Emerson, Ru — [Nightthreads 05] The Art of the Sword

AVAUAAAARRRRRRRRRR AR

THE ART OF THE SWORD

An Ace Book / published by arrangement with the author
PRINTING HISTORY

Ace edition / December 1994

All rights reserved. Copyright © 1994 by Ru Emerson.
Cover art by Donald Clavette.

This book may not be reproduced in whole or in part,

by mimeograph or any other means, without permission.
For information address: The Berkley Publishing Group,
200 Madison Avenue, New York, NY 10016.:

ISBN: 0-441-00032-0

ACE®

AR A A A A AR A AR A AR AR AN

Cast of Characters

Jennifer Cray: Once a hard-working associate lawyer in aLos Angeles firm, sheis now married to the Thukar of
Sikkre, Thukarain her own right, a powerful Wielder of Night-Thread Magic, and legal advisor to the Emperor's Heir.

Dahven: Thukar of Sikkre

Aletto: Son of the murdered Duke Amarni, nephew to the usurper Jadek—and the reason why three Angelenos were
drawn into Rhadaz four years ago. He is now Duke of Zelharri.

Robyn Cray: Jennifer's older sister, Aletto's duchess, shape-shifter.

ChrisCray: Robyn's twenty-year-old son, previously a high-school senior and computer gamer, now atrader and
importer of current foreign technology into Rhadaz.

Edrith: Former Sikkreni market thief and close friend of Dahven's; now Chris's business partner and fellow traveler.

Enardi: Bezanti son of a wealthy merchant and also Chris's partner, Enardi
handl es fi nances and di pl onacy.

Lialla: Aletto's sister, the sin-Duchess of Zelharri; both Wielder of Night-Threads and Shaper of Light.

Shesseran X1V: Current Emperor of Rhadaz—an aging and ill man who has put most of his duties into the hands of
his brother and Heir, Afronsan.

Afronsan: The man who will become Shesseran XV spends most of his daysin the civil service building and thusis
regarded by his enemies as a " paper pusher."

Vuhlem: The harsh, patriarchal Duke of northern Holmaddan, who nurses his own ambitions.
Rysdlle: Y oung Holmaddi village woman who has become friends with Liala.
Kepron: Son of aHolmaddi village woman and one of Vuhlem's guards, and Lialla's most recent novice.

Henri Dupret: Second son of the French Due D'Orlean, in charge of his father's sugar fields and estatesin French
Jamaicaand, like Vuhlem, a man with secret ambitions.

Ariadne Dupret: Henri's daughter by an indentured servant; Ar-iadne knows nore
of her father's secrets than is safe.



A R N R N N R R A R R R AR AR AR R R RN

Pr ol ogue

It was Warm and cl ose al ong the northern Hol maddan shore; unusually and

unpl easantly warm particularly for so late in sumer-nearly autum. The sun
hung mdway in a clear, deep blue sky, turning the water a rich, white-capped
aqua, reflecting blindingly off knee-deep tide pools.

A ragged line of wonen canme slowy along the sand. Behind them above the
southern bluffs that separated the shore fromthe village of North Bay, a |line
of thick black cloud was just visible. And agai nst the cloud, upon the |eading
edge of one high | edge, the notionless outline of a boy. He stood very stil

for a long nonment, watching as the wonen straggl ed across hot sand, their
scarves and carry-bags flapping in a sudden gust of w nd. Their heads were
down; if they talked to each other, he couldn't tell fromhere. He raised his
own head to gaze beyond them at the Lasanachi weck the storm had tossed
ashore, then brought his eyes back to the wonen, studied themfor such signs
of trouble as the headman had spoken of-but no, they weren't gabbling, out

t here, gossiping, wasting tinme. Spreading-sedition, that city guard had called
it. CGetting above thensel ves, the headman said, using words a man coul d
understand. ©Making trouble for those they were created to serve, he'd said.

But the wormen had been very subdued since the Duke's men cane and took that
out si der worman away. Afraid their own heads are for the block, like hers
nearly was, he thought and nodded sharply, pleased with his analysis of

things. He ran a hand through sparse, silky beard, turned and began working
his way back to I evel ground, glancing over his shoulder one |ast tinme before
t he beach was out of sight.

The headman was right; after that early nmorning raid on the village witch's
house and its aftermath, even stupid wonen such as theirs would know better
than to try the city wonen's tricks here. But that foreign female who called
herself a Duke's sister hadn't been here | ong enough to subvert anyone,
fortunately, and with her gone, there wouldn't be any further trouble. The
worren were followi ng the headman's orders: Go out to gather shells for trade
shel I fish for eating. Pick thereafter through the remmants of the Lasanach

| ongshi p, and bring back any treasures the nen m ght have m ssed. WAste no
time. They were noving across that hot sand as quickly as he'd ever seen them
nove.

The boy shook dirt and stones fromhis trous and sandals at the base of the
hill, grinned and groomed his moustache with careful hands as he caught his
breath so he could run the rest of the way to the men's house. Make a good
show of it, he thought, of obeying the headman's orders hinsel f. Because anong
the things the men had renoved were several wooden crates containing pale

gl ass bottles of truly wondrous |iquors-sweet and fruited, and strong enough
to turn even the old nmen's heads. Make a good enough show of his wllingness
to serve his elders, and he nmight be given another small skin of the stuff.

Qut on the sand, one of the wonmen stopped suddenly and caught hold of her

foot, as if she had stepped on sonething sharp; another stopped and knelt to
check the sole of it, then shook her head. Her eyes were searching all al ong
t he high ground behind them "It's all right," she said quietly. "He's gone."



She stood, stared back at the bluff where the boy had been, shaded her eyes
and | ooked carefully along the bluff as far in each direction as he m ght have

gotten, then shook her head again. "Truly gone. | told you they were grow ng
bored with this constant watching, and Harana's son was always inpatient.
He'll be halfway to the nen's house already." She shoved the scarf back from

short-cut red hair.

The Wel der Sretha put her foot down, pressed her own scarf aside, and stood
very still, eyes closed for a | ong nonent. The other wonmen waited. "You're
right, Ryselle. He's gone.™

"I wish you would not do that, Sretha," one of the ol der wonmen said fretfully.
"I't"s not-"

"Not what ?" Sretha demanded in a crisp voice as the other hesitated. "Not
proper? Not right? And what do you know about Welding, Aleria, that | do
not ?"

"It isn't safe!" Aleria replied sharply. "The sin-Duchess Welded during
dayl i ght hours, and | ook what becane of her!"

Sret ha shrugged. "One doesn't follow the other; if that wonan had not been
able to Weld the ways she did, things m ght have gone nuch worse-for all of
us. And I was wong. Thread sinmply is, just as she said; there's no right and
wong tine for it, or way to handle it. It's nmore difficult to use during the
day, of course--for ne, at least, but I'molder and nore set in nmy ways than

t he sin-Duchess, of course. It's harder to see by far. But anyone can use the
red sensing Thread. | could even have taught ny sister's son-" Sretha shrugged
again as the other woman made a wordl ess, unhappy little sound. "Let it pass.
Kepron is gone to the city with his father's conmpany, the sin-Duchess is gone.
More inportantly, Harana's stupid son has becone bored with watching to see if
we intend rebellion. But it has been ten days; | think Ryselle is right: Even
the headman is bored with it, and content that we have | earned not to thwart
himor the Duke, in any fashion."

Rysel |l e shook her head inpatiently. "W'd better get on, though. You yourself
said not to do anything to make them curious. And there is no second-guessing
Fat her these days, if there ever was." She turned and strode out across the
sand. Her nother nade a vexed noise, sighed faintly, and foll owed.

It was al so close and warmin French Jamaica, particularly along the southern
coast, but that was natural for the season. There had been one hurricane

al ready, which had missed the island as the old wonen with their snokes had
said it would. It had tossed enough debris high on the northeastern shores
that the boys would be busy for many days to cone, clearing the wharves where
the small fishing boats put out, and word had it another of the storns was on
its way. The smoke-wonen weren't needed to tell that; there was a feel to the
air, as though it were liquid-a brassy look to the sea and the sky.

On such an afternoon, the streets of Philippe-sur-Mer, protected fromstorns
and fromall cooling breezes but the rare southerly sea winds by its deep bay,
were nearly deserted. Only a few men noved al ong the docks, which reeked of
tar, fish, and other |ess pleasant things. On the heights above the city
itself, where many of the nobles and wealthy lived, only a faint, occasiona
breath of air nmoved the trees; at the cenetery reserved for the upper classes,
set against a ridge as it was, there seenmed to be no nore noving air than on

t he docks.

Wmen swat hed in full-sldrted black and dull gray gathered beneath a small,



square canvas awning, installed to protect fair skin fromthe sun; a few nen
clustered a distance away and spoke in | ow voices. Between the two groups,
just under the edge of the canopy, a coffin, its dark wood snelling faintly of
wax and | ermon; brass handles gleaned in the rays of a |ate afternoon sun

The wi dow sat where she could have touched the box, her face and shoul ders
draped in black gauzy stuff. An ol der woman whose gown bore danmp patches
beneat h t he bosom and at the el bows patted her shoul der; two others bent to
speak with her. Frombehind the veils, a steady, |ow voice asked: "Are any of
the nmen near?"

"No." A girl whose blue-black hair was scarcely restrai ned under a broad hat
gl anced toward the men, away at once.

"Well done," the older woman murmured. "All of you. They saw nothi ng but what
we wi shed: an old and overwei ght man with a weak heart, too much wi ne on a hot
sumer' s day-even his doctor said as much, did he not, Hel ene?"

"There is still the chance-"
to grasp her hands.

t he wi dow began doubtfully. The ol der worman knelt

"No, Helene. He is dead, your husband-and not greatly m ssed by any of them |
shoul d think. But why should they doubt his end to be caused by other than his
heart? We bring no attention upon oursel ves by whol esal e sl aughter anong them
we only cull those like Lord D Etarian who-" She hesitated.

"Who deserve to die, for treating their wonen like cattle,” the girl said

flatly.
"Hush, Ariadne," the w dow whispered urgently. "If anyone of those nmen heard
you-!" Ariadne shook her head; the wi dow sighed very faintly. "But you are

wrong, Ariadne Dupret. Wiat man of ny husband' s-ny | ate husband' s-friends and
relatives woul d beat his cattle? O even treat indentured servants as he
treats his wonmen?" She pressed veils fromher face; one side of her nouth
sagged oddly, as though the nerves there did not function properly; the
greeni sh yell ow of an old brui se showed faintly agai nst her tenple. "Two good
things at |east have come of this; that Marcel will no | onger beat upon me-any
nore than he will petition your father-"

"I would not marry your son," Ariadne said flatly. "I would

die first-or he would, another victimof too many rums and the wong alley."
She smiled grinmy.

"Caution, Ariadne-" the older wonan began

"Yes, of course. But what man of themwould believe it-that any of their
daughters could do such a thing? To stalk a man down a bl ack dockside alley
and stab himdead-" Her fingers curled; she flattened them agai nst her skirts.
"You know what ny father is, Aleyza. If he does not suspect the |east thing,
why, then, which of them ever woul d?"

"Al'l the same-have care, girl," the ol der woman whi spered sharply. "The priest
cones, the men will follow " She drew a | ength of pale gray across her own
face and hel ped Hel ene D Etarian | ower her veils.

"If we could renove Henri," Helene nmurnured. "He is the worst of themall,
think." But Ariadne Dupret shook her head.

"No, not the worst. There are two others, much nore vile than ny father, and
can manage himfor now. But be careful, Helene, here he is."



It was cool in Zelharri, danp and foggy in Duke's Fort even at m dday, but al
al ong the eastern nmountains there had been little true sumer this year. The
young Duke was sel dom seen in the city these days; the few times he had cone
into the market with his outlander wife, he had been |linping and his face was
tight with pain. The par-Duchess Lizelle never cane out of the Fort anynore,
and only rarely did the Cornekkan tw ns who served her cone in search of the
speci al delicacies she liked to eat. Duchess Robyn seened di stracted and
frequently worried. The market buzzed with | ow voiced, worried gossip-but for
all the talk, no one really knew what was wrong in Duke's Fort just now.

Chapter 1

It was hot and still in Sikkre, hotter than normal in the Thukara's offices,
even so late in the afternoon, but Jennifer had ordered the wi ndows tightly
closed, the thick cloth shades drawn, and the door shut, and had sent nost of
her clerks hone. It was close and airless in the enornobus room now, and though
| anps and candles were lit, still gloomy. Better, she thought crossly, than
the alternative-the Sikkreni farmers were burning fields west of the city now
that the grain was harvested, and the wind had shifted to bl ow acrid snoke
toward the city and the Thukar's palace only after it was too late to snother
the fires.

"So what else is new?" she nmuttered and glared at the fat |eather case
centered on her desk, the surrounding stacks of papers and files. The deserted
desks nearby were piled nearly as high; the ones across the chanber, where
three of her clerks were readying the |atest foreign trade contract for the
printers, weren't nuch better-reasonably cleared only to make room for the

i medi ate proj ect, nothing nore.

If she bothered to peer around the shade, she knew there woul dn't be anything
to see outside except snoke and dust-lots
of bot h.

Maddeni ng. "1 thought that was one of the good things |I'd managed, |eaving the
snog behind in L. A ," she muttered under her breath. She sighed heavily,

pi cked up the face cloth Siohan had brought her at mnidafternoon, dipped it in
a deep bow of cool herbed water, wung it out, and patted her face and the
back of her neck. It wasn't air-conditioning by a long shot, but it did help
al l eviate that sticky, stuporous hot feeling.

"I'f I weren't so fat-" She sighed again, ran a hand across the thin, |oose red
dress that was becoming | ess | oose by the day. The norning sickness had
finally gone, but now her waist was going. "Ugh. Robyn was right. Pregnant in
hot weather is not a good idea. Well, it can't be hel ped; think of sonething
el se. ™

She | ooked at the reasonably clear corner of her desk, at the chunk of
machi nery sitting in its mdst, and smled. "Typewiter. Genuine typing
machine. | told that kid soneone had to have come up with them"

She woul d probably go nuts trying to use the thing-the keys were in an odd
order; it was a little like the first time she tried reading or witing in
Rhadazi, brought it hone that this wasn't her native |anguage. Sonething
near er Spani sh, perhaps, some pol ygl ot Romance | anguage, anyway--she'd |ong
since given up trying to figure out the crossovers and even Chris didn't

bot her worrying about it nmuch any nore.



Too busy, he said, trying to find outside tech he could bring into a country
only just beginning to emerge froma five-hundred-year isolation. And then
trying to work the deals that woul d persuade the Mer Khani, English, French
and other outsiders to sell, and-nost difficult of all-the ill and aging
Rhadazi Enperor Shesseran XIVto let it in. Keeps himoff the streets and out
of trouble. Edrith-Eddie, too.

Typewiter. She ran a fond hand over dark-blue engraved netal. It was a very
clunky manual, remnding her a little of the ancient machi ne her aunt and
uncle had in their hone back in southern California: Nearly a foot high, it
must have wei ghed a ton; the space bar was actually polished ash instead of
plastic and the tabs had to be set manually across the back of the machine;

ri bbons were damm near inpossible to find. She'd typed school papers on the
old nonster, |eaving her arnms nunmb to the el bows sonetines, but her aunt had
never seen the need for anything newer. "She can't really have said 'for
anyt hi ng newfangled.' | nust have renenbered it wong later. They were country
folks to start with, but they couldn't have been that hick." She disnm ssed
that with ease of practice-school in Studio City all those years ago, fresh
fromthe hills of Womnmi ng and nost of her peers children of actors or sonmehow
related to them and nuch wealthier than she. Fifteen or nore years back, plus
t he four-and-change she'd spent here in Rhadaz.

"You taught yourself how to type back in grade school," she said firmy. "You
can do it again." One of the few clerks in the room gl anced up; she shook her
head and he went back to comparing several |ong sheets of thick paper

Trade contracts-Chris's deal for that Mer Khani refrigerator, if she recall ed;
there had been half a dozen odd little things like that in this packet. And
two | arge renewal s of agreenments, plus one she'd kept to go over herself: the
English wanted to arrange a tour by a group of Rhadazi dancers, perhaps in
exchange for a theater conpany of their own. Afronsan would be all for it, of
course, and Shesseran had | oved the string quartet that had come from London
So did 1, for that matter; bless Afronsan for getting themto come here when |
was too norning-sick to go there.

