—”


“I know. Way things have gone for us lately, I don’t blame you a bit for worrying.” He squeezed her fingers. She brought her chin up and tightened her grip on his hand.


“It is just—one cannot see before going in there. But luck changes,” she added defiantly. “Everyone says so.”


“Well—yeah. Why not? And just about our time for that, I’d say.” He led her across the platform, through the swinging door and into the dining car.


Wow. Chris blinked as they stopped just inside the car and waited for the attendant to come for them. This was ornate, at least as fancy as anything he’d seen anywhere, including Henri Dupret’s study. There was one other passenger in the car, a man at the far end, facing them and deeply engrossed in his newspaper and the soup he was spooning rapidly into a heavily bearded face. Chris glanced at Ariadne, who eyed the man carefully, then shook her head. No one I ever saw before, either. Good. One point for our side.


He waited until they were seated, until the waiter had returned with a tray bearing shallow plates of soup and a wine bottle, two tall, brilliantly cobalt blue glasses. Ariadne tested the wine, shrugged. Chris cleared his throat. “Ah—any chance I could get juice instead?” The waiter shook his head; Ariadne spoke then, in low, rapid French. The man nodded, left, and returned moments later with a flask of orange.


Chris drew the thick napkin across his lap, poured orange into his glass, and sipped. “Mmmm. Great, no sugar. Thanks.”


“Of course, Chris.”


He waited for her to begin, as much to see which of the near dozen utensils she chose for eating soup as for mere politeness. Jennifer had beaten proper American table manners into him over the past couple of years, but he was willing to bet she’d have been taken aback herself by the array of dinner weaponry set out here.


The soup itself was cold, a very pale green—he assumed cream, tasted both melon and hot pepper, but the rest was too subtle to figure. All good stuff, whatever it is. Ariadne ate rapidly and he followed suit.


Several excellent courses later, he set aside an empty ice dish and blotted his moustache. Ariadne swallowed wine and sighed happily. “That was excellent. Thank you.”


“Yeah. Definitely edible.”


“I worried to leave that chambre. It was—not so bad as I feared, to venture outside.”


“I know, first step’s the hardest.”


She let him refill her glass, glanced down the car. They had it to themselves, at the moment; the waiter had gone back into the kitchen at the far end, and the other passenger had finished his meal and left a while earlier. “How far—how long until we reach San Philippe?”


He drew out his watch, frowned at it, finally shrugged. “I think about half a day, not more than that.”


“Half a day. To simply walk from this place into the open—”


“You and me both,” Chris said. She frowned, shook her head. “I mean, I feel the same way. But Eddie and I are going to work on it tonight, figure out the safest way for us to get from the end of the train line to a ship.”


“I know you will. Thank you.”


“Well—sure.” Silence; a friendly one, Chris decided. Ariadne finished her wine and patted her lips with the thick cloth napkin. “Ah—I sent that message up to Jennifer and Afronsan. About what you said, your father and his friend?”


“Sorionne,” Ariadne said. “They—you think they can find who causes the trouble for Rhadaz by what I said?”


“Sure hope so. You don’t remember anything else at all about that night? What they said, or any clue of who—?” She shook her head. “Well. You know, I thought maybe if I picked your brain, you know, asked some questions, you might remember something one of them said, anything at all—if you don’t mind, I mean—”


“Mind? You know how I feel. But that night—I was not so close to my father and Sorionne, and Sorionne’s nephew was at my near elbow, chattering the whole meal.”


“So much for that,” Chris said gloomily. “Still—Sorionne. What does he do for his money?”


“He has fields in sugar, like my father.” Ariadne frowned, thought for some moments. “And mines—some new metal, I cannot recall the name, but my father had a little piece of it. It is pale and very light in weight; the French have not yet managed a way to work it though they have a supply of their own. But both the Mer Khani and the English have been at his door for it.”


“Metal.” Chris drove a hand through the hair at his temples and thought furiously. What metal in that end of the world? This wasn’t exactly history and maps, not his field at all. Except… Metal and pale and lightweight? “Aluminum?” he asked. “Ah—right, wait, good old junior-year chemistry, bauxite?”