The Enperor still had a firmhand on inports, though, and if English theater
in this place was anything like Victorian theater in her own world ... Tact,
she thought. Make sure he sees or reads the right things-nothing even renotely
resenmbling Wlde. And wasn't Victoria "not anused" by Gl bert and Sullivan?
Whi chever of themhad witten the lyrics she could never renmenber; the Queen
had |iked the music but found the words lacking in respect. Shesseran woul d've
been able to give that old gal a lesson or two in arrogance, Jennifer thought,
and bit the corner of her nouth to keep from |l aughing al oud. Then, if

somet hing |i ke The M kado were performed in English, he'd never catch a
hundredth of it-probably wouldn't catch any nore in Rhadazi, either. "M
object all sublime, |I shall achieve in time," she warbled softly. The clerk
conpari ng docurments was deep in his work and didn't look up this time. "To |et
t he puni shnent fit

the crine-heh, heh."

She went back to the stack of papers with a much lighter heart. And a stack
there was: The Enperor's brother and Heir Afronsan had indeed given her the
first couple nonths of her pregnancy conpletely off, just as he'd prom sed,

but there was too nuch work for the vacation to last |ong and he was begi nni ng
to make up for lost tine. "And next nonth when that darned tel egraph |ine
between the two of us is on-line-God." She blotted her throat once nore, drew
the typewiter across the desk, patted its squatty, heavy body fondly, and
pul l ed the thick fold of paper from behind the platen



Aletter fromChris to brag up the gift and how he'd found it didn't surprise
her; she'd heard from Robyn he was in Bez on his way to visit Duke's Fort and
had hal f expected a fly-by-night visit after he rode up to Zelharri to see his
not her, but he'd gone directly to Podhru and sent the box by Afronsan's
courier. Her eyebrows went up; he'd actually typed the letter. "Forgot he knew
how to use one of these things. O course, he's-he was-the conputer-ganme kid,
but that doesn't necessarily nean famliarity with a keyboard." She consi dered
this, shook her head firmy. "Don't even think conputer, either, Cray. Be
grateful for lowtech goodies, it's definitely nine or ten up on ink pen and
paper," she ordered herself.

The two pages were filled, front and back, liberally splattered with
cross-outs, typos, and nisspellings, and the spacing was creative, to say the
| east.

"Hey, lady, goody for you. It's a Mer Khani machi ne, why they don't want to
spread the tech around to us poor Third Worlders is beyond me, but | only
found out about them by weird accident (tell you some tinme, rem nd ne) and
actually had to go to the ENGISH to find one | could buy.

"Good news is, the English will sell me as many as | want to buy-the guy | was
dealing with has set up shop sonewhere in their mdlands, (I know, you don't
care where, right?) and after | explained about the keyboard and how ours
weren't set up in this order, he said if you wanted a bunch of '"em we didn't
actually get down to specific nunmbers, they could even change the arrangemnent
of keys for you, make you a QAERTY special or something. | don't know, this
was so goofy, using a typewiter AND doing it in Rhadazi at the sane time, |
wasn't as thrown by the order of keys thing, but you do nore of this stuff
than | do. Send word back to the Head Dude in Podhru; he and | are keeping in
pretty close touch right now

"The French are seriously tinkering with steamships, did | tell you |ast

ti me? Between that and the new canal through the New Gaelic Lake (Lake

Ni caragua-1 know, you don't care about the geography), we should be able to
trimsome serious time fromthese trips, and let ne tell you, I amlike
heartily BORED with spending ten days to two weeks on a boat. Sone of emare
pretty with all the sails and brass and stuff, and the French speed ones are
downright class, food and all, but they're still slow, and sone of emwell,
you don't want to know how the crews live, either, but it gets ny hackles up
and it's hard keeping your nmouth shut on a long trip. Ok, M nouth. But |
swear, | ever find sonmeone hot to work on an airplane.... OCkay, maybe a
zeppelin, sonething with hot air and a propeller to guide it.

"Had to wait two days this last tinme through, spent some tinme on the right
coast of New Gaul (Mexico to you) waiting for a ship to get nme to French
Jamaica, so | finally got to test the waters. As in, skin dive. Never thought

I'd be diving that water—ef course, | never thought 1'd have to fake up nmy own
fins and snorkle, I'mstill trying to figure out a mask and burni ng ny
eyeballs out in salt water, but still, wow, | stayed under until | was one

gi ant pink prune. The locals think I'mnuts, they sit on top of the water in
hot, dry boats and sweat a lot, burn thenselves black and fish with nets, go
figure.

"I cut the Momvisit short; sibs are both cute and ok but the whole Fort is
just totally nuts right now Isn't the old girl-pirate thing to plead your
bel | y? Whatever, you better plan on being too preggers and sick to go visit if
any of them ask you, it's cold and danmp and has been all summer, and it's
totally grim Aletto's aching a |ot and Mom s pi ssed about sonething and
worried about Lizelle, who has to be sick cause she | ooks |ike death and
hardly | eaves her room and-well, plead your belly, stay hone. The tel egraph



bet ween you and t hem shoul d be done by the tine you get this, or not |ong
after anyway, hey, it's alnbst as good as phone, right? So |I'm al nost out of
paper and time and this thing is mangling ny fingers, gotta go. Head Dude's
putting a note in with this. If you don't get the typewiter, it's cause
Afronsan has the hots for it so bad, he's alnost drooling. |I snell another
super deal in the works for CEE-Tech, hope the English aren't pulling ny |eg
about how many of these wistbreakers they can put out for us. Take care of
yourself and don't |et down your guard just because the rotten twins ate it
and your old man offed their nunber-one pet brute, there's plenty nore of
out there, believe nme. Be as cautious as | am you'll do fine, XXX, Chris."

em

Jenni fer cast her eyes up, set the sheet aside and read the note Afronsan had
put with it-typeset, fortunately. It was too gloomy in here with the shades
drawn to read the Heir's witing, and he had a tendency to cover all bare
paper, both sides, as though fearful of wasting the |least inch. Wrse than
Chris--as bad, anyway.

"Thukara. | hope this finds you well. | thought you shoul d know, the nerchant
Casimaffi has returned to Bezjeriad, and sent me a lengthy letter distancing
hinself fromany illegal uses nmade, as he puts it, 'of ny ships by my captains
or others serving themwhich uses | would never condone or permt if | knew of
them' In short, he clainms innocence and has volunteered to come in person to
assure ne of his purity; unfortunately, we have no actual proof to link him
with the illegal actions of the Thukar's twin brothers, or with any delivery
of the substance Zero to anyone inside Rhadaz. | shall keep you apprised,

Af ronsan. "

That rat. Jennifer glared at the letter with narrowed eyes, then pushed it
aside. Casimaffi-Chuffles, as Chris's Bez partner Enardi called his father's
old friend-had done his best to get themall killed. Ofer us a ship for
transport, strand us on that high spit of |and and then instead of a ship,
send Dahven's brothers' men and Aletto's uncles' nen ... He only thinks I
don't owe himfor that one.

She laid a hand on her stonmach-not really that bow ing-ball->haped yet, she
decided critically, but she'd have to |l et Afronsan get Casimaffi (if possible)
and let that do her. Humiliate the chubby little rat, that'll hurt himnore

t han anything. Probably the oss of the two or three ships the Enperor had
confi scated when Zero was found on themthe ships and any future revenue they
m ght have brought in-was hurting Casimaffi, whether or not he actually felt a
financial pinch because of their |oss.

She doubted he did; he had at least fifteen ships, or so Enardi iaid. Ernie,
she rem nded herself. Chris got shirty with her when >he forgot the nicknane
he'd given his partner, just as he did when she called Edrith by his given
name, instead of Eddie.

One nore letter |ay unopened on her desk, only one corner visible under the
stack of official docunents and papers from Afronsan. This one had cone via
caravan much earlier in the day. Jennifer unearthed it reluctantly, broke the
seal, and unfolded it.

Dam Lialla anyway; if the Hol maddi don't kill her or Aletto doesn't strangle
her, 1'mgoing to. Back fromthe |ovely, macho north one whol e day and safe
for the first time in weeks-and instead of headi ng home or coming to Sikkre to
hi de out until Aletto cooled off (until | could cool himoff), she turned

ri ght around and went back! That much Jennifer already knew, the grandnot her
of the Gray Fishers had sent that nessage. Not why, just the flat, bare fact,
along with Lialla's letter



"Maybe she can explain herself. Damit, she'd better." Jennifer groped for the
danp cloth, dipped a corner in the water ind sponged it across her face,
blotted drips with her wist, then ?egan to read.

'"Sin-Duchess Lialla to Thukara Jennifer

“By the time you receive this message, | will doubtless be back in Hol maddan
somewhere deep within the city. Somehow, | amcertain that even at such a
great distance, | will feel the heat of your-let us call it displeasure-that |

have done something so foolish." You got that right in one, girlfriend,
Jenni fer thought grimy.

"I do apol ogi ze, Jen, for setting you between nme and Aletto. | know you
understand how difficult my brother can often be- stubborn, intractable and
determ ned to swaddle all his women in protective |ayers, w fe, nother and
sister alike. | admt he has a little nore cause to worry this tine. | told
everything to the Gray Fishers' grandmother and nmy friend Sil who is one of
her people; Sil promised to pass on to you what | told her if you send for
her. The grandmother tells nme the caravan will stay in Sikkre at |east two
days before noving on to Dro Pent. | fear that once you hear Sil, you wll
agree with Aletto. Even during all my years with nmy uncle and those days we
spent together hiding fromhim | was never so near death so many tines as |
have been in the north.

"In all honesty, a part of my mind tells me | nmust be mad. | was cold and
frightened nost of these past days, in that village and then in Hol maddan
City. | was never certain-and still amnot at all sure-that | acconplished

anyt hi ng, or that those wonen are any better off than they were.

"But this tine will be different.” Sure, lady, they all say that. "I have seen
part of a shipment of the drug Zero. | know nothing that can be proved but |
cannot sinply walk away and | eave the matter to others. And I think the city
worren can use ne. VWhere | stood out in a village, | mght not in Hol maddan
City. Also, |I left that stupid boy in danger-he is too proud, stubborn, and
young all at once to keep hinmself fromtrouble. Either he will give away that
he has learned to Weld or that he aided ny escape, and they will kill him He
saved ny life; | cannot let himdie because he is an arrogant young Hol nadd

mal e and so not worth the effort-or because | was too afraid to go back."

Jennifer read this paragraph twice, finally shook her head, swore under her
breath and went on. Hardly any of it nade sense. Boy? Wat problens in that
village? This Sil had better be ready to talk. She drew a pad over, scribbled
herself a note- Get someone to |locate that caravan this afternoon, get the
worman Sil here right away. She glared at the note, transferred the glare to
Lialla's letter.

"Al so, the boy knows the Duke's arnmsnen-his father after all was one-and
think I can persuade himto help ne | earn nore about the traffic in Zero. If
only for the mercenary reason that | will teach himnore Thread

"There is a last matter: The Duke has a Triad, which he has kept as close a
secret fromall outsiders as my uncle did his. Since it is no longer a crine
to maintain one, | wonder why he does it, and if there is sone secret purpose
toit. If so, knowing Vuhlemas | now do, he has no good purpose in nind. But

| al so wonder about the Triad itself; Jadek's vanished from Duke's Fort before
we ever came there, you will recall, and has not been heard of since." On,
great. It keeps getting better

"The grandnother told me what things have happened while | was out of contact
with the rest of Rhadaz: A pity Dahven's wetched brothers could not have |eft



wel I enough al one, and stayed away once they fled the lands. | amglad for you
bot h, though, that you carry Dahven's child. Take care of yourself, and the
baby. If you will, please, when you wite to Aletto, send word to Mther that
all is well. | hear she has taken a turn for the worse and | fear it is sone
dread di sease she keeps fromall of us. But-if she is taking Zero, as the
grandnmot her said Robyn thinks she is ..

“l see the son of the grandnother coming to warn nme. | nust |eave Hushar Qasis
shortly and go north with the Silver Hawk clan. Jen, give nmy love to ny

brot her-and of course, to Chris -hen you next see him | know he will [augh at
the very notion, - at warn himto be careful around those who traffic in this
Zero; if the foreigners are anything |ike Duke Vuhlem they are indeed deadly.

"Lialla."

Jennifer set the letter down and stared at it noodily. Finally she shoved it
as far away fromher as her armwoul d reach, planted her el bows on the desk
and let her head fall into her hands. "I'Il nurder her. Twice. Her and Chris
both. Telling me " be careful while they go out and tiptoe through the
bear-traps, they're both nuts." She groaned and gripped her hair with both

| ands, tugged at it furiously. "And |'mnuts, letting themboth use ne as a
swi tchboard. God." She stared bl ankly through her fingers for several nonents,
then sat up and pulled the typewiter over to the edge of the desk and

t hreaded a sheet of thick Rhadazi paper into it. The letters were every bit as
hard to find is Chris had warned-really strange for someone who'd been a
touch-typist nore of her life than not-and the action was nmore |like using a
ten- pound axe on cordwood than the electronic wonders she’d used nost
recently. Better than ink pens, keep that firmy in mnd, she reni nded
hersel f.

Robyn had al ways gri ped about her handwiting; well, this time she m ght cuss
at the content of the letter, but at |east she'd be able to read it.

It was barely past nmidday in Zelharri, but all along the second-floor hall of
the fort, lanps were lit to counter the gl oomof yet another heavily overcast,
danp day. The stone walls snelled danp, even under the thickly scented incense
burning in pots at both ends. Thick wads of cloth had been | aid across the
deep windowsill at the stair end of the hall to block the chill w nd that

whi stled through the ill-fitted casing and to catch the water that puddled
there when it rained.

Men's voices fromthe courtyard filtered into the silent hall. The hush was

broken by the creak of hinges, the par-Duchess's glass-cutting shrill voice

echoing in the hallway, imediately and bl essedly nuffled by the slam of her
door. Robyn glared at the door she'd just haul ed shut behind her and stal ked
down the hall to the Ducal apartnents.

But at the double doors to the roons Lizelle had once shared with Aletto's
father and then with Jadek, she hesitated. Her right hand gripped the |latch so
hard her knuckl es stood out white. "Damn. No, she isn't going to pull this on
me agai n. And who knows when Aletto will be tied up hal fway across the fort
agai n?" How many tinmes-Robyn had | ong since |ost track how many ti nmes she had
fought her own disconfort at prying and hysterical scenes both and tried to
confront Aletto's nother-to get the woman to let her find a healer, an
herbal i st, or anyway to tal k about what was wong with her. "And each tine,
she goes into hysterics, or Aletto comes in and shoos me away. O | back off."
She | ooked at the crunpled sheet in her left hand: She hadn't even had time to
tell Lizelle where her only daughter was, what Lialla was doing. Even that she



was safe. "Yeah, right; safe like | used to be hitchhiking on Sunset Strip.
Safe like a chicken playing with the foxes." She turned her head to | ook back
down the dark, enpty hall and sighed; her shoul ders sagged. "Yeah, right,
love this crap. Jen, damit, you owe ne for this one. Go on, girl, before she
qui ts squawki ng | ong enough to bolt the door."

She'd waited too long: Lizelle had bolted the door. It was just enough to tip
Robyn's nood fromtentative to furious. She slamed the side of her fist

agai nst thick wood. "Lizelle! If you don't let ne in, right now" Another
echoing slam "I amgoing to stand out here, in the hall, and let the whole
fort hear me!" She stepped back a pace, folded her arms and waited.

A muffled, teary voice answered her. "Go away, Robyn. | won't listen to you."
Slam "Well, everyone else on this side of the fort sure will! You really
want

that?" A long silence, enough for Robyn, who was panting slightly, to catch
her breath. A faint click; the door opened just a crack and one dark, accusing
eye | ooked out at her. |'I'mserious, Lizelle." Robyn |owered her voice. "If
it were just you-but it's not."

"Go away," Lizelle sniffed discreetly; she would have cl osed the door, but
Robyn had the tip of her | ow boot shoved into the opening. She held up Jen's
letter, by now badly crunpled

"I have a nmessage for you, fromLialla." Lizelle eyed her warily, then stepped
back, letting the door swing free. She blotted her eyes agai nst the back of
her hand, wal ked to the center of the spacious sitting roomand stopped just
short of the hearth, her back stiff and unforgiving. "Were-is she com ng
home?"

"She's been in Hol maddan-"

"I know that!" Lizelle snapped. "In that coastal village, pretending to be a
common Thread novi ce and tal king to wonmen. Wiy she woul d ever go-" She nade an
i npatient gesture, fell silent.

"Yes, well. You wouldn't have gone and neither would I, but Lialla did. She
sent Jennifer a note-"

"Jen?" Like so many Rhadazi, Lizelle hadn't been able to manage Jennifer's
full name; she still used the nickname. "She wites notes to Jen but not to
her nother?" "She apparently didn't have nmuch tine. She-" "Wy not?" Lizelle
whirl ed around, sending her skirts dangerously close to the fire. Robyn eyed
it warily.

"Because she had sonething inportant to tell the Enperor, and she went back
No, wait." Robyn held up a hand, silencing the ol der woman. "Just let ne
finish. | don't know any nore answers to why than you do. She went back, she's
inthe city now She told Jen to send you her love, and to tell you she's safe
where she is for now "

"Safe." Lizelle blotted her nose on a gauzy little square of enbroidered | ace,
and tucked it back in her sleeve. "She isn't safe in Vuhlenis city, she's nad
tothink it."

"I happen to agree with you on that point," Robyn said. "But she went back
for you, in a way. Because she wasn't just there to hel p wonen, she was
wat chi ng for outside drugs being brought into Rhadaz." She was wat chi ng
Li zelle closely. "And she found them™



"I-" The par-Duchess opened her mouth, closed it without saying anything, and
turned away. Robyn waited her out. After a very long, unconfortable silence,
she I aughed and said, "Wat has that to do with nme?"

"You know best what, Lizelle. Drugs like Zero aren't common here, not |ike

they are where | conme from | used to take some of them I|'ve told you that,
haven't 1? So | know a little about what they do to people-" "Zero?"

It was Robyn's turn to laugh. "If you're trying to fake me, don't bother
Everyone in Duke's Fort knows about it, Aletto's got border guards watching
for smugglers-1'lIl bet dammed near everyone in Rhadaz knows about it, or at
| east has heard the name." Another silence. "I think you're taking it,

Li zelle. Not just for the fun of it, like |I took things, but because you're

hurting, and it hel ps the pain."

Li zell e started convul sively, then stood very still. Her back was still to her
son's wi fe but Robyn had caught the sudden novenment of her head, the direction
of her anxious eyes. She swall owed the | ast of her conpunctions and strode
past the woman, caught hold of the small chest Lizelle had | ooked at, and
yanked at the Iid. Wth a shrill "No!" the par-Duchess threw herself on Robyn
and cl awed at her outstretched arm "How dare you cone into ny roons and touch
nmy things? Get out!"

"Not until you explain this," Robyn shouted her down. A ring of thin,

yel  owi sh rope dangled from her far hand. "Who's bringing it to you, your
girls? Because no one el se has such freedomto go where they |ike and cone
back to you, Aletto's had nearly every place and every one around here
searched at odd times, but never them you'd never stand for that, would you?"
"Gve that to me-!"

"Damit, woman, don't you know what this stuff can do to you?"

"It's not-1 don't-" Lizelle burst into tears again. Robyn gritted her teeth
and rai sed her voice once nore.

"It's-not-1-don't what? It isn't a drug, it isn't dangerous, you don't use it,
you don't care? Your daughter's out there somewhere risking her hide to stop
this stuff fromtaking over your country-our country! -and keep you from
killing yourself with it. Al right, let that go, what do you care about
Lial I a?"

"You can't-"

"Shut up and listen to ne," Robyn hissed furiously. Startled, Lizelle fel
silent and stared at her with wi de, teary, snudged eyes. Robyn fought the urge
to shake the woman until her teeth rattled. She |ooked |ike a spoiled child
caught breaking the rules. Like a dammed victim |ike Jen once said about ne.
No wonder she used to get so pissed. WAas that what all her own nmen had
seen-what Chris had seen when he came down on her for using drugs? Some of his
argunents cane back to her, and inwardly she cringed, but her face stayed
hard. "Have you | ooked at yourself lately, Lizelle? My God, you' re a beautiful
woman- you were, except you' ve aged twenty years over the past year. You | ook
like a hag. How do you think that makes Aletto feel ? You hide out in your
rooms, you won't talk to us, you won't let us do anything to help you-hell, we
don't even know what's w ong!"

"I't's not," Lizelle began sullenly. Sounds fromthe doorway, soneone shuffling
booted feet on bare stone; she broke off and turned to | ook, then ran past
Robyn and across the room



"Ch, hell," Robyn nmunbled. She knew it was Aletto before she turned. Aletto
was holding his nother tightly while she wept into his shirt, glaring over her
head at his wife. "How |l ong have you been there?"

"I just cane. One of Mother's maids canme to get me; she said the whole fort
could hear you screamng at her."

"Aletto-"

"Shhh, it's all right, Mother." He patted her hair. Robyn scow ed at them
both, then held up the rope ring where he could see it.

"You know what this is," she said crisply. He stared at it. Lizelle, sensing
some change in him pushed back to |l ook at his face, then | aid her own agai nst
his shirt once nore. One accusing eye nmet Robyn's; she let it close and clung
to Aletto's sleeve. "It's Zero; she's been taking it for God knows how | ong.
And it comes from Hol maddan, unless |I'mvery m staken." Robyn held up the
letter. "At least, that's what Lialla thinks."

"Lialla," Aletto echoed blankly. He blinked; his mouth tightened. "Wat does
Liall a know about this?"

Robyn told him held out the letter. "Read it yourself, there's nore. That's
the inmportant stuff, though."

"She-she went back, to try and prove Vuhlemis involved in that stuff? He'll
kill her!" "She's not totally hel pl ess,” Robyn snapped. "She's a dammed
stubborn fool," Aletto grow ed. "But we can talk about that |ater. Wiat were
you doi ng goi ng through Mother's things in the first place?"

Robyn roll ed her eyes. "Whay am| defending Lialla to you, and why are we
fighting about this? Aletto, damit, do you think I would snoop in Lizelle's
roomif | didn't have a dammed good reason? You know what this stuff is, and
what is does; she's killing herself with it! And by letting it cone into the
fort, she's undoing all the hard work you've put into keeping it out of

Zel harri!"

"You can't-"

"Ch, yes, | can," Robyn said sharply. "I know about drugs. You' ve had ny input
on a lot of the stuff you' ve done to keep the Duchy free of it; you know
know about them™"

Li zel l e was eyei ng her sidelong once again. "My real daughter would never-"

"Don't," Robyn inplored her. "Your real daughter wouldn't say boo to you, al
right? I know that. She's up north instead, risking her stubborn, stupid neck
to cut off your supply, and leaving ne to hold the baby instead. Wen she
cones home, | think I'"Il wing her neck for doing this to ne."

Aletto put Lizelle fromhimand stal ked across the roonm his shoul der was too
high and his leg was clearly hurting himonce nore. Robyn conpressed her I|ips
and kept her concerns behind them "Mther's not well, you have no busi ness-"
He stopped; Robyn had begun to | augh

"Ch, hell, Aletto. Wiy are we arguing? | know your nother isn't well; | also
know she's drugged to her hind teeth. And I also know that this stuff is
dangerous." She dangl ed the rope ring under his nose. "And so do you. But if
you won't put any pressure on her to admit she's sick and get a healer, do
something right, I"'mgoing to do what | have to. | don't want to fight with



you, not over sonething we really both agree on." Silence. Aletto's face | ost
its angry set; all at once he | ooked worn and tired. Al nost old. And when he
finally spoke, he sounded old and tired; his voice was so soft, Lizelle over
by the door couldn't have heard him

"I -Robyn, what do you want me to do? | can't just-" Robyn | owered her own
voi ce. "You can put your mother in the guest roons across the hall, have this
apartment thoroughly searched, and have the guard keep an eye on those tw ns
from now on.'

He | ooked at her unhappily. "But you won't, wll you?"

He was silent for a very long tine. He finally took the bit of rope from her
and turned to face Lizelle. She | ooked back at him her eyes w de and fearful
then threw herself at himtoo late. Aletto took the two steps to the hearth
and threwthe ring into the flanes. He caught Lizelle's hands before she could
burn herself trying to retrieve it, held her until it had burned to ash and
the fire settled down once nore. "Robyn. Are there any others in the box?"

"No. Wait-a bottle of liquid, under her enbroidery thread." "Bring it over,
pour it out. Mdther, please, don't." "Take her across the hall," Robyn said
firmy. But Aletto shook his head, and once Robyn had poured the contents of
the small brown bottle out the wi ndow onto rain-soaked slate tiles, he let go
of Lizelle, took Robyn by the armand led her into the hall, shutting the door
behi nd them Robyn's knees were beginning to trenble.

Once the door was closed, Aletto pressed her onto the | ow bench next to it and
said quietly, "I left a meeting; |I'mgoing back. I'll see you tonight at

di nner." Robyn nodded; she wasn't certain she wanted to see his face just now
Aletto linmped off in the direction of the kitchens; as the sound of his

foot steps faded, she let her head sink into her hands.

| don't believe | did that., | don't believe it. Wat Aletto thought of her
right now He's not stupid. He knows | had to, he's known it all along. He
woul dn't admit it, of course. Any nore than he'd have Lizelle's roons
searched, or those of her girls. I'll have to stay tough, and keep an eye on
all three of them CGod. | hate this. | really amgonna kill that Lialla.

If Vuhlem or his Triad, didn't beat her to it.

Chapter 2

It was warm even for the time of year, along the southern coast of French
Jamai ca. Humid, too-particularly for so late at night. OF course, there was
hardly ever any breeze in | ower Philippe-sur-Mr, and anyway, the wi ndows in
this club were all shut tight Chris blotted his forehead cautiously on a
finely woven, snowy white sleeve, gave the man seated across fromhimat the
oval table a faint smle and shrug, then scooped up the cards die other had
dealt out, fanned them open | ong enough to see what was there- Hey, not so
bad-and flipped them shut again.

Several other men sat around the table, nmpbst of them sinply watchi ng now as
the second son of the Due D Ol ean, Henri Dupret, peered at his own cards by
ti pping up the ends with very long, pale fingers. He smled, too, a novenent
of thin, nmobile lips under a thickly drooping black nmoustache that didn't
quite reach his eyes; Chris scooped up two of the silver-colored netal chips
and tossed theminto the center of the table.



"Qut." The man on Chris's left sighed heavily, shoved the chair back, scooped

up his few remaining tokens and left the circle of lanplight. "M, too."

Anot her, hal fway between Chris and Dupret, |eaned back in his chair and fol ded
his arnms across his chest-like the nmen on both sides of himand on both sides

of Dupret, sinply watching.

"Card?" Dupret inquired. Chris nade a show of considering this, finally
gl anced at his hand once nore, smled faintly and shook his head. "I will
t ake-one." The accent was only just there, the man's English inpeccable.

Cannot even believe | amdoing this, Chris thought as Dupret made a show of
his own, discarding one, dealing the new card with exaggerated care fromthe
top, squaring the deck and setting it in the exact center of the table before
adding the card to his hand and picking it up. He noved one card, a second.
Shifted the first one back; frowned at the cards, and then at the lanp. Chris
suddenly felt faintly ridiculous. Acting w thout cameras-or the other guys in
t he D& game. But poker was acting, after all. So one of Robyn's boyfriends
had said. Chris |eaned back in his chair and rubbed his shoul ders agai nst the
padded surface, and Kept his eyes on the man opposite him

There wasn't rmuch to see around them anyway: Like nmost of the private clubs
in French Jamaica, this one was quite plainly done up inside, nothing Iike
Vegas or Reno-just a steep, narrow flight of uncarpeted steps leading to a
single large roomof dark walls, a discreet bar set against one of them a few
deep and hi gh-backed chairs and tiny tables set close to the bar for nmen who
wanted to sit and drink and watch the card games but still be able to converse
wi t hout bot hering the ganbl ers; anywhere fromone table (as this place had) to
four. It was only the third tine Chris had been in such a club in his
four-plus years of trading in this end of the world, but then, it took an
invitation froma nenber, and menbers were ordinarily men |like Henri Dupret:
second and third sons of the wealthy or noble back in France or Spain or the
Italiate Confederation of States, now and again a Balt or even nmore rarely, an
Engl i shman. Men who had what was called Family, or C ass, who kept to their
own conpany, made what Chris considered to be disgraceful profits fromtheir

pl antati ons and tradi ng operations and shi pped nost of it back home, spendi ng
the great portion of what they kept-still notable wealth-on ganbling, fine
carriages and finer houses, expensive horses and the like. So far as he could
tell, the word "charity" wasn't part of the language in this end of the world.

Odinarily a trader-even the head of a highly profitable conpany |ike

CEE- Tech, whi ch sought out recent devel oprments |ike the tel egraph

typewiters, mechanized mlling and spinning equi pmrent, whose three owners had
the ear of the heir to the Rhadazi throne and who paid very well for what they
bought -ordinarily such a man woul d never cross the paths with the upper crust
anywhere in this end of the world, particularly not in French Jamaica.

But Henri Dupret was a rarity: Known for his "hands on" approach to his

busi ness ventures, rather than |leaving matters to the agents, he often canme to
the docks to neet with people, or to see his ships |oaded and unl oaded. It was
said he even went into the fields to see how his sugar did and that he tal ked
personally with his workers, something that woul d have branded a | esser

nobl eman as slightly nad, or Not One of Us. Wth his fam |y connections and
his wealth, and his otherw se orthodox behavi or, Dupret was instead | ooked
upon as a comunity |eader. He had tw ce been chosen as Governor by his peers.

Chris had been in port less than an hour this last trip out when. Henri Dupret
approached him calling himby name and speaking with a famliarity that in
anyone el se would have left Chris wary at least. Wth Dupret-Chris had
mental |y shrugged, brought up the matter of the new French steamers; Dupret
had sm | ed, though his onyxlike eyes remained flat and expressionl ess,
deprecatingly deni ed any know edge of these matters, and instead nmentioned a



possi bl e deal on sugar. Chris, never one to turn down a bargain on sugar since
Jen still preferred it to the honey used throughout Rhadaz, had casually
bargai ned price with himas Dupret watched crates of rumdistilled fromhis
sugar and boxes of exotic desert brandies being | oaded onto the sleek he Chat
for shipment to his father's estates on the Mediterranean

And then Dupret had casually made nmention of machinery he used for harvesting;
Chris had expressed interest, and Dupret suggested a visit later to his
plantation to watch the equi pnent in use. He had finished up with an
invitation to his club. "You are staying where-at the Parrot? An excell ent
establishment, | know the owner quite well. So, | will send ny carriage for
you this evening at - ah, do you have a watch? Good. At nine, then."

Chris glanced at his cards once nmore and frowned, tapped one finger on the
tabl e and gl anced at Dupret, who was busily shifting cards from one side of
his hand to the other. Actually, the dude's price on sugar isn't that good;
besi des, | already have a line on as nuch Cuban sugar as Jennifer could use.
Cotta see if we can't expand the Rhadazi market, Mom woul d argue it, but honey
isn't any better for you than sugar anyway. Bee poop didn't someone call it
that? Bad for babies, |I remenber reading that. He picked up his own cards,

rai sed his eyebrows and noved one fromthe center of his hand to the
left-didn't mean anything, of course, but Dupret's fiddling probably didn't,

ei t her

This guy only just thinks |I'm gonna deal in booze. Al those years living with
Mom and a wine bottle-forget it. Not that he intended to tell Dupret that.
Because Eddi e had nmentioned Henri Dupret once or twice |late: as one of those
to watch. One of those on French Jam who might well be involved in the

traf ficking of Zero-and who was high enough in rank to possibly know nore than
those Eddie tal ked to. God knows the stuff is thick on the ground here; and
man, talk about runor mll- If | had a grain of truth for a hundredth of the
gossip, 1'd be able to go hone, tell the Chief Dude who's trying to hook his
country and retire to the country, right? But there was a frustrating |ack of
fact about the shipnment of Zero into Rhadaz as well as the darker powers and
their intent behind the substance. Well, sure. \Were | come from don't the
cartel s mangl e people just to make sure the secrets stay kept?

It wasn't hard to figure out the interest soneone |like old Casimffi had
money. He'd lost a little ground recently, all those <hips confiscated, and a
maj or dose of huniliation when he'd turned up on the wong side of a coup
attenpt by Dahven's brothers against him

But even if he could find the nasty little man, old Chuffles was still small
pot atoes, Chris thought; it was unlikely anyone who knew the first thing about
the man, or had dealt with him would ever trust himw th any maj or secrets.
Time to nmove up a notch, Chris had told hinmself this last trip out -- and
carefully kept that fromhis mother and his aunt. But it - as time: Wth
Deehar and Dayher out of action and a tight coast watch all up and down
Rhadaz, things would sl ow down a awhile, but the upper hierarchy was still in
pl ace. And | got a personal notive: It was probably the twins and their buddy
Eprian | ho tried to murder Jen and Dahven wi th poi soned wi ne, but |'mthe guy
who drank it and danmmed near took their place. Yeah, someone's gonna pay ne
back for that little party.