“Bauxite.” Her pronunciation of the word was darker, he’d probably not have recognized it if she’d said the word first. “I think—yes. It is something in France also, a new thing and they only begin to work it but without any success to now. Or so I have heard. But Sorionne has control of nearly all the mines in French Jamaica.”


“Aluminum.” Chris ticked off fingers as he thought aloud. “Okay. Aluminum. Metals. Steel. Foundries? Rails. Engines? Wire…”


“Wire,” Ariadne responded suddenly. “And rails.”


“Yeah, but that’s steel.”


“Steel—yes, for the telegram and the trains, I remember now, Sorionne and Father arguing about the large firm which made wire and rails. There was a difficulty, because they wished control of Sorionne’s bauxite supply for something else, not rails or wire for telegraph….” She shook her head, visibly frustrated. Chris caught hold of her near hand.


“Hey, no big deal, it’s a place to start.” Something Jen had said: The guy who’d done the telegraph deal with her in Sikkre, also the denim deal—he’d been pushing trains? I know I heard the guys’ name, I’ll bet I’ve even met with him. Someone who’d pushed trains to Chris, who’d needed no push in that direction at all. “Great,” he said finally. “It’s a start, and I have this feeling—yeah. Let me think about it awhile, see what I can come up with. Probably have another wire to send north when we get off the train at San Philippe.” Another thought occurred to him. “Sorionne. That isn’t the guy who—who wanted to marry you, is it?”


Her color was suddenly high; she nodded. “But that, at least, is no longer a possible thing, is it?”


“Ah—right. It’s not. Like, no chance in this world, okay?” Her fingers were warm in his but he thought the rest of her had gone tense and wary. “Um, lookit. I—ah—you and I, we haven’t talked about things, really. Ah—” He cleared his throat. “Jen said she told you that I wasn’t—that I wouldn’t—” His face was hot; hers was definitely red now. “Well, what she said—I won’t.”


“You—”


“Let me finish, God knows this is hard enough and I’ll never be able to say it twice, okay?” She nodded again. “I know we’re m-m-m-married, that priest did the whole thing and it took and—well, that’s that. Like, forever, because it’s your religion. I jus—I don’t feel like it’s real, if you know what I mean. It’s more like—we got thrown together, kind of sudden-like, and we were strangers and now we’re—we’re friends, right?”


“Friends,” Ariadne said faintly. She swallowed, managed a tight smile and the least little nod.


“Friends. That means—means we’re getting to know each other, see how well we can like each other. I don’t—I mean, I won’t—well, I’m not gonna push you, okay?”


“Push—yes. I see.” A long silence. It was Chris’s turn to swallow; his throat was very dry. Had to drink all that orange, didn’t you, guy? Ariadne’s eyes had gone distant and she was still and quiet, long enough for him to wonder if he’d said the wrong thing somehow. “I see,” she said again, finally. “I think I do. You—this is not because of—of the thing I said in my father’s carriage about the knife. What I told you on that ship?”


He shook his head. “Hey. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t surprised. Told you I don’t like knives, and okay, I was spooked at first, who wouldn’t be? Then, crawling onto a dead man. But it’s—it’s not because of that. I’ve just seen too many kids, too many guys, who go for the—oh, hell, who jump in bed with a girl first night out, and it messes up everything. It can, anyway. I don’t want to mess up any chance we have, that’s all.”


“Yes. I see.” Her forehead puckered. “I think I do. If it is not the other thing—”


“It’s not. I just wanted you to know, that’s all.” He stood, held out his arm. “Walk you back to the private car, lady?”


Her smile was ironic once more; she inclined her head and took hold of his arm. “Merci, sir.”


Four people in the common car at the moment: the couple who’d been arguing over the hamper, the older man who now slept full length on his seat and no longer snored, the woman who’d glared at him—she slept with her cheek against the padded wing of her seat, whuffling softly. At the end of the car, two curtained alcoves and the heavy, regular breathing of a deep sleeper from one. They crossed the platform, started into the empty private car. Chris was vaguely aware of someone coming toward them, a narrow man in a dark suit and broad-brimmed hat. Ariadne drew him to a sudden halt and fumbled at her sleeve.