Eddi e hadn't been terribly pleased with Chris when they had | ooked back up, a
few days earlier, and had argued | ong and hard the whol e journey fromthe new
Mer Khani Canal through the Gaelic States Peninsular Lake here to

Phi | i ppe-sur-Mer. He was frankly horrified when Chris brought news of his
meeting with Dupret on the docks, and the invitation. "You' re not-you are
taking it. aren't you? Chris, you' re mad! | would plan on a good sick



headache, if | were you. You know? You're the one always warning nme not to
fool around with the whole Zero business, yelling at me for talking to nen on
the streets and in the dives and now you're going to a private club like that?
They could kill you, dunp the body out the back door, who would ever know?"

Chris had | aughed as he clinbed into his one set of fancy dress - sleek black
trousers, a fine-woven white shirt with frills, a bright blue enbroidered silk
vest and darker bl ue sash, and | ow bl ack boots. "No one's going to ness up the
carpet in a private club; you know what sone of that stuff costs? Wen the
revol uti on cones, and they string up guys like that by their bl oated
capitalistic thunbs fromthe nearest |anppost "

"Yah. Really funny. Noble, not capitalistic."

"It's all noney stolen fromthe proletariat, right? Hey, don't worry, they
know we hang out together, 1'll nmake certain this rich pig knows you know
where | amthis evening, okay? Cool ?"

"Right," Eddie had grunbled. "Put ny head on the block, too, why don't you?"

"Don't sweat the small stuff," Chris had assured himcheerfully. "A few hands
of cards, lose a little cash, gain his confidence, maybe get a chance to talk
to himalone, or set up sonmething for later, |like he said, out at his sugar

pl antation, talk about machinery and hostil e takeovers-"

"You're nuts. | mean, rully. You want the body shi pped home to Robyn, or just
burned and t he ashes dunped out to sea?"

"Burn it; it would be, like, totally gross by the tine it got back to Sehfi.
Mom woul d curse ne forever." A discreet tap at the door. Chris had gl anced at
hi s pocket watch, tugged self-consciously at the frilled white shirt cuffs and
gone.

The shirt was sticking to his back now, and the high collar and matching white
cravat were threatening to choke him The enbroidered silk vest mght as well
have been nade of ripstop and filled with polyester foofing, the way it held
in extra warmh. "Well, at least 1 didn't have to go with a jacket, or a rea
honest-to-CGod suit, that would have been the utter end. This wasn't

much better, so far as confort was concerned. For |ooks, though-actually, he
was rather pleased with the overall effect, though he was careful not to |et
Eddi e catch himpreening in front of a mirror. Swashbuckly stuff, particularly
the way he wore his hair these days- longer (it was a lighter blond than it
had been in L. A. and bore a wave, probably from so much sun and sea air) and

with a long, narrow tail he tied back in black ribbon. This small, dark room
and the card table were all it took: He felt Iike sonebody in a classy pirate
novi e.

But so far, he hadn't had rmuch chance to talk to Dupret, other than a few

pl easantries in the carriage about the weather, the streets, about his trip

t hrough the new canal across what he'd once known as Lake N caragua. Once
inside the club, they'd gone directly to this table, where Dupret was well
known, had been brought an unopened deck, and other men had gradually drifted
over to join the gane.

It wasn't one of the fancy casino games-nothing really like the poker he'd
known fromold television westerns-and fromthe little he'd played with a few
of his nother's old boyfriends, off and on. Similar-like the cards-and just
enough off that Chris found hinmself glad he hadn't played nuch back in L. A ; a
real card hound night well have been |lost at the differences. Mrre likely



crazy to learn a whole new way to | ose noney. O course, how nuch poker is a
sevent een-year-ol d gonna get to play? Hard to remenber sonetines, that was al
he'd been when that old wart Merrida had caught themw th a N ght-Thread

drawi ng spell and hauled himfroma pleasant, if poor, life in L. A to this
wor | d.

He put all thought of Merrida aside with no effort at all; it had been nearly
five years, and if a guy couldn't adjust by now ... After all, he thought as

he ran a finger along the edge of his cards and watched Henri Dupret

t houghtfully considering his options, he hadn't done so bad, thus far. None of
them had, really: H's nother had been married all this tine and to the sane
guy, she'd given Duke Aletto an heir and a daughter-and hinself a couple
really cute half-siblings in the process. In Jen's last letter, she said she
and Dahven were working on a baby. Wnder how she's gonna fit a kid into her
schedul e? Between cl earing contracts for the Heir, working on the Sikkren

mar ket, running the household, just running ..

Dupret gl anced down at his pile of silver tokens, then let his eye rest on
Chris's stack. The piles had seesawed for hours, and were once agai n about
even. Wnder what tine it is? Chris thought suddenly. He didn't dare fish for
his watch, though- didn't want to take his eye off Dupret, who just m ght be
one of those guys who kept high cards up his sleeve; besides, the nan woul d
certainly interpret the nove as a desire on Chris's part to be gone. Wich
woul d I'i ke, yeah. Never. But | really think | need to get close to this guy, |
think I could learn stuff fromhimand | ooking bored with his favorite playpen
and his pet game sure won't do it. He eased hinself down a little lower in the
chair, stretched long legs out in front of him

The waiter came over with a tray: another cut-glass snifter of plain orange
juice for Chris, a tall glass of something dark and nmostly rum for Dupret.
Chris sipped cautiously-check for booze, they don't always renmenber and

don't want to pass out here. Not, as he'd told Jennifer his last trip hone,
that he couldn't drink if he had to-he just truly didn't like to. Particularly
rum which tasted purely gross. But realistically, one drink of anything was
enough to put a serious dent in his ability to concentrate. This tasted of
not hi ng but orange: very cold, probably fresh squeezed, a little too nuch
sugar, maybe, but otherwise all right. | could do w thout the sugar, but they
never renenber that. He took another sip, put the glass aside as Dupret tossed
hal f a dozen tokens onto the table and blandly sniled at him

He won that hand; Dupret the next; Chris the next four. He was vaguely aware
now of different nmen sitting at the table, though no one el se played. O nen
standing around in the dinmer |light of the main room watching the gane.

Dupret had been drinking steadily since breaking open the pack of cards, and
the French accent which had been scarcely obvi ous became nore noticeable. The
men sitting around the table began to | eave, one here, another there; no one
el se sat down and finally the two of themhad it to thensel ves. There were
fewer nen standing around watching; it must, Chris thought wearily, be getting
terribly late. And he was hungry. But a glance at Dupret told himit wouldn't
be a good idea to try to quit nownot with nost of Dupret's noney in front of
him So how do | |ose nost of this? Fast?

He drank another snifter of orange, this not sweet at all; Dupret drank down
two nore runs in quick order and lost all but three tokens. He | ooked up as a
man in a bright blue jacket |eaned over him "Sir, M Dupret, it's nearly
five, we nust close the doors soon." Dupret bared his teeth and for a noment
his eyes were blackly furious, but he turned the threatening look into a smle
so quickly Chris wondered if he'd seen it at all. Five! Wiwoa, no wonder |'m
hal f starved! He was |ight-headed, too. Yeah, but that's lack of food, a rully



| ate hour, God | nust be getting old, | don't do that stuff any nore these
days. He drained the last of his orange, set it aside. The roomblurred a
little; Chris blinked rapidly, blotted his forehead on his sl eeve again.

"We coul d-we could finish this tonmorrow," he suggested; he had to think, hard,
to get the words out, to decide what he wanted to say. d ad Dupret has his
carriage waiting; 1'd hate to walk back to the inn this tired. Jeez, | bet |
couldn't even find it fromhere. Sobering thought. He tried to blink his
vision clear, chose the next words with care. "You know, |let themhold the

st akes, everything as it is? 1'd be willing-"

Dupret turned that black gaze on him his eyes focused and he rel axed. "W
can-yes, we could do that. If you wish. Mdst gentlemanly sugg-suggestion.”" He
gl anced at the nanager. "But for nowone |last bet," he said, the question
inmplicit. The manager spread his arns wi de and sighed rather dramatically, but
nodded and went away. "One | ast bet," Dupret turned back to Chris. One nore
hand. All that-what you have of your own and what you won fromme, now Al
that if I win."

"Right. And if you lose?" Chris thought rapidly-or tried to. Probably wanted
to give hima note of some kind, pay himback | ater when his bank opened. Good
thing I only drank orange juice tonight, |I feel half plotzed anyway. But the
guy was weal thy, he had | and and both a country house and a town apartnment. A
father to back himwho was second only to the King of France for position and
money. An |.O U might be tough to collect if Dupret wanted to stiff him but
t hen, nobl enen usually didn't do that with ganbling debts, sonmething to do

wi th honor and all. M ght even be a good way to arrange another neeting,
actually spend sonme tinme talking with the guy-

Dupret smled, gestured broadly with his hands to take in the pile of tokens,
his own few remaining bits, the deck of cards and the table between them "If
| lose, you keep all that-and |I give you al so ny daughter.™

H s jaw nust have dropped a foot; Chris sinply stared and Dupret | aughed.
"Your -
| can't do that!"

"Bah. O course you can!"
"But-you can't just-you can't-!"

"I can! She is mne, nmy blood, ny child to do with as | will! As any father in
French Jamaica can do with his child." He scow ed. "Do not |ook at ne in such
offense, it is not as though | offered you a-a servant in paynent!"

"I can't-" Chris clutched at the table edge; Dupret receded behind a gray fog.
When he came back to hinmself, the man was calmy dealing out cards, and the
proper nunber of tokens were in the center of the table, his own fingers on
the first two cards. A chill ran down his back. Ch, jeez, | lost it. | really
lost it, | can't remenber, did | actually go along with what he said just now?
But | nmust have, the cards, the ante- Ch, man? / know | didn't drink anything
but orange-/ He couldn't think that through, couldn't renenber anything of the
last few minutes, and just trying to logic the situation out set the room

nmovi ng, fading in and out in an alarmng fashion. Concentrate on the cards, he
ordered hinself angrily.

Fi xing his eyes on his fingers helped, alittle. And lose this one, he told
hi nsel f. But he suddenly couldn't renmenber why that was so desperately
i mportant.



A ink. He | ooked up. Dupret had just tossed two of his remaining tokens onto
the table and was waiting patiently. Chris |ooked at the cards, shrugged and
tossed out two. It was a gruesome hand, not nuch there. He thought about just
holding it; no good. Dupret would know his opponent hadn't even tried, and
he'd probably be deeply offended. Careful about how you discard, too, he

rem nded hinsel f. Dupret frequently checked the di scards once a hand was over.
He stared at the cards, braced his back hard agai nst the back of the chair,
finally nodded and freed two at random tossed themto the table, face down.
Dupret, intensely onyx pebble-eyes fixed on him dealt two, pushed them across
the table, then took three for hinself.

"What have you, ny friend?" It seened forever since anyone had spoken

"Hey." It was a terrible effort, getting the words out, and it seened
dreadfully inportant to himnot to |l et Dupret know he was losing it. "It's-um
It's your hairy bet. Wiy don't you show nme?”

"Why not set them down together, since the bet itself is already agreed upon?"
Dupret countered softly. He laid his face up, spread themw th a deft gesture;
Chris put his cards down and spread themwi th fingers that wanted to trenble.
Oh, jeez. He couldn't think! Couldn't deci pher his own hand, didn't stand a
chance of figuring out Dupret's. |'ve been M ckeyed. Jeez, but | can't have
been! But-but who doctored that |ast glass of orange? Not Dupret, at |east;
the man had been right here, and he hadn't so nmuch as noved a finger that

m ght have been suspicious. Eddie, | swear |'ll never laugh at your advice
again, | gotta get out of here!

Dupret smled, turned his hand pal mup and gestured across the center of the
table rather grandly before gathering together the |ast tokens and dropping
themwith a clink atop Chris's cards. "Five of a kind against two pairs-ny
friend, fortune beanms upon you, indeed she does. Come-yes, yes, Francois, we
are just |eaving, thank you for your patience in this, will you send one of
your servants to make certain ny carriage i s downstairs?"

Sonehow, Chris found hinself in possession of an outrageous fold of paper
nmoney i n exchange for the tokens, on his feet, and being | ed down a flight of
stairs to the street by Dupret-who was not terribly steady hinmself. Chris
clutched at the railing and concentrated on his footing, breathed a sigh of
relief as they reached the street.

It was |ight enough, easily, to make out the carriage waiting across the
street; Dupret's nman hol ding the door for them Chris cleared his throat,
gl anced at the sky. "Wwoa. You know, it's really late; ny nman is going to
wonder where | am"

"Not so late as all that," Dupret nunbled. "Only half past six."

"Um well-actually,” Chris said, "why don't | just walk fromhere, save you
the trouble-?"

He stopped abruptly as Dupret turned on him his eyes gleaming with a truly
murderous light, his teeth bared. There was no m staking the |ook this tine.
Ww. Dude's fifty bytes short of a neg. They still fought duels in this part
of the world. Chris swallowed, tried and sonehow managed to keep to his feet
and not retreat fromthe Frenchman. "You will come with me, M Cray! O do you
forget the rest of your w nnings?"

"Un Well, no, | didn't forget, sir, and you know, | really, truly appreciate
the honor, sir, don't think I don't. But naybe if you, ah, went and talked to
her first, broke the news to her, then I could cone over later in the day,
maybe you introduce us-?"



"I said you will take her, marry her! Did you think | nmeant later?

Toni ght-now, this hour!" Dupret snarled. "Maurice, cone aid the gentlenman into
t he coach!" The servant-who, Chris noted unhappily, topped himby half a head
at least, to say nothing of a foot of shoul der-came over and took hold of his
arm neatly escorted himthe |ast few steps to the carriage and pressed him

i nside, closing the door behind both nen. "We will talk, now " Dupret added
grimy.

But for a nmoment or so, he was still. The carriage noved off down the street
Chris slunped back into the cushions as it turned a corner. He couldn't
renenber ever wanting so badly to just curl up and sleep; definitely couldn't
renenber too many times when it woul d have been nore dangerous to do so. But
Dupret smled pleasantly, in a distinct and unnervi ng change of nood.
Suddenly, he began to talk, pulling out his watch and opening the case as he

| eaned forward. "There. That is ny Marie. | nmet her, oh, when | first cane
here-nore years ago than you have entirely, | think. And | bought her contract
fromthe house where she worked as soon as | was able, and she gave ne

Ari adne. "

The inner face of the watch case held a mniature painting-a rather dark woman
with a pile of gleam ng black curled hair, high cheekbones, a slightly

di storted and overly broad nmouth. There were tears in the corners of the
Frenchman's eyes as he | ooked down at it before closing it and putting the

wat ch back into his pocket. He sniffed once, loudly, and his voice turned
maudl i n.

"I regret only one thing, after all these years, that | never wed Marie and
made a wife of her-but the difficulties when you are French, and noble, and of
the house which is mne. And a | eader of your own class in a backward and
barbaric part of the world such as this. So very much | |oved that woman.
Beautiful, gentle-ah, well." He took out a handkerchi ef and w ped his eyes,

vi gorously blew his nose, and went on, nuch nore briskly and all business.
"Ariadne-yes, you will take her with you, but you will marry her first; that
much at least | can do for her. You are not a French nobl eman-but she is not
nobl e except by half, and not-not legitinmate," he added distastefully.

Well, cool, so we got sonething in comon, Chris thought irreverently.
Bastards the both of us. His head cleared very briefly. God, am| drunk or
drugged-or just nuts? | can't let himdo this to some poor girl! He nust have
nmoved or spoken; Dupret |ooked at himinquiringly.

"You do not-do not dare refuse ny only child? You do not insult me and her so?
She is not legitimte, but she is still a Dupret, and the daughter of the son
of the Due D Ol ean! Wiom do you think King Louis keeps by his side and
consults upon the least matter of state? The Due D Olean, my father-Ariadne's
grandsire! You do not dare insult her by refusing her hand?"

"Ch-hey," Chris munbl ed, "never crossed nmy mind. Swear." Swords and

si ngl e-shot pistols-every bad duel scene fromthe novies cane back to haunt
him one or two fencing sessions with Dahven, four years ago on the road,
woul d be | ess than useful. Dupret would | augh at his bo and sinply shoot him
dead. He couldn't hit the broad side of a barn fromthe inside with one of

t hose dueling pistols-nost men couldn't, but Chris had a sneaki ng suspicion
the man who shared the carriage with himwas probably dead accurate w th one.
Dupret eyed hi m suspiciously; Chris managed a smle, but the fog had w apped
around hi m once again, and he couldn't get any nore words out. He nodded
cautiously; the interior of the carriage swam and Dupret faded. He coul dn't
be certain whether he'd lost any time or not; the carriage had stopped before
a stylish town house when he next glanced out the w ndow.

"Go, put the coach away," Dupret ordered the driver as a unifornmed housenman
cane out to open the carriage door. "But hold ready, should the merchant and



nmy daughter need you. Cone with nme, M Cray." The hallway was all white and
pal est blue, marble floor, well it despite the early hour. Dupret turned to
sketch a brief bow, then turned to tell the houseman, "Elonzo, this is M

Cray, a Rhadazi merchant and a wealthy trader, who is also nmy friend. Take him
into the parlor and see to his wants. Send Peronne at once for Ariadne's
confessor; she and M Cray are to be wed this norning. M Cray, a few nonents
only, | know how eager you rnust be to neet ny daughter. | will bring her."
Before Chris could say anything, he was gone; the houseman had gone away al so,
but he came back before Dupret finished clinbing the stairs to the I anding.
Anot her man in servant's clothing hurried out the front door. Elonzo eyed
Chris without curiosity and bowed himinto the next room Chris closed his
eyes briefly, then foll owed.

The parlor was all done up in the excess of poor taste he hated nost: gilt and
crystal chandeliers, heavy velvet drapes swagged back fromtall w ndows,
statues, paintings, hideous and hi deously expensive carpets scattered

t hroughout the room G uesone waste of nmoney that could probably feed a snall
Third World country for the next two years. At |least the chair the man put him
i n was hi gh-backed and confortable. He let his head fall back and sighed
faintly. Now that he was sitting, the sick feeling faded, but the dizziness
didn't. Cotta get out of this, he told hinmself firmy, but he couldn't seemto
find the effort to nove. "M Cray." It took hima nonent to renenber who that
was. Elonzo | eaned toward him 'You look quite tired, sir. WIIl you have

somet hing to drink?"

"Drink-" Mdre orange? Who did that to me? He woul dn't chance it. "Um how about
pl ai n water, cold?"

"I can provide that, sir. O perhaps coffee?"

Caffeine. Not a bad idea, maybe. "Sounds good. Both, if you don't m nd. And

t hanks." The last tinme he'd drunk coffee was a cup with Jennifer, back in

Si kkre a couple trips ago, and nore to keep her conpany than anything el se.
Better than any of the other possibilities. Don't think I'Il ever drink orange
j ui ce agai n.

The houseman went away. Chris |eaned forward and rubbed the back of his neck
trying to get some blood circul ating, maybe kick that sick, snothered-brain
feeling. Overhead, a series of loud thunps, a woman's voice shrill, cursing
inventively in French. A loud smack, followed by a shriek, and then Dupret's
voi ce, forceful and furious, words not quite clear

And then, all too clear, as though soneone had opened a door or Chris's ears

had begun to properly function: "You will do as | say, or I will beat you so
no man ever can | ook upon you with pleasure again! Dieu, but it nakes ne
angry! \Wat, that a nere girl shall say who she will and who not marry? That a
child shall say no to her father? Were did you | earn such arrogance, Ariadne?
Vell, | tell you this: You will speak the words when the papa puts themto
you, and you will go with this trader when he | eaves this house, or | swear

it, Ariadne, the next beggar who conmes to the back door seeking a neal will

| eave with you! And how do you think you will fare with such a man, eh?"

A high, furious, and very thickly accented voi ce answered himimedi ately. "
woul d cut out the heart of such a man, my |oving known perverse practices, and
then to another even worse, and now what? To a comoner? And should | refuse
him and you cannot find nme a beggar, then what, bel oved papa? A brothel ?"
Anot her |oud slap. Chris clenched his teeth and shut his eyes hard, yel ped as
a hand touched his shoul der. The houseman stood next to him a maid at his

el bow with a silver coffee service and thin porcelain cups, a tall, bedewed,
stemed crystal glass of water. "Sir, your coffee,"” Elonzo said quietly. Hey,
| can't believe they don't hear that. But | ook at them both, you'd think they
were deaf. How could anyone be used to a scene like this? God, | thought sone
of Momis old boyfriends were total jerks! Chris sat up as straight as he
coul d, squared his shoulders and took the cup, let the nan drop a square of
sugar into it, and sipped cautiously.

One thing certain-after what he'd just heard, he couldn't possibly |eave that
girl here. He wouldn't dare, he'd never be able to live with hinself. If only



he could think of some way to sinply slide out the door with her- But it was
difficult, trying to concentrate with this dreadful rich-pig roomall around
him two servants bending over his chair, his head reeling, all that dreadful
screamng still going on upstairs. Before he could even try to formany nore
coherent thought, Elonzo refilled his cup, added anot her square of sugar to
it, and asked softly, "Sir, would you like ne to strai ghten your shirt and
vest for you, perhaps a basin of water to wash your face?" Hey. Not a bad
idea. | nmust look like-well, we won't think about that, okay, Cray? He nodded,
set the cup aside and stood cautiously so the man could fuss with his
clothing; the maid di sappeared and came back with cloths and a basin. Chris
spl ashed water on his face. So the first thing she sees is this glassy-eyed,
sl ack-j awed, staggery dude who | ooks like he's been up all night playing cards
with the dudes at Dupret's club and matching the old man rumfor rum G eat
first inmpression, right. It didn't really matter, though: He was going to find
a way out of this. Sonehow.

He resumed the chair with a sigh of relief. A nonent |ater, Peronne hurried
into the roomwith a dimnutive, dark little nan in green priest's robes and
he heard Dupret partway down the stairs shouting, "Lucette will pack you one
satchel, enough for today; | will send the rest of your things as quickly as
possible to this hotel the Parrot. Ready yourself, Ariadne! If | mnust cone
back for you-!" He left the rest of the threat unspoken; there was no response
as he came down the stairs. As the noblenman's boots clicked across the
hal | way, Chris heard a ferocious echo froma distant slanmed door

He blinked and tried to bring hinself back to the moment; the priest was bent
over him apparently waiting for the answer to some question. "Sorry, didn't
quite hear that," he replied cautiously.

"I ask, my son, are you Catholic?"

Straw. Take it; didn't they use to frown on mxed narri ages, the Mackerel
Snappers and the G eat Unwashed? It wasn't rmuch to clutch at, but it mght be
enough to call the whole thing off; maybe Dupret was that hooked on his
Church, or at least the appearance of things. Chris pulled up an of fended
scow and replied as angrily as he could nanage, "Catholic? Me? Not damed
likely!" The priest straightened and began nuttering vexedly to hinmsel f, but
before Chris could congratul ate hinself, Dupret broke in loudly and flatly:
"It does not matter in the least. She is Catholic, and you will pronounce the
wor ds over thenm what el se should count?"

"But |-but, she-" The priest turned to wave his arns angrily at Dupret, but a
| ook at the man's suffused and furious face changed his nmind; he went abruptly
and prudently still.

Dupret, in another of those frightening changes of nood, smiled blandly al
around and snapped his fingers at El onzo. "Bring chanpagne, the best gl asses;
we nust toast the happy couple.”

Happy couple, ny feet, Chris thought and was unnerved to hear this thought
echoed in an angry woman's voi ce behind him "Happy couple, God's feet!"
Dupret whirled around and crossed the roomin a bound, growing furiously al
the while. A woman's hiss of pain, inmediately silenced. Chris got cautiously
to his feet, turned slowy as Dupret cane back across the room He held a
young wonan clad in black and eneral d by one el bow, as though | eadi ng her, but
Chris doubted that. The man's knuckles were white, the girl's lips tightly
conpressed. And then Dupret stopped and thrust the girl forward.

Ariadne Dupret was a full head shorter than he, though he was taller than nost
of the local men. At first all he could see of her was a deep green | ace scarf
draped across the cloud of tightly curled blue-black hair that escaped in fine
tendrils fromunder the lace and floated in all directions. She was extrenely
sl ender, her shoul ders and col | arbones al nbst fragil e against the w de, heavy,
dark green vel vet neckline and el bow|ength green vel vet sleeves; a deep spil
of lace covered thin, dark forearms and stopped just short of inpossibly snall
hands-nmore a child's hands than a grown woman's. Chris dug his nails into the
pal ms of his hands to try to bring hinself properly back to the noment: Dupret
was speaking, his voice warm pleasant-scary. The dude's a regular Jekyll and



Hyde. Another thought struck him |'mdying of heat in what |'ve got on. How
does she do that? Because she probably has another ten | ayers on under that
thick furry stuff. "M Cray, ny daughter Ariadne. Ariadne, the Rhadazi

nmer chant captain, Cray." He says, bless you ny children, and I'lIl pop hi mone
nmysel f. Chris thought confusedly, but then Ariadne | ooked up into his face and
he forgot everything el se

She was no cl assi cal beauty; her face was too dark for that, especially in
this end of the world, in this tine and place. She was pal e honey brown,

t hough, as opposed to true unm xed bl ack; her nouth was |ike her nother's-w de
for that narrow chin. Her eyes were a very deep brown, at the nmonment nostly
pupil, her nose rather surprisingly tipped up at the end. She held herself
quite stiffly; Chris did not dare touch her and doubted that at the nonment she
woul d wel cone any contact whatever. He inclined his head, managed what he
hoped was a decent, reassuring smle. It slipped when his gaze noved across
her face. Both high cheekbones were splotchily red, but the left bore the
unm st akabl e print of her father's fingers, and a tiny cut fromone of his
rings. "Mss Ariadne,"” he managed.

"M Cray." She gave hima very graceful and creditable curtsey, but her voice
hel d no expression whatever. Henri Dupret put her fingers into Chris's near
hand and propelled themtoward the priest.

The cerenmony was extrenely brief, all in Latin or French or sone m x of
both-Chris was lost entirely, spoke where and when told to speak. There was a
gl ass of chanpagne he did not want but could not sonehow refuse, and then the
priest was gone, Dupret holding the front door for them the driver stacking a
| arge chest atop the coach and El onzo hol ding the door for them

The di zzi ness had returned, or perhaps events had sinply overwhel ned him He

t hought | ater he renenbered entering the coach, but coul d never be certain of
it.

He cane back to hinmself with a jolt as the carriage started down the street.
Swal | owed, cleared his throat. "Um Listen."

"No," Ariadne Dupret Cray replied softly; her accent was much nore obvious
than her father's. "You listen. What ny father has done, that cannot be
readi | y undone. Not in Philippe-sur-Mer. But |I tell you this, only once, and
you will pay heed. Do you listen? Good. Touch ne, in any fashion, at any
time-ever- and I will kill you. Do you hear ne?"

Chris blinked at her, then stared w de-eyed, as Ariadne drew up her skirt and
thrust out her right leg, touched the |eather strap just above her knee and
drew the | ong dagger just enough for himto see netal, then let it back into
the sheath and let her skirts down.

"I hear you," Chris said very softly. He drew a ragged breath. "It's-hot in
here, isn't it?"

"You are drunk," Ariadne said scornfully.

"Not," Christ retorted, stung. He shook his head, flailed out with both hands
to catch at the sides of the coach. "I'mnot drunk; | never drink. | just-" He
licked his upper lip, let his eyelids sag cl osed. The coach jolted on

"Ah, Dieu, no! Wat has he done?" He was suddenly aware of a flat hard little
hand sl apping his cheek. He pried his eyes open to see at |east two of Ariadne
Dupret-Ariadne Dupret Cray, he rem nded hinself dizzily-on her knees, staring
up at himanxiously, or perhaps furiously. Her face seenmed pal er than when
he'd first seen her.

She pushed his eyelid up, felt his face and pressed her hand agai nst the pul se
in his throat, then caught at her hair with both hands. "I see it all. Loving,
adoring father, my curse upon you!" She swore in French, then was abruptly
silent. "Pull yourself together, M Cray-as nuch as you can; we near the inn

nmy bel oved father named to his coachman. You nust wal k or you will never see a
second day, do you understand ne?"
"Wal k," Chris nmuttered, and after a nonment nodded. "I can do that, if | have

to. | think. Wy?"
"Why? Because, you great fool, otherw se he has already killed us both!"



Chapter 3

Jennifer stood at the wi ndow of her office, eyes fixed on the curved pattern
of raked white stone in her Japanese-style gar-den. Behind her, Chris's voice
droned on, his nonotone at wild contrast with his outrageous story. Better

she decided, to keep her face averted until she could keep the shock from
showing. Call it surprise; sounds better. The exercise in semantics didn't
hel p nuch. Whatever, it would of course help Chris get the words out, not
having to neet her eye. The useful stuff you pick up in a law office. Last
time she'd used this technique, she'd been trying to pry the truth froma

weal thy corporate client's teenage son who'd been picked up on a DUI. Nice
conparison. Chris would love it-not, as he'd say hinmself. She bite the corners
of her nouth, fought the sudden urge to laugh out loud. Chris wouldn't see the
hunor-the very black hunor-in the situation

Moverent al ong the shaded north edge caught her eye: a flash of deep green

vi sible and then gone into shadow once nore. That is Ariadne; Ariadne, Chris's
wi fe. That was sobering. By itself, that would take sone getting used to, the
nmere concept of Chris as anyone's husband, |et alone this-Ganddaughter to the
second nmost powerful man in France? A genuine royal ? My God, she thought
reverently. The rest of it-everything he'd told her thus far-really-was goi ng
to weigh heavily on her renowned ability to stay cal munder trying

ci rcunst ances.

It was certainly telling on Chris. "CGod, | can't believe |I passed out on her
Real |y gross, you know? Even if it wasn't 'cause | was soused. Actually, |
lost tine all over the place, | think |I renenber nost of the stuff at Dupret's

house, but it's nore like it was an old TV novie of the week or one of those
rich-pig night-time soap operas one of nmy girlfriends got hung up on. And then
the cerermony. | knew it was gonna cone back to haunt me, but at the tinme |
couldn't do thing one except go along with whatever Dupret and that poor
spooked priest said. Did | mention he was probably gonna kill me and dunp the
body in the harbor if | just said no?" Jennifer glanced at him turned away
again. After a nonent she nodded. "Right. Look, |I'maware how insane all this
sounds, even for ne. | guess you had to be there, see his face, listen to him
the guy's a nut-case, okay? Unfortunately, he isn't just your average

i sl and- hoppi ng guy who owns one busted-up ship, he's |like Somebody. He can get
away with damm near anything, including probably killing people. She says he
can, and | believe her."

He cleared his throat. "She says we drank chanpagne after the whol e thing was
over with-the mm oh, hell, you know, the priest thing." H s voice sounded
suddenly strangl ed, and Jennifer felt a snmle tug at the corners of her nouth.
Chris hadn't ever had a problemwith the "ni' word, that she'd known; under
present circunstances, though ... "Well, | guess that's what he put the stuff
in," her nephew went on flatly. "The Zero. In the chanpagne. Because, next
thing I know, we're in Dupret's fancy carriage cruising along one of the
streets down by the waterfront, on our way to Eddie's and my hotel, and she's
on her knees on the seat, slapping me around and calling me every kind of
dammed fool there is." He considered this briefly, then |aughed. "Woa, you

t hought some of nom s ol d boyfriends could cuss!™”

"I"'mso pleased to hear she has unique talents,"” Jennifer said dryly.

"Yeah, right, thanks Jen. Chill, okay? Eddi e says he never saw anyone so
scared in his life as what she was-except him when she told himwhat her old
man did. He says | was like utterly gray all over and my eyes were going three
different directions at once."

"How s he doi ng?" Jennifer asked.

"Eddi e? On, he's just fine. Down in Podhru chinning with Afronsan, and Ernie's



supposed to get in the next day or so, so we can all get together, neeting of
t he board, you know." He | aughed, rather self-consciously. "Yeah, right.
Anyway, Eddie's a fat lot of help, he just says it served nme right for
ignoring him and at |least |I-urgh-won a wife with brains."

"And has she?"