“Hey—you all right?”


“Ah, merde—there was dust in that opening—” She brought up a lace-edged square and sneezed resoundingly. And again. Chris looked at the man as he passed them; total stranger, so far as he could tell in the near dark. The other merely eyed them in mild curiosity and kept going. Ariadne sneezed several times in rapid succession, swore, and sneezed again, staggering into Chris, who drew her up by her elbows. She rubbed her nose with the small cloth. “I despise dust. Did I just see someone?”


“Here? Yeah. Went on by, though. No one I ever saw before. There’s a car beyond us for the crew, Eddie said there’s a guy goes back and plays cards with them. No one he knows, either.”


“Ah.” She held the cloth to her nose a moment more.


“You all right?” She nodded. “Good. Let’s get you away from that opening.”


“Yes.” She sneezed once more and swore angrily. “Now, please.”


“You got it, lady.” Moments later they passed through the canvas and into the next car.


The narrow man in the broad-brimmed hat pressed aside the canvas at the other end of the private car and stood with his back against it, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. There was no mistaking either of them—the man couldn’t be anyone but M. Cray, and of course Ariadne Dupret would stand out anywhere. He consulted his watch in the faint light, thought for a moment, then strode back toward the common car and sought his sleeping alcove. Once inside, he turned up the small wall lamp and drew a thin leather memo book from an inner pocket. The message would have to go by wire from Marie Donne, only a short distance on. He’d have to be quick, get it ready, and find the attendant; the stop at Marie Donne was a matter of moments only. The message itself—at least that was simple, and very brief: MERCHANT CRAY, VISCOUNT DUPRET’S DAUGHTER ABOARD THE COASTAL, ARRIVE SAN PHILIPPE TOMORROW. He printed that out in large block letters, blotted the message, and folded it around a crisp new banknote. The car attendant would see it off the train and hand it over to the wire offices in Marie Donne. Thereafter…


Thereafter, a wise man who would live to collect his reward—why, such a man would depart the train at Emile, when there is a halt for fuel. It should be possible to hire a horse or a carriage from Emile to the coast. Much as he disliked either mode of transportation, it would scarcely do for the Viscount’s half-breed daughter to get a good look at him. I had luck tonight; she was distracted when I passed and the light was not good. I have changed this past year, but she might remember this particular among her maid’s suitors.


Best to let them think themselves unnoted. For the moment, at least. Once they reached San Philippe—he smiled grimly, turned down the lamp, and went in search of the attendant.
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“Just breathe normally, Thukara.” The soft-voiced mid-wife laid both hands on Jennifer’s stomach, pressed gently.


“I’m trying,” Jennifer said, her own voice mildly accusing. “You’re tickling me.” Miysa looked at her sidelong. “I can’t help it, I’m touchy.”


“More than usual, even for you. Well, think of something else for the moment, if you can, and I’ll be as quick as possible.”


“Mmmmm.” Think of something else, right. It was taking everything Jennifer had to stay on the large bed and under those cool, deft fingers. She looked toward the door, across the room, and into her dressing room, where Siohan was rinsing underthings and humming. She sighed, finally, folded her hands together across her ribs, and shifted into Thread. The midwife’s twist of the silver cord and four red stones that lay on the low mound just below her fingers—another of Miysa’s specialized charms, that silver thing, but the woman hadn’t yet volunteered what it was supposed to do. Thread wasn’t any use—midwife charms weren’t simple market ones like those Dahven used to carry, but Jennifer couldn’t sense any of them, specialized or no.


Miysa by Thread was a curious pattern: red, of course. That was the finding Thread, the first Jennifer had properly learned to wield. Under that, something as silvery as that cord. Jennifer refolded her hands, hesitated only briefly, then refocused her attention to just south of her hands, and under Miysa’s charm. No change in the pattern that was the baby, except size.


She looked up and shifted back as Miysa tugged her loose dress straight, wadded the silver cord in her other hand, and shoved it into a deep pocket. The midwife smiled. “I still cannot be completely certain, Thukara, but I think—yes, I’m nearly positive everything is all right.”


“You think—?” Jennifer smoothed the gauzy red fabric across her knees and pushed up onto one elbow.