"Hey, ask Eddie, he's the one who was there; | was trashed, renmenber? But he
said she was like rully inpressive. Like, she got nme outa the coach just like
everything was okay and | was a little drunk maybe but God's gift to wonen
anyway-that was to get rid of her old man's driver, nake himthink everything
was how they wanted it." Jennifer turned and frowned at him Chris waved a
hand. "I know, clear as nud. Hang in there, it gets worse. Anyway, she gets
Eddi e aside, tells himwhat's up, chases himup to pack our stuff while she
goes in to butter up our hard-

nearly cooing, ready to do anything for her-including send Dupret the bill for
our roomat the Parrot and forward her trunks to the ritziest hotel on the
mai n road, when they show up. That's classic m sdirection, okay? In case you
hadn't figured. Dupret apparently didn't, anyway, that's later

"Somewhere after that, we're in this public carriage, and she's got sone
really disgusting stuff froma druggi st-Eddi e says, anyway, | think it tasted
like gutter water-and she's cussing me out for a stubborn whatchit and pouring
the stuff down ny throat.

"Somewhere after that, Eddie had to haul me out into an alley to puke-1 do
renenber that part, damit, | hate tossing ny cookies, you know?" he added
feelingly. "Next thing 1 know after that, Eddie's sitting next to me in this
filthy little hole of a cabin on a ship halfway back to the mainland. And
Ariadne's next door, trunks and all, and we're on our way home. Um here.
Rhadaz. And | was so seasick the whole way through the isthnus and up the |eft
coast, | thought 1 would die."

Jennifer stirred, glanced at him Chris sprawled in her chair, long | egs
crossed, feet propped on the corner of her desk; he spread his arns w de and
| ooked up at her as if to say, end of story. His face was utterly
expressionless. Gve nme strength, she thought tiredly. "Chris, have you been
readi ng Rafael Sabatini-or his this-world ilk?

"Il k? Saba--say who?"

"Scar amouche. One of your favorite ol d swashbuckl er nmovi es? Based on a book
if you know what they are ..."

"Didn't this | ecture wear out years ago?" he denmanded of the ceiling. "I know
it's a book, | even read it, | just forgot the guy's nanme. Conpared to the
novi e- boring. "

"Never mind. You're right, the lecture wore out years ago. But you swear you
didn't just-nmake this up from whole cloth?"

"Hey," he growed. "I have a life, remenber? Do | need to make up stuff? Did
ever?"

"Al'l right." She sighed. "Chris, damit! This is insane! You cannot wager at
poker for young wonen, under any circunstances! Don't you know ?"

He snorted, silencing her. "Hey, cone on! This is me, renenber? You think
haven't been beating nyself over the head ever since the whole nmess went down?
And weren't you listening? It was not ny idea! But you think it's the done
thing even in French Jamaica? Well, for your information, it isn't, all right?
And you want to guess what she's been thinking, all the way from her house to
here? It's like-what'd the Spaniard in that novie say? 'Humiliations galore.'
The poor girl barely speaks to me, and | really cannot blame her!"

"But she still saved your life-I don't understand.”

"Makes two of us who don't figure; all she had to do was |let ne croak and
split before the old man's goons showed up. Hey, |'ve given up trying to sort
it out, | got enough problens."

"I'f you croaked, where could she go? Try sorting again, just for aunty,"”
Jennifer cooed. Chris cast her a dirty look; the fingers of one hand drummed
the surface of her desk.



"Al'l right. | was trying to get in Dupret's good graces. M stake, don't bother
to tell me, okay? And apparently sonebody fromthe bar slipped me sonething in
nmy orange juice while we were playing; Dupret obviously arranged that ahead of
time." Jennifer sinply gazed at him Chris's nouth quirked, and he cast his
eyes ceilingward. "Jen. G nme a break, this is ne, okay? | was not boozing

not in a spot like that, but | don't chug anyway, and that night | was not
drinki ng anythi ng but squi shed oranges. Besides, would | get drunk, pull a
trick like that with her, and then conme here first thing and try to pull a
line like this on you?"

Jennifer sighed. "All right, point taken. You weren't drinking, and of course
| really do know you woul dn't have accepted a bet like that if you were

cl ear-headed at the tinme. So now what ?"

"Hey, why do you think 1 came here instead of taking her home to neet Mn®"
"That one's easy. You got in way too deep and need me to pull you out-and
think for you while I"'mat it. In other words; what else is new?"

"You're so nice, Jen, thank you very nuch," Chris retorted sourly. "Lookit.
She isn't talking to me much, but what little she's said, way she figures it
is Dupret probably had Eddi e tagged fromday one, so | got tarred with the
sane brush when | showed. | think he knew about ne, and that marked Eddie.
What ever. We haven't exactly been strangers in that part of the world, |ast
few years, and gossip about what new people are up to gets around fast. And
all those questions Eddie asks ..."

"And you don't exactly blend in, M. Cray," Jennifer pointed out.

"Tell me another. You know, | warned Eddie," Chris added peevishly. "I said,
don't get down on the docks, don't ask all the pointy questions and damit,
don't get too close to this drug-running stuff. | told himit wasn't safe!"

"I'"l1l bet he knows now, doesn't he? You notice how much restraint |'musing
not tarring you with this same brush?"

"Ckay, | got cocky. So | paid, in major spades." He considered this, nmade a
wy face. "Sorry, | rully didn't plan that. Anyway, um Ari-Ariadne. | guess
she was already in heavy dutch with the old man for a buncha stuff."

"Such as-?"

"Ch, like, girls in that class are supposed to be-nice, subm ssive,
foo-foo-girl stuff, you know And she's got this tenper, she doesn't just say,
"Qui, Daddikins, as you wish.' And then he's picked her out a husband little
whi | e back, pal of his, the dude's noble but he's also three times her age and
size, and she said like, 'Death first.' But she says she already had found out
stuff about the Zero trade. Well, it ain't illegal out there, and who'd try to
put a Duke's kid in jail? But it's this ego thing for him he's supposed to be
filthy rich, Daddy's noney and his plantation, and she says he's really pretty
cash-poor. So he's keeping up the illusion of Daddy's noney and weal t hy

pl antati ons by doing the Zero thing." He stretched, folded his hands behind
his neck, and resettled his feet on the corner of her desk. "Boy, you think
pul | dumb stunts, what d'you think she did? Only goes up to her old man and
says, like, 'Cancel the ancient fat boy for a husband bit and | won't drop a
dime to your buddi es about where the bucks come from' You know, any girl back
hone who'd ever seen any TV at all would never pull that, even on her own dad,
it's just begging to get offed, you know?"

"You-wait, let ne think about this a minute." Jennifer turned back to the

wi ndow, rolled her eyes ceilingward, then closed them God, what a can of

wor ns! No ot her thought came. "You think he'd what-have forced her to nmarry
this friend anyway? O just tossed her out a high wi ndow and said, 'Oopsie!"?"

"Probably the latter. O dragged her |unch, shoved her in a crate and sent her
out to sea for a trip halfway to France. | know he can do the weepy bit, he
was crying over her mom did | tell you that?" Jennifer nodded. "And Ariadne
says the woman spent half her time applying cosnetics to cover the braises.
You figure. But, you know what?" Chris went on in an even nore aggrieved
voice. "All Mms hairball boyfriends back in L. A, and all the creepy dudes
|'ve seen since we cane here, |'ve never seen anything |like Dupret, he totally



floors me. | mean, he just isn't real. No one can be that goofy, 1 swear."
"Sure they can. Ever heard of schizophrenia?"

"Isn't that. He's too in control. It isn't nmultiple personality, either."
"When did you take psych?"

"Hey, | used to watch the TV nmovies, you know? Get bored enough, you'll watch
damm near anything."

"Real ly."

"Really. Chill, okay? | tried to figure him | sure had enough tinme on the
trip home, what Eddie got us for passage out of Philippe-sur-Mr was the

sl owest, dunpiest Dutch tub you ever saw. And then | thought we'd never find
anyt hi ng goi ng west out of the |ake, and they'd be fishing all three of us out
of the drink-where was |?"

"Dupret,"” Jennifer reminded himmldly.

"Yeah, Dupret." Chris sighed. "You try. Real tears, | swear, but he didn't
marry Ari's nmother. | mean, even if she was so-called inferior stock because
of being indentured and from Africa, who's gonna tell sonmeone |like that he
can't marry whatever girl he likes? Even if daddy said forget it, he's clear
across the Atlantic, how d he know?"

"Hi s ships aren't, are they? Daddy coul d' ve threatened to cut off the noney,
or maybe Dupret's cronies wouldn't ever play cards with himagain, you already
said he'd lose status if they found out he was making his fortune selling
drags."

"I guess. Hell, some such crap. Bottomline is, he didn't marry her. Ckay, the
worman was bl ack and she canme over on one of those five-year things where you
have to work off the cost of passage, and he paid the indenture off, took her
out of the fields or his factory or whatever. So Ariadne's illegitimte."
Jennifer glanced at himsharply; Chris was staring at his hands and didn't
notice. After a nonent he sighed and went on. "He cried all over her after
the-the priest bit." Jennifer cleared her throat.

"Al'l right," he stirred and cast her an irritated glance, "the narriage
cerenony, you like that better? Like he really cared. And then, |I'm downstairs
and | can hear himslapping her around up there-jeez, it was bad." "Chris-"
"Let me finish, get it put, okay? Then you can yell at ne all at once. The
whol e tine he was so weird, one mnute he's acting like we're both wild to do
this married thing, the next it's like he's gonna strangle nme on the spot or
throw her down the stairs, and the servants are acting like nothing at all is
out of the ordinary."

"It probably wasn't. But what he feels for a daughter m ght not have much to
do with whether he married her nother or not, Chris," Jennifer said mldly.
"Ch, sure. Did | tell you he threatened to give her to-never mnd. But trying
to fix her up with his best buddy, the guy'd crush her first night." Chris

swal | owed and went red to his hair- § line. "Anyway," he nuttered. "It
wasn't-wasn't the virgin thing or the ny-little-girl crap. Just-just weird,
okay? And all | could think is, the guy has to have pistols in fancy wood

cases, half a dozen sets, he openly wears a dueling sword and | bet he keeps
daggers in his boots. And his manservants are the size of sone of those guys
on TV westling, or the guy that was the brute squad in that novie you and
went to see just before we-ah- came here? We are talking three tines ny size,
t hank you, his coach driver coulda broke ne in half w thout working up a
sweat. This is not sonmething | cone up against very often; even if |'d been
totally straight, | would not have been any better off." Jennifer |ooked over
her nephewall six-foot, superbly nuscled-plus of him and nodded. "I don't
suppose you do find that often. But you sure don't |ook |ike anybody's
victim"

"Sure | don't. Never." He drove his hands through his hair, stopped suddenly
and carefully combed it back into place with his fingers. "Jeez. You should
have seen her face, first look at her I got. My God, | never saw anything so



gor geous, not even nmagazi ne nodels or-remenber that cute little thing | used
to watch on that beach TV series? | forget her nane," he added in nild
surprise. "What could I say, though? He's lurking over our shoul ders, al
those servants and that priest right there. And it was |ike she was the Queen
of France herself. She didn't nmeet my eyes, not once, she didn't say a word
except what they made her say. God, | felt so | ow

"Anyway, the whole tinme Dupret's weeping over his baby and glaring threats at
nme, babbling over the happy couple, and nmaking certain the priest does a solid
job of it, and at the sane tine he's worked out this absolutely Gothic,
convoluted plot to nmake it | ook |ike she poisoned ne on our weddi ng night
rather than sleep with ne, then killed herself so they wouldn't execute her
for murder-or have to go back to daddy, even she isn't sure which, but she
says probably Dupret's goons were gonna break into our roomat the Parrot once
| was safely dead or at |least out of it, then hang her fromthe rafters.”
"They assuned she wouldn't notice what was wong with you, and just tamely go
with you-?"

"She was supposed to think | was dead drunk; | |ooked dead drunk, and | sure
felt it. So? She's a girl; they aren't expected to think in Dupret's end of
the world. He probably figures if she's dunmb enough to threaten himabout his
Zero traffic, she isn't bright enough to figure out what he's doing, okay?

Al so, that's what the coach driver was for, the brute to 'help' her help ne
upstairs, he'd probably have done us both right then if she'd | ooked
suspi ci ous. What nere innkeeper's gonna argue with a nobl eman's servant,
especially one the size of Detroit?"

"Too many Errol Flynn nmovies, kid."

"Yeah, I'mso sure, right. Shaddup and let me finish, okay? After that, of
course, they'd find Eddie and dunmp himin the harbor. You figure sonmeone |ike
that. And you figure how nuch chance | had of wal king once the dude found ne
on the docks and made his offer on sugar, okay?"

"Which neeting we won't tal k about because | think we've covered that ground
before. Chris, all the things you tell Eddie about drug trafficking. Do you
ever listen to yoursel f?"

"Hey. Chill, lady, I'mwhere | gotta be, doing what | gotta, Okay? You want
Rhadaz to wind up the new China at the end of the opiumwars wth Engl and?
Forget it, okay? Also, end of story."

"You aren't the only person who coul d-oh, all right, we've chewed this cabbage
enough tinmes, and neither one of us shifts an inch, end of story."

She glared at him no use. Chris grinned and rel axed back into the chair.

"C nmon, Jen, pick your grouches, all right? You can't be pissed at nme for
everything, all at once-"

"Bets?" Jennifer demanded sweetly. He waved that aside.

"Who el se in (his chunk of dirt has any notion of what m ght

be going on out there? After five hundred years of isolation, they don't even

know about guns, safe milk, steam engines, freezers ... all right, don't | ook
at me like that. But this isn't twentieth-century L. A, |lady; where else are
you gonna find someone with the ail-American hair to nail a Duke here? Long as
he's been hanging out with nme, Eddie still can't do that. And Dupret, hey

there he is, offspring of the Duc D Olean, a la |anterne, and all that,
except they haven't done the Bastille bit and the foll owp over there in this

worl d, worse luck for ne. You know, nobles still run things, so does the King.
| guess, too many Mbors hangi ng around the Spani sh-French border for too nany
years. Well, if I got it right, anyway." He glanced at Jennifer, grinned
again. 'Put the stone face away, | know, you don't care about the history,

ri ght?"

"To quote soneone, | have a life. And no spare time for playing with world
history with everything else I'm doing."

"Trust ne. | could not |eave Ariadne there with the old bastard, and once the

priest did the man-and-wife bit, | couldn't have left her behind at all, even



if 1'd been running things when we split from Philippe-sur-Mer. Half the ports
along the left coast of the New Gaelic State are rotten with Zero, probably
with Dupret's agents, too. And-well-there's this-this other thing-"

"You married her," Jennifer said flatly. Chris nade a strangled little noise,
t hen sighed heavily. "All right, kiddo. End of |ecture, you net your match and
then some. So you couldn't |eave her, and | can't see you dropping this in
your nother's lap, or her handling it. I'mjust not certain what you want me
to do about it." She tugged at a |ong, |oose strand of hair and thought for
some time. "What could | possibly do to nmake anything better?" Chris sat and
wat ched her, and kept his peace. "Hnmm Al right. How Catholic is she, and
how strong a deal is it to be Catholic in French Janmai ca?"

"Married to the death, near as | can figure," Chris replied gloonmly. "And
beyond. "

"What about an annul nment? You-haven't slept with her-"

"Jeez!" Chris slapped the chair arns, then | ooked up at her. "You better be

ki ddi ng, and even then, you're in hot water, l|ady."

"Yah. Scare me again. \Well?"

"Al'l right. Ask you for help, see what | get. Jen, rally! You think I can talk
to her about things like that? | nean, she barely talks to me at all, she
already thinks I"'ma jerk, you want ne to be an even bigger jerk? Forget it, |
just can't-how can | bring that up!"

"Open your nouth and say the word 'annul ment,' and see what she says. But
you'd rather have me to talk to her for you, that about it?"

He fell back in the chair, pounded one enornous fist against his thigh. "Ch,
hell, Jen! | don't know what | want! And you know what? Maybe if 1'd just
somehow met her, got to know her like a friend, done it the right way, al
that-it mght have worked, for me at least. Well, Dupret put that right out of
the picture, like, for life."

"Maybe not. Are you just throwing in your hand at this point, after what-three
weeks aboard a dunpy ship in separate cabi ns?"

"Hey!

"Well, then. And how old is she?"

He spread his hands, scowl ed at the desk. "Not quite twenty-1 think. It didn't
really come up, but she | ooks about twenty. A d enough to be considered past
it in her dad's class, except Dupret has all these buddies who like 'em
young." He considered this, made a face. "CGod! That is so totally disgusting!"
"Never mind. It happens in our own world, too; think about who buys time with
all those teenage hookers." Chris glanced up at her and if possible went even
redder. "Well, you spared her that, didn't you? One to you. Is she
intelligent?"