“Two things,” Miysa said crisply, and turned down fingers. “The stones did not change color and they’re extremely sensitive. Also, frankly, you still carry the child.”


“I see.” It stopped her breath for one moment. The child is still alive, you’ve seen that much yourself. She managed a smile and sat all the way up. “You think I’d have miscarried if the damage had been serious, is that it?” Miysa nodded. “Well—thanks for being honest with me.”


“You’ve never wanted convenient truth from me, Thukara, and a lie would do you no good in the long run,” the midwife said. She gathered up her other items, then fished a bottle from another of her several pockets. “Two drops in your tea, or whatever you drink on rising, each day until it’s gone. Have it put into something strong flavored, so you won’t taste this.”


“Ah. Yes.” Jennifer took the bottle and eyed it doubtfully. “What is it? How bad is the taste? And what kind of bad?”


“So your food stays put and does both of you the most good. As to the taste: well, you drink this in strong tea and you’ll never need to know.” Miysa leaned into the Thukara’s dressing room and said, “Siohan, I’m done here. Send at any time, if you feel the need, Thukara.” She inclined her head and left; Jennifer could hear her sandals clicking rapidly down the hall through the open doorway. Siohan came into the bedroom a moment later, wiped her hands on her apron, and held one out for the bottle.


“You were listening.” Jennifer rolled her eyes and surrendered it. “What—afraid I won’t take it?”


Siohan laughed. “I could hardly help but hear, you know, not from here to the back of your dressing room. Let us say, I’m certain you’ll find yourself too busy to ever remember.”


“You’re right, of course. Don’t you dare put that stuff in my coffee, though.”


“I wouldn’t dream of tampering with your coffee. Why don’t you stay here and rest a while if you can, Thukara? It’s the heat of day, after all, and much too warm for the time of year.”


“Well—”


“Think how warm it is in here, and how much worse it will be just under the roof, where your offices are,” Siohan added persuasively.


“Well, I left enough paperwork on my desk that I shouldn’t—”


“It will all be there for you, I promise. And the air should cool before much longer.”


Jennifer laughed. “So it will. All right. An hour—no more, though.”


“Good. I’ll bring you a roll and some of your chilled coffee, shall I?” Jennifer nodded; Siohan patted the pocket where she’d dropped the midwife’s little bottle, and went out. Jennifer fluffed pillows, tossed them toward the head of the bed, and fell back bonelessly.


“Ahhhh, yes, let’s be lazy and worthless for once,” she said aloud. She considered this and laughed.


“I am delighted one of us is cheerful.” Dahven’s voice. She looked up to see him slouched against the doorframe, the Heir’s leather document pouch in one hand and a sheaf of telegraph messages in the other; his brows were drawn together in a single dark line. “I stopped at your office; they said you were here.”


“Miysa came.”


“There’s—no problem?”


“Just a regular visit.” No point in telling him what Miysa had said; he’d find a way to worry it, the way he had everything else the midwife had said thus far. “I’m giddy with the heat and playing hooky from my desk, that’s all,” Jennifer said. “That’s an impressive glare. Why do I get a look like that? Did I do something wrong?”


“I—? Oh.” He managed a grimace that was probably intended as a grin. “Sorry. I wasn’t glaring at you, and you know it. No, Grelt and I have been snarling at each other over this armed company Afronsan wants at the ready.”


“Still only at the ready? And still arguing? I thought it was all decided, at least as far as taking Dro Pent back.”


“Jen—if the decision was only Afronsan’s. You know the problem.” She sighed. Dahven pried himself off the doorframe, dropped the dispatch case and the messages on the bed next to her, and threw himself into his chair. “What did the midwife say?”


“Not much. She left more horrid stuff for me to take, aren’t you glad you aren’t the one doing the hard work?” He laughed shortly, slouched even lower in the chair, and crossed his heels on the edge of the bed. “About Vuhlem—sorry, I wasn’t thinking.” Jennifer leafed through the top three messages, shook her head, and set them aside. “Afronsan has to first convince Shesseran there’s a problem, that Vuhlem’s behind it, that it’s too serious to be ignored, and then convince the Emperor to go with force….”


“Yes, well, enough,” Dahven growled. “I got enough of that the past two hours or so.” One hand drummed the polished wooden rest. “All that time wasted, same as it would be for anything else, with the additional problem that Shesseran and Vuhlem—”


“I know,” Jennifer droned wearily. “They schooled together; I’ve heard.” She sighed. “And, of course, Shesseran thinks the sun shines from an unnamable portion of Vuhlem’s anatomy—” Dahven broke into an unwilling chuckle. She waited while he laughed, and watched some of the tension leave his shoulders; his hands lay flat on the wooden rests. “So, what’s your problem?”


“Ahhhhh.” Dahven tried to recapture his angry scowl but gave it up and rolled his eyes instead. “It’s Grelt being difficult with me. He says I can have any say I like in the planning—and no part whatsoever in the execution.”


Jennifer’s eyebrows went up. “You mean, I’m not the only one in Sikkre with that much good sense?” He scowled, shook his head again. “Dahven, you know damned well you can’t go to Dro Pent. You’ve got Sikkre, me, our—”


“I know that!” He sighed. “Sorry. I just—”


“Dahven. This is me, remember? I’ve helped you bust heads, this isn’t the clinging-little-woman act, and Grelt isn’t insulting you or babying you. You’re not just Dahven, you’re Thukar, you’ve got responsibilities, a wife, an heir on the way—”


“Ahhh, you’re as bad as Grelt,” Dahven broke in sourly. “I can take care of myself, I’ve been doing that since I was a mere babe. I’m not going off to get myself killed.”


“No one means to do that, but things happen, remember? And the way things have been going the past year or so, it’s not the best idea to leave Sikkre in the hands of an outlander female. Wouldn’t Vuhlem like that? Can’t you see him pulling a Jadek here? Poor little woman can’t manage by herself, with an infant on the way, though that child might not be the Thukar’s—”


“Jennifer!” Dahven waved his hands in her face and she grinned at him. “All right, all right. Sounds ridiculous until I remember everything Vuhlem’s pulled lately—and gotten away with.”


“So. Just in case, don’t you think we ought to keep the true heir—yourself, sir—in very good and visible health? And well away from the front lines?” Silence. “By all means, sit in with Grelt and help with the planning, we need all the edge we can get. Figure out a way for Grelt to bat Vuhlem over the head and dump the body a mile offshore, he quietly disappears, and Shesseran’s no wiser.”


“Jennifer!”


“I’m being practical,” Jennifer replied flatly. “Keep in mind Vuhlem’s pulled at least one fast one in Dro Pent and another with the brandy, he’s playing for keeps. If he gets away with Dro Pent, think about what’s next door and a very good catch. Hmmm?”


“Another reason I think I should go. You know I can take care of myself, and this way—”


She snorted rudely, silencing him. “Grelt can think on his feet, too. And you can take care of yourself, I know that. So can I. We’ve both proven it. Unfortunately, so has Vuhlem. And so have—I’m sorry—so have your father, your brothers, and the Lasanachi.”


A long silence. Dahven finally nodded; he leaned forward and grabbed the leather dispatch case. “All right. No, don’t look at me like that, I’m just grumbling. I was playing in Sikkre’s lower market when I was five and running it for Father just a few years later; you can’t expect me to like staying home while Grelt and others go to fight, can you?”


“Don’t be silly. All the same, you haven’t run the lower market by yourself for a few years, you delegate these days. What’ve you got there?” It was as good a change of worn-out subject as any; Dahven opened the case and drew out a small pile of loose sheets and two bundles of paper wrapped in red string. He swore as several note-sized sheets slipped from his grasp and drifted to the floor. Jennifer eyed the stack of telegrams sidelong, sighed, and pulled them toward her. “What’s been decided, other than you can’t go?”


“Thanks.” Dahven cast her a wry grin and bent over, to gather up the loose bits. He leafed through the stack. “Has the Heir’s wife even seen him since they wed? He must spend all his life at his desk….”


“It’s not quite so bad as that, she sees him. In fact, I hear she’s using prophylactic until the Emperor dies, in addition to Afronsan’s silver bracelet,” Jennifer said blandly. Dahven blinked. “Well, wouldn’t you?”