Chris ran both hands through his hair. "Jeez, how should |I know? Hey, don't

| ook at ne like that, okay? She's literate, anyway, and a | ot of the wonen
down there aren't. She thinks on her feet, way she got us out of that inn, got
the right crud down into ne, got all three of us off the island w thout
getting caught by her old man."

"I"d call that at least clever. So tell me, why would an intelligent wonman
with nost of her life before her hold a grudge agai nst you forever, when she
knows what her father is |ike?"

"Because she's got a block of pride that weighs nore than I

do, okay? And-sure, if | were her, 1'd be royally insulted, too.

CGetting traded at poker, for God's sake." He shifted inpatiently.

Look, this is all beside the point. Wich is, Eddie and | need to

get back to the Caribbean, you know?"

"I think she didn't feed you the nasty goo in time, kid; you must have urfed
up all your brains along with her antidote."

He snorted. "Yeah, sure, really cute, lady. | gotta go back, okay? Take the
argunent, loop it on the tape one nore tinme. Never mind |I'mthe best choice
for the Zero-watch, | have a lot of |oose ends |eft out there, real business

stuff. The Chief Dude's typewiters, for one thing. And | have a | ast bunch of



paperwork to run through with the guy in Florida before we can even think
about refrigeration, which in case you forgot means freezers, fridges, nmaybe

even air-conditioning-well, maybe." He considered this, shrugged. "And-"
Jenni fer waved both hands wildly. "Spare ne. Your business is worse than the
history | essons; | get enough of it fromthe contract end."

"Yah. Look, one of these days, when |I know enough of the people | trade with
wel I enough, and |I'm bored with spending half ny Iife on ships and the other
hal f in grubby port cities, I'll be able to set up branch offices, hire dudes
I trust and run things fromthat place in the nountains. Particularly after we
get tel egraph between us and the Mer Khani and the French run it down through
the Gaelic States. You notice how much restraint |I'musing not nentioning
railroad? Anyway, for now, if | don't get ny backside out there soon, deals
are gonna start falling through; it's tricky, renenber?"

"You tell ne often enough."

"Well, it is. Trust ne. Don't look at nme like that, okay? But we can't take
Ariadne with us. You think | feel bad now, being the guy who got sucked into
Dupret's little plot, think about if she gets nurdered 'cause she was with us
and we got rousted by her old man."

"I remnd nyself that | have prom sed not to | ecture you any nore on the

subj ect of getting rousted by anyone,"” Jennifer said mldly. She turned away
fromthe window to look at him Chris gazed back at her rather anxiously. She
sighed finally and sat on the corner of the desk, shoving aside papers and his
| arge, booted feet to make room for herself. "Tell you what. I'Il talk to her
| don't guarantee anything, though."

"That's enough, | knowit. Hey. Thanks."

Silence. Jennifer finally broke it. "Have you even thought about what you're
going to tell Robyn?"

"I"'mgoing to pretend | never even heard of anyone naned Robyn, okay? You want
to stay nmy pal, you won't bring up anyone naned Robyn, either." He sighed, |et
his feet dowmn with two floor-shaking clonps, stood up and gave her a crooked
grin. "All right. So, hey, Jen, cone on down to your fancy Oiental rock
garden, |, uh, I1'd like to have you neet ny-wife."

ARI ADNE had di scovered Jennifer's hammock in the shade under flowering bushes
and a tree, and was a slender, still shape in its shadows. But as footsteps
scrunched in the nearby gravel, she cane swiftly to her feet, and was

snoot hing her dark green velvet skirts when Jennifer and Chris cane around the
smal | fountain. Jennifer smled, held out her hands as Chris rather nervously
performed the introductions. Ariadne gazed at the proffered fingers with

vi si bl e doubt, then took themin her own. She woul d have curtseyed but

Jenni fer shook her head and said in English, "I don't need that. Not from
famly." She gl anced beyond the girl's shoulder to nmeet Chris's eyes. He
cleared his throat.

"Well, okay. I'll-uh-1"ve got to-" He shrugged, smiled at Jennifer, sent his
eyes sideways hel plessly, then turned and practically ran back inside.

"Fam ly," Ariadne said thoughtfully. Her English was French-accented but
under st andabl e. "You are the sister of the nother- the aunt of Chris?"

"Hi s aunt, yes."

And-this is your hone? Your Duchy, Chris says?" Jennifer nodded. "You live
here, you rule this hot and dry place? | would go nmad."

"It gets to ne-bothers ne, sonmetinmes. That's one reason for this garden. But
you might do better in a dress that isn't quite so, ah-heavy," Jennifer said
doubtfully. Ariadne freed her hands and snoot hed the vel vet.

"But this is the best ny-ny father"-she nearly spat the word-"ever had sewn
for me. What less would | wear to neet the tante of Chris?"

"OfF course." Chris was right; the girl had a towering pride. Jennifer thought
it was at |least half insecurity, and understandably so, if Dupret was a third
of what Chris made him She smiled. "It | ooks |lovely on you, that shade of
green and that style. But if you stay in Sikkre very long, you m ght prefer
the I ocal fashion." She indicated her own dress, a blue gauzy cotton that fel



nearly to her ankles froma high and intricately enbroi dered wai st band.
Ariadne studied the garnment rather doubtfully. Probably it resenbl ed what she
wore to bed, nothing for m xed conmpany or daylight hours outside her roons.
"But-do we stay here for so | ong?"

"You haven't asked Chris?"

The girl spread her arns wi de; her mouth twi sted. "How do | ask him such

t hi ngs?"

Jennifer smled. "He's not that difficult to talk to. But why don't we go

i ndoors, find sonething for you to drink, and get out of the heat?"

"As it pleases you," Ariadne said and inclined her head.

SHE was polite but distant as they wal ked into the pal ace and down stuffy,
overly warm halls, but clapped her hands together and exclained in delight
over the famly dining roomwith its fountains and pools.

"It's probably ny favorite roomin this whole oversized barn of a place,”
Jennifer said. "W spent nost of our time in here, in this kind of weather-or
in that garden where you just were." To her eye, Ariadne was scarcely a
beauty; Chris nmust see sonething she did not. She was a striking type: high
cheekbones, dark eyes, thick blue-black hair with a natural tight wave that
Jennifer envied. But her face was too thin, her mouth too promi nent and overly
wi de, her chin too pointed and her nose too broad for classic beauty. She was
truly a small young wonman, much shorter and finer-boned than Jennifer; her
hands and feet were extrenely small. Barbie doll, Jennifer thought; she put

t he t hought aside as unworthy, the tall and gawky envi ous of the small and
perfectly forned. She wouldn't dare ever let the "B'" word slip to Chris.
Jennifer considered this, bit the corners of her nouth and carefully stifled a
grin.

Ari adne wal ked around the dining hall, let her fingers trail in the water,
peered curiously at the wall of water that cascaded near the main entry while
Jennifer rang for a cool drink and for sone of the plain little cakes the
kitchen made in an attenpt at cookies. Ariadne cane and sat rather gingerly
when the serving wonan returned with a tray; she took the offered cup,
accepted a plate and a square of linen to protect her velvet skirts. "Well, k"
Jennifer said finally and raised her cup. "To new fanily." The girl gave her a
bl ank | ook. "Well-or not, if you' d rather not be considered fanmly."

"I do not understand." Ariadne had picked up the cup and gazed doubtfully at
it. Now she set it down with a clink and the set of her shoul ders was wary and
tight.

"Al'l this, these past days," Jennifer said evenly. "Including Chris.
Particularly Chris, in fact." Ariadne firmed her |ips together and shook her
head. Jennifer made an inelegant little noise and | eaned forward on her

el bows. "Look, | don't doubt you've had it tough, what Chris has told nme about
your father. But that's behind you now, isn't it? One way or another?"

Silence. "Believe ne, I1'd be ready to kill if |I'd been bought and sold over a
card gane; you aren't the only one. But Chris didn't do that to you on
pur pose. "

"You cannot -"
"Can't what?" Jennifer asked pointedly. Ariadne shrugged and | et her eyes drop
to the full cup in front of her. "Ariadne, you' ve m sjudged the boy. Though

God knows, | can't blame you under the circunstances.”

"He's told you-what?" Ariadne whispered.

"Everything he knows. Still, | can see that wouldn't tell nme what you think."
Silence. Jennifer cleared her throat and tried again. "I know Dupret is

abusi ve and the marriage wasn't your idea. And that you don't dare go hone,
and why. Like it or not, you're either on your own or you're stuck with us-for
now, anyway." She waited. The girl nodded once, sharply. Her eyes remmined
fixed on her lap. "I don't envy you the situation one bit. | can at | east
listen if you want to talk."



"Tal k," Ariadne said scornfully. "Wat use is tal k? When everything has

al ready happened? What does tal k change?"

"What use? Who knows? Maybe it m ght be there's nothing | can say or do to
hel p you, but | can't do one damed thing if you won't talk to nme at all."
Silence. "l don't say that just because |I'malso a wonan, |'l|l be easier to
talk to than either Chris or Eddie. But it's worth a try, isn't it?" She sat
back, folded her arms and waited. The girl turned her head and gazed

t houghtfully at the pool on her left, tipped it the other way and stared at-or
nore |ikely beyond-Dahven's enpty chair. The silence stretched.

Finally she picked up the cup and sipped cautiously, then set it aside once
nmore. "All right, yes. To speak to soneone, |-1 have had no one, not even the
priest-ny father's man!-all these days. The words are a |unp, here." She
struck just below her ribs with one small fist; her eyes were furious. "And

t hi nk perhaps you-1 heard those two, you know, Chris and his friend. They
spoke often of you on the journey here; both of themwere certain you could
make the problens better. Mne, theirs-1 do not know which they neant. But
Chris said to me that you have sense-are sensible,"” she amended carefully. She
gazed at Jennifer searchingly for sone nonments. "You look |ike such a woman, a
sensi bl e woman, now that | nyself see you."

"Well, | try to be. Keep in mnd that sonmetines it's easier to be sensible
when you aren't personally involved in events."

Ariadne let her refill the cup and took a sip, considered this, then nodded
agai n.

LATER, while Ariadne was dressing for the evening nmeal, Jennifer sent for
Chris and net himin the |arge garden beyond the famly apartnments and the old
parade ground, next to the fish pool where she'd nearly been drowned. "You had
one thing right, kiddo; she is a proud young wonan-but it's not fanmly pride;
she called her father a few choice things that-well, I'mglad ny French is

hi gh- school textbook stuff." "Told you she could cuss," Chris said. "Sound
proud of it, why don't you? She says the old Duc is a pirate and she hopes he
fries."” "You' re paraphrasing, right?" "You listening, junior?" Jennifer
crossed her arms. "Wat, you getting auntly or just surly in your old age?
Must be this kid you're building, turning you into a grownup or sonething."
She aimed a swing at his ear; he grinned and ducked with the ease of |ong
practice. "So-what do | do?"

"You go slow with her, act like you' re acquaintances with a chance of beconing
friends, take it one slow step at a tine."

"Rully, Ann Landers," Chris said sarcastically. "So, |ook, does she know I'm
goi ng w t hout her?"

"You can tell her that part; | didn't get a chance. W tal ked about Dupret and
about you and that whole mess and it took a lot of tine; the kitchen staff
finally had to chase us out so they could ready the place for dinner. She
didn't say nmuch directly about you or the marriage, but she's truly troubled
by how you view t he whol e situation, what you think about her personally."
"Wait." Chris got to his feet and paced back and forth. "You nean-she's pissed
at me because | was the guy her old man picked on? He | oaded ny hand while

was goofy! Didn't you tell her?"

"You think that matters?"

"It does to ne! But what, she's pissed because | know she's got an old man
who' d use his kid for an ante?"

"Not pissed. She is upset. Wuldn't you be?"

"How shoul d I know? No one's staked ne on a hand of draw lately, you know"
Jenni fer shook her head. "Try it this way: Renmenber when the Chol ani nomads
grabbed you and beat your feet to twi n pul ps?"

"Ch, thanks very nuch for rem nding ne about that happy little Kodak nonent,
like | could ever-" He stopped abruptly, turned to stare at her. "Hang on. You
mean, |ike, she's ashamed? Like it was her fault that happened?"

"Well, weren't you enbarrassed to have anyone know?" Jennifer asked



reasonably. "It's a common enough reaction. Think about it. Something she did
say, though; about Dupret's tenper. She says one of his personal servants told
her the man has the Mborish disease. Now, unless |I'mvery mstaken-" Chris
frowned as her voice trailed off; he snapped his fingers then

"You mean, |ike Shakespeare's French di sease?" Jennifer nodded. "Yeah-wld
tenmper and nood swi ngs the size of Baltinore? Second-stage syphilis?

don't-but | do believe it, it fits. At |least-"

"She only knows what this Peronne told her. It's not exactly a dinner topic in
this world, either."

"Sure," Chris growed. "You pass it on or pick it up, but you don't talk about
it. Nice." He stared blankly toward the center of the fish pond, finally shook
hinself. "I don't know | nean, he's sot the npod swings |like they say Henry
VIl had, and the tenper and | read sone horse-race nurder nystery back when
the bad guy had it-Dupret's a lot |ike that guy was, but that was fiction, you
know? All the magic in this world, you don't find a lot of that kind of

di sease goi ng around-not where the French run things, at |east; they have ways
to cure it. | really don't know the local STD s-of course, Eddie might."
"Spare ne," Jennifer said dryly, "discussions of your sex life, : Eddie's.

Pl ease. About the other thing, Chris. She's strongly Catholic, or so she says.
She wanted to know i f you had put nme up to broaching her beliefs, prelimnary
to getting rid of her." She | ooked at him Chris sighed and | ooked back. "Kid,
you have got to talk to her. | told her you don't bite, that you aren't just
going to dunp her on a back road and run, or anything like that. | also
assured her that you don't rape nice young wonen, even those you have a
church-given right to junp."

Chris groaned and buried his face in his hands. "Ch, hey. Thanks for
everything. Can | just die now?"

"I"mserious. You think she hasn't expected you to assert your so-called
conjugal rights since the first night? Any man where she cones from
automatically woul d assunme-oh, hell, Chris, say sonething to her, damit! Just
plain old sit down and talk to her, why don't you? It's not like you to skirt
i ssues. "

"This isn't issues,” he nunbl ed between his hands. "This is Ariadne and-and-"
"Chris, don't you dare start off on the wong foot with this young wonan,
it'll ruin both of you on each other for life." He shook his head; blond hair
flew "l am serious. You said something earlier about having no chance with
her. Well, you won't have if you don't talk to her-and listen to her."

"Sure. Right. No, really.” Chris sighed. "I know you're right It's just-well,
never mnd. | don't suppose we're eating anytine tonight, are we?"

"I"'mglad to hear the drugs didn't conpletely mangle you. kid." Jennifer
pul | ed out her watch. "In not quite an hour, the staff is fixing sonething
special, in honor of, as they say. | still haven't changed, and you reek from
here. Go rinse off, pretty up. Even Dahven's dressing up tonight; he'd never
do that for nmerely nme."

"Yeah, sure." Chris cleared his throat. "Hey, |ook. Thanks. ] shouldn't have
put you in a spot like that, | guess-"

"What |'mfor, kid. And you know damed well you intended to do just that al
al ong." She gave him a shove, then flapped her hands at him "Go on, shoo, in.
You haven't got that |ong before they start bringing the food up."

ARI ADNE now wore a plain emerald green skirt of something noved like silk when
she wal ked, and a lowthroated white shir waist neatly edged in a thin band of
sinmple lace; her hair was caught back in a narrow green and gold ribbon, and
pl ain pearl and gold drops hung from her ears. Dahven bowed | ow over her hand
but ot herwi se made no great fuss, which seened to please [ her. Chris appeared
right behind her, in the narrow trousers, vest and white ruffled shirt.

Jenni fer wi nked gravely as he passed her and murrnured, "Errol who?"

He flushed right to his hairline, though he | ooked pl eased he held out a chair
for Ariadne. But he nunbl ed out of the corner of his mouth, "Yeah, right,
really cute, |lady. Shut up, okay?"



Ari adne eyed him sidelong as he dropped into the chair next to her, then
turned her attention to her food.

Her appetite was heal thy, Jennifer thought, and was glad to see it. It
couldn't be usual in a woman of her breeding-it wouldn't have been in her own
worl d a hundred years earlier, or even in her own time. Chris was politeness
itself at the table, unusual for himwithin a fanily setting; his manners were
i npeccabl e. He hel ped her to various things, said please and thank you at al
possi bl e proper nonents, refilled her w neglass. Using manners to Keep his

di stance, Jennifer decided. H's appetite hadn't suffered at all, but nothing
ever seemed to harm Chris's ability to put away a huge neal. The kitchen staff
woul d be del i ght ed.