“With her husband Heir to an Emperor who can’t beget an Heir of either sex on any of his wives and who’s paranoid about everything in sight? I’m surprised Shesseran didn’t make a provision of the Heirship that Afronsan stay single until he took the throne. Ah—was there a point to all this?”


“Took your mind off Vuhlem for a few moments, didn’t it?” Dahven grinned, set most of the papers and the dispatch case on the floor, and broke the red string.


“Mmmm. It would be easier to go cross swords with Vuhlem than deal with all this mess. Roads. I’m so tired of roads.” He turned a page, a second, turned one back, and sank a little lower in the chair.


“Consider the alternative.” She scanned down the first narrow sheet, set it aside. “I wish they would finish that supply of paper the Mer Khani left, I hate the feel of the stuff.”


“Mmmm.” Dahven’s attention was mostly on the document in his hands. “Way the Heir’s using the wire, it won’t be long.”


Silence. Jennifer read through two more lengthy messages, shook her head. “No action yet; Afronsan’s urging everyone to be ready but says he doesn’t have a lever to use on his brother at this point. Shesseran’s conceded the telegraph to be useful but he’s flat refused any more new things; Afronsan’s sent another wire to Fahlia for Chris to lay low and stay abroad for the time being. Poor Chris. He worked hard on those iceboxes.”


“Shesseran isn’t immortal; the work won’t go to waste.”


“I hope not. Mmmm. Lehzin’s extremely cross from the sound of things, having trouble with some of his own people harassing the foreigners still stuck in port. But Shesseran won’t let any ships come in to take them away, or let any of our ships carry them off, not even across the isthmus. Sounds like Chris and Ariadne got out just in time.”


“Mmmm. Nice of Shesseran. Man’s beyond rational thought.”


“Obviously. Poor Lehzin. There’s been no problem with our little pack of foreigners, is there?”


“No. I don’t think our merchants feel the foreigners are responsible for the sudden drop in outside money, like the Bezanti do. Well—not yet. I daresay the Mer Khani would like to leave but not if they’ll be stuck in Bez or Podhru.”


“Don’t blame them—ah. Cornekka’s passed on a Red Hawk message from Lialla.” Dahven looked up from his papers.


“Still not communicating with Zelharri directly, is she? I wish she’d quit using you as a go-between.”


“Well, she hasn’t asked me to pass anything on, so maybe she is. Communicating. And with Aletto in no condition to bully her into coming home, and Robyn not likely to bully anyone—”


“Damn Lialla. Does she even know about Aletto?”


“I think—yes, Red Hawk’s grandmother passed word, I remember Robyn said.”


“Well, damn Lialla anyway. What’s she doing up there now?”


“Getting into trouble; of course. What else when it’s Lialla? Actually—” Jennifer shook her head. “I shouldn’t pick on Lialla like that, she’s being more use than I’d have ever thought, up there.”


“Really.”


“Don’t say it like that; she got that bottle out, didn’t she? So we know for certain it’s Vuhlem behind the drugged brandy? And she found out what Vuhlem was doing with his dirty money.” Jennifer read down the message. “All right. She’s still in the caravaner’s house, and apparently the locals still think she’s Red Hawk, like her friend Sil, so no one’s bothering her at present. She’s got more company, a woman from that village. Where that bottle came from, the one Rebbe analyzed for us?”


“Yah. Nothing on where it came from before that, though.”


“Lasanachi ship. Nothing so far on where they got it, of course.”


“Of course.”


“She has more on Vuhlem’s secret army from that wretched boy. He’s lucky Lialla’s dealing with him; I’d have popped him one days ago. We’ll have to—no, I see, she had the grandmother send a message on to Podhru for the Heir, and a copy of this went down to Zelharri also. Nothing new about Zero. Here, you and Grelt will want this, troop stuff.” Dahven took the long sheet, folded it, and set it atop his stack. Jennifer set aside a message, a second, picked up the third. “Oh, good, something from Chris. Wow—they’re nearly all the way down the coast; says the train’s fast, clean, and classy; feels like he should be hung by his bloated capitalist thumbs, way they’ve been living.” Silence. “Says they’re all fine, no problems since Podhru, just boredom. It’s—” She ran a finger across the top of the sheet. “Well, all right, no problems up until three days ago.”


“With Chris, that’s certainly something.”


“Right. He’s—oh.” She read rapidly down the rest of the sheet. It fell from her fingers and she gazed blankly in the direction of the door for some moments. Dahven set his document aside and waited. When she finally spoke, it was to herself. “Metals. Smelting, refining, steel—aluminum? Steel… Bearings, plates, cogs, and… right.” She scooped up the sheet and turned to him. “All the Mer Khani are at that inn, aren’t they?”


“All of them. Why?”


“The one who signed the deal for denim—little man, nearly bald. John Carrey—no, he was the telegraph foreman.” She snapped her fingers. “Audren Henry, got it! The denim was a side deal, he works for the company that makes the telegraph wire, and he was in Sikkre to finalize the plans for connecting all the lines—”


“I remember him; also, I know he’s still in Sikkre. So?”


“Yes, but he was also trying to sell me on trains, did you know that?” Dahven shook his head. “Trains—that was partly Chris, of course, so I didn’t think anything of it when he started suggesting connecting lines between the Mer Khani and us, through the mountains. Especially since I knew Shesseran would never, ever go for it. Probably why I never mentioned it.” Jennifer held out the wire. “Read this.”


Dahven did, but he looked as perplexed when he finished as he did when he’d started. “Consortium I understand, at least the way Chris is suggesting: secret business partnership, right? But—the rest of it: Aluminum? Bauxite?”


“Lightweight metal, I don’t know anything more than you about the manufacture of the stuff. Just that I think I remember Chris saying it was just coming into use in a very few places recently, and I know it’s a hard one to make.”


“All right: Chris thinks there may be companies out there—Mer Khani and involving these—these two names?” She nodded. “He thinks these might be the men who are trying to bring Zero into Rhadaz? And—wait. There was a tea company Chris told me about, your old world…”


“I—it’s here, East India Company. Thanks, Chris, I’d’ve forgotten.”


“Still—why? Let me see, it was—sell drugs to the natives to be certain they’d have a guaranteed good price for their tea. But Rhadaz hasn’t anything like that tea, and the Mer Khani haven’t shown interest in any particular thing. Unless I’m missing some point.”


Jennifer enumerated on her fingers. “We have land. Lots of it, not very many people occupying it. A vast seacoast. Wars have been fought for a lot less of either. We also have minable metals. Unless things are very different between this world and my old one, we have metals anyone in a burgeoning industrial nation would want.”


“We have?”


“Ask Chris, if he ever gets back—or maybe we’ll have the Heir do that by wire. Also—we have Mr. Henry right here where we can talk to him.” She slid off the bed and shook her skirts down. “I’m going up to my office to track down a few particular contracts, and check some names. And then I think we send for Mr. Henry, and ask him some extremely pointed questions.”


The Thukar’s small hearings room was much less formal than the blue room—the walls were white, the floor dark tiled, the only furnishings two narrow benches flanking one deep window and near the opposite wall, a plain, polished oval table and half a dozen matched wooden chairs with padded arms. Dahven used the little room to wrestle out market problems, or deal with other matters where he wasn’t likely to need to pull rank on the other participants. He and Jennifer settled at one end of the table, waited while one of the kitchen women arranged an enameled tray holding bowls of fruit and bread, plain cups, and a pitcher of cool wine, another pitcher of chilled herb tea. She set a thick clay jug and a tall cup of water at Jennifer’s elbow, tweaked the bowls into line, and left. A moment later, the Mer Khani were shown into the room.


Audren Henry was indeed a small man, particularly next to the guardsman who escorted him and the two other traders who trailed behind him. In with him on the cloth deal, Jennifer thought. She could remember both faces, vaguely—not the names. Henry stopped short of the table, inclined his head, and indicated his companions as the guards drew back. “I—ah, I thought perhaps—ah—” He drew a large, dark kerchief from an inner pocket and blotted his forehead. “I thought, perhaps the Thukar and Thukara would not object if—”
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