Two of the wonen came to clear what was left of the cold nmeats and bread; two
ot hers brought bowl s of cool fruit and cake, a flask of pale apricot sweet
wine to go with the dessert. Ariadne sanpled this doubtfully, then smled and
dug in. Chris ricked up his own spoon. Dahven swall owed a bite of dessert,
washed it dowmn with wine and said, "So, Chris. Are you going straight back to
sea fromhere, or were you planning on a trip to Zelharri first? Robyn is
expecting you, isn't she?"

Chris snorted. "Jeez, dude, practice your English on another subject, wll
you?" Ariadne cast hima startled glance, transferred | to Dahven. Both nen
were grinning. She shrugged and went back to her food. "She's not. So, | don't
know. But | haven't heard anything since | was there last time, when Lialla
was futzing around in that village and the whole fort was utterly nuts. If
it's still that bad we're staying right here, keep Jen off the streets and out
of trouble for a while."

Dahven set his cup aside. "You haven't heard-you didn't tell urn the |atest
news, Jen?" Jennifer shook her head.

"There hasn't exactly been tine."

Latest?" Chris asked warily. Jennifer shook her head again, very firmy, and
si pped at the spoonful of dessert w ne Siohan and the mdwi fe allowed her
washed it down with water. Dahven gave a brief, succinct outline of the |atest
letters and telegrams, including Lialla's note to Jen. Chris groaned and set
his spoon down with a hard clink

"God. I'Il murder that girl."

You have to stand in line, Chris."

"No doubt. That settles it, Momcan conme visit here before

go back to sea. Un," he added hastily as Ariadne set her spoon

aside with el aborate care and turned to | ook squarely at him

"Um that is, | told you about ny nother, right? But | don't renenber if |
nmentioned Lialla-"

Ariadne nerely | ooked at hi mexpressionlessly for some nonments; his voice
trailed off. The silence stretched. But as Chris opened his nmouth, she held up
a hand. "Be still and let ne think of this-think on this." Another deadly
little silence between them Dahven, his forehead creased in confusion, |ooked
to Jennifer; she shrugged and cast her eyes up. "I see it now You mean to

| eave me here-this place or that one where your nother lives. In this Rhadaz,
somewhere. And then you will than go back to French Jamaica, possibly even to
Phi | i ppe- sur - Mer ?"

"I didn't say that!"

"You did not have to say so, | can see it. You are mad," she said flatly.
"Conpletely mad."

Chris spread his arns wide, nearly knocking over his glass and hers. "Hey,

give me a break! | got caught out one time, ever, in four years, it was an
acci dent!"
"My Father is not an accident! He is a fiend fromHell, and you are a madman

or a fool or both!"
"Look, lady!" Chris replied, topping her but not by nuch. She cl osed her
nmout h, folded her arms, and glared at him Chris flushed. "I nean-Ari adne,



| ookit!"

"I amlooking! And all | see is a fool!"

"I don't have any choice, okay? | have to go, | just happen to have this

busi ness that's gonna fall apart and die if | don't get back to that end of
the world and finish some deals. I'"'mnot going within a long mle of your old
man, okay? And you'll be safe here-"

She beat on the table with a small fist; her spoon rattled in the enpty
porcel ai n dessert bow . Chris stared at her. "After so many years of ny
father, do you think this is a thing | mnmust have-safety! And do you think
cannot tell you lie to ne? Business-lI know nmen conduct business by agents; you
do not go back there for business, unless revenge is business! And | shall be
a widow at not yet twenty!"

"Hey, | amnot going after Henri Dupret! You don't understand that mnuch
English all of a sudden? But so what if he takes ne out? You'll be rid of ne,
won't you?"

"1 do not wish to be a widow at not yet twenty!" Ariadne shouted and pounded
the table with both small fists. "I do not at all look well in black!" The

gl ared at each other; Chris ended the noment by tipping back his head and
breaking into a raucous | augh. "How dare you nock ne!"

"Hey, | swear." Chris got his mrth under control with a visible effort.
"Ariadne. Really and truly, |I do not mock you. | don't |ook so good in bl ood
red, you know? Especially when it's ny blood." She conpressed her |ips once
nore and waited himout. "Look, no one's gonna take me out, |'m not gonna do
any nore parties with your old man and |I' m not drinking anything with anyone
in French Jamai ca 'cause |-amnot-going-there. Okay? | have business in Cuba
and points north, and | don't use agents yet because |I'mthe only guy who
knows what |'m | ooking for, and howto get it. Look, | can explain that to you
another tinme. But | can take care of nyself."

"Do you say," she replied in a silken and dangerously soft voice, "that |
cannot do this? Take care of nysel f?"

"How shoul d I know? Lookit, your old man fights duels, | know his kind, why
would I go | ooking for someone like that? And what could you do if you cane

al ong, grab a sword and run hi mthrough for nme?"

"Yes, | could do that. If you laugh," she added warningly.

"Hey, | remenber the pig-sticker you wore next to your knee first tine | met
you; | wouldn't dare laugh at you."

"You know, " Dahven put in quietly, before either of them could say anything

el se, "he does have a point, Ariadne. Chris does run his business the way he
says, and for the reasons he told you. Al so, he's doing our Enperor a service,
and it's one that could put himin extreme danger w thout nuch warning-as it
did with your father. If he has to protect soneone besides hinself-"

"Protect me? When in all ny life have | ever | ooked to nen for protection? Men
where | come fromare the thing a woman protects against." She | aughed
mrthlessly and | eaped to her feet. "How can | prove to you that | have enough
sense to avoid peril? That | can survive in places where a | esser wonan mi ght
not? | have lived nineteen years in ny father's house, and ny wits and ny
bones are intact. | have better sense for ny own skin than he has for his."
Chris stirred indignantly, but as Ariadne glanced his way he twisted his lips
into a tight knot and rolled his eyes. She nodded once in Chris's direction
her eyes fixed on Dahven. "He tells me you can use a sword. |Is this so?"
Dahven shrugged and said diffidently, "I knowa little about them"

Ariadne smled and sketched hima curtsey. "Yes. And so do I-a little. O
course you have here swords?"

"This is-or was-a garrison, as well as an overlarge and drafty nobl eman's
house, " Dahven replied dryly. "Yes, there are swords. \Wy?"

"Send for them if you will. | shall prove to you, here and now, that | do not
need his protecting.”

“Here and now what?" Chris demanded suspi ciously. She chopped a hand in his
direction for silence; her eyes remained fixed on Dahven's face. Dahven gazed



back at her thoughtfully, then got to his feet.

"It will answer sonme things, certainly. Al right, why not? Chris, go out to
the hall; someone should be there. Have the rack of plain blades brought from
the I ower hall near the kitchens-do you mnd if we go outside, Ariadne?" he
went on blandly. "I prefer not to duel anong the furniture; Jennifer fusses so
when | slice up the chairs.” His eyes were alight, one eyebrow raised. Ariadne
seened to be fighting | aughter. She nodded, |eaned against the table and

| ooked at Chris; he swore under his breath and went. Dahven cast Jennifer a
war ni ng gl ance over the girl's dark head; Jen nerely rolled her eyes
expressively and kept her nouth shut. This had gone conpl etely beyond her.
swear he started the whol e mess on purpose. That would be Iike him to
precipitate a situation and get it over with. Well, it was out of her hands;
let himhandle it. Settle the girl. But Ariadne showed no signs of having had
her bluff called. And why am | suddenly-rem nded of nyself four odd years ago,
ankl e-deep in sand, a nasty |long dagger in ny belt, a six-foot ash staff in ny
hands and nurder in ny eyes? Daring a brute at least twice ny size to cone at
me so | could wipe himout? You did okay, girlfriend, give her a break. She
turned her face away to hide a sudden grin. Robyn was going to absolutely
adore her new daughter-in-law Right.

"I'f you want to change fromthat skirt," Dahven suggested; it broke a |ong but
not unconfortable silence. Ariadne glanced at him at the folds of fabric that
fell towithin a finger's width of the floor, then shook her head.

"In a real fight-not a duel but a real fight-you make do with what you have."
"True enough. Well, then-ah, here we are. Pick what you like; | can use any of
them" Ariadne was al ready wal ki ng around the rack and the benused young
armsman who held it steady. She drew one fancy basket-hilted bl ade partway
fromits resting place, then another, finally settled on a very sl ender rapier
with a plain hilt and | eather-w apped crosspi ece. "Good. | |ike those, too,"
Dahven said cheerfully. Chris nunbled sonmething, fell silent as Jennifer
stepped on his foot and scowl ed at him Dahven ran his eye over the rack, drew
a simlar sword fromnear the end, and bowed rather grandly. "After you, ny
dear young woman. Qut the door and to your right, and then to your left and
down the steps into the courtyard." He followed her, leaving Chris and
Jennifer to cone after

Chris grabbed Jennifer's shoul der when she woul d have wal ked out and hi ssed,
"Look, this is real nuttiness, she's goofy, Ckay? Dupret's insane, and she
inherited it!"

' Maybe not. Leave this to Dahven, why don't you? He's the fam |y dipl omat - not
ei ther of us. Remenber who pulled Aletto down off his high horse on the

subj ect of swords?"

"He won't hurt her, you know "

"Jen! You think that's the point?"

' You dropped the gauntlet, kid, and she picked it up. What did you want her to
do, bat her eyel ashes at you and coo, '\Whatever you want, sweetie' ?" Chris

si ghed heavily.

"Lookit. If she's just gassing, and she | oses, she'll be grimdeath to be
around. Worse than she already is, which is bad enough!" He ran a hand across
his forehead, pushing hair aside, "And if that's the famly diplomat, we're in
troubl e-who brought up this whole nmess over dinner? Wasn't me, renenber?"

"You were planning on pinning a note to her pillow?" Jennifer asked sweetly.
"No, it goes on the pincushion, along with a | ock of your hair-don't you take
a swipe at nme, kiddo; remenber ny delicate condition."

He snorted. "Yah. Delicate. You and a rhino, |ady."

"Dahven won't make her | ook foolish, whatever happens.™

"Sure. Me, too. So what if she's half as good as she thinks she is? I'll never
hear the end of it, you know? And she'll rip ny ears off if | try to | eave her
here." He bowed her broadly into the hall. "Pincushion, ny-"

"Language, child," Jennifer admonished lightly. She | aughed as he nade a very
sour face at her. "But she may have a point, if she's as good as she thinks
she is. Keep in mnd she knows that end of the world better than you do. She



m ght prove useful to you."

"Ch, thank you very nuch,” he replied bitterly. "Just whose side are you on?"
"M ne and Dahven's; has that ever been a secret?" She wal ked into the
still-hot early evening and settled on one of the | ow stone walls flanking the
shal l ow steps that led to the old parade ground. "I am al so renmenbering a
worman who used to hate having nen make a big deal out of hol ding doors and

el evators for her, and sone boy or other who threw fits when anyone tried to
coddl e hi mand one was ne, and the other was you."

"Just swell." Chris threw up his hands, settled onto the opposite wall and
drew up his feet.

A few feet away, Ariadne wal ked back and forth, testing the sword. She turned
back finally and asked, "Are you ready?"

"\Whenever you are."

"Then-1 amready." She bent suddenly sideways and spun the back of her skirts
around her left arm away from her heels, then brought up the sword and

wai ted. Somewhere she'd shed shoes or sandals, and was now bar ef oot .

Dahven brought his blade to ready, touched hers, and quite suddenly | unged.
Ariadne parried, retreated two paces, parried once nore, lunged in turn.

Chris stared, rubbed his eyes in an exaggerated fashion and groaned. "Onh,
jeez. | amjust gonna hate this!"

The girl was undoubtedly good; small but precise in all her novenents, fast
and extrenely light-footed. Jennifer watched a dazzling display of swordpl ay
wi th pleasure, and ignored Chris's nuttered running conmrentary. Dahven
couldn't possibly be pulling his punches, not rmuch, anyway, because his bl ade
was slicing the air and the tip was a blur. But Ariadne was giving back as
good as she got. After several m nutes, she nodded, then stepped back

rel eased her skirts and held out the sword, point down. Dahven took it from
her and bowed gravely. "Quite inpressive, young wonan. | hope you don't feel |
insulted you earlier."

"There was no insult,"” Ariadne said calmy. She didn't even sound particularly

wi nded. "It is a nost rare thing for wonen to do this in French Janai ca
particul arly anmong Father's class. H s man Peronne taught ne in secret-" She
smled widely, her eyes alight with malice. "It was that, or have Father |earn
he was stealing fromthe cellars.” She turned to Chris, and the smle

vani shed. "I will tell you this all at one time, you will do me the courtesy
to listen. I do not need you to take care of nme. | can take care of nyself;
that | still lived when you took ne from Father's house says as much. You say
you go to manage your businesses, but ny father al so has business in many of

t hese pl aces you nane. | know his friends and nmany of his agents by sight, and
you do not. Also, | know sonething about nmy father's trade in the yell ow

powder, and | speak French from chil dhood. Your French is dreadful, your
friend' s worse, and you have no entree to the higher classes of society

wi t hout someone such as ne." She paused expectantly.

Chris laughed shortly. "Swell. But what if your old man's agents and his

of f-i sl and buddi es al ready know you |l eft with one-and why? What if you're a
mark the minute you set foot ashore anywhere down there? You want himto
finish the job he started-on both of us? Because I'd really rather not, okay?"
"You can take care of yourself and avoid him remenber, you said so? If | am
with you, we both avoid him yes? Renmenber, please, that ny father is an

i mportant person in French Janmaica, but that does not make him God, el sewhere;
he is sinply a rich man whose father is noble. But if our paths cross, his and

mne, | owme himfor this shameful thing he did to me. And to you."

"I second that," Chris growed. "I don't like being used-" He stopped abruptly
and flushed. "I nean-"

"I't was not your choice to wed, you have said so," Ariadne broke in flatly. "1
will not remain here in this desert, anong people | do not know, while you go
to get yourself killed."

"Thanks for the vote of confidence." It is nothing." She nust have heard the

sarcasmin his voice; she ignored it. "I do not stay here. | go with you, or
after you, and if the chance cones, then Father is mne, whatever you do



hi s business or his friends."

"One question,” Jennifer said mldly, "before we get conpletely enotionally
out of hand. Who is paying Dupret to raise the drug-or process it or shipit,
or whatever it is he does?"

Ari adne shrugged. "It cones in by foreign ship and it is powder in clay pots
or gourds when he gets it. He has things done to sonme of it in the place where
he distills brandy, and nost of that is shipped out, some |I think to France,
but there are many pl aces his ships stop between Philippe-sur-Mr and Olean.”
Chris snapped his fingers. "In boxes of flavored brandi es?"

"Or rum Some, | think, to ny grandfather's estate. \Were it goes fromthere,
I do not know. | think | renenber something, though, nmy father arguing wth
one of his brother's agents, that they are trying to take nore land to the
east."

"Swell." Chris rubbed his chin, thought for a monment. "I'mawfully tired of
this attitude," he added in a mldly aggrieved voice. "You want |and, you
don't fight for it; you get everybody on the other side wasted and hooked on
drugs, then waltz in and take over. Terrific."

"But my father is not the one sending it here, to Rhadaz. Because none of his
shi ps come here."

"But he could be supplying the English or the Mer Khani. who do cone here.

Great. Terrific. It's still anyone's Zero, and |I'm back at square one."

"A suggestion," Dahven said. "If we have proven whatever various points needed
proving, | left a cup of very nice wine inside, and it's considerably cool er
in there."

Chris sighed heavily. "You are all in league; | swear this isn't fair."

"Life isn't fair, renmenber, kid?" Jennifer said.

"When do | ever get a chance to forget? Al right, all right." He flung his
arms wide, let themdrop. "You cone, too, Ariadne. You can hang around and be
like totally bored while | do deals. okay? Tonorrow we'll go down to the
market and 1'l1 buy you a couple nice skinny swords for a weddi ng present. And
if Dupret gets you after all, I'll put roses on your grave."

Ariadne smled sweetly; the smle fell short of dark, angry eyes. "There w ||
be no need. But | will put themon yours.”

Chris threw up his hands, swore under his breath, and stal ked back into the
hal I .

Chapter 4

THE Gray Fishers caravan reached Hol naddan City at daybreak, just as a pale
yellow sun rose in a rare, clear blue autum sky. The breeze was cool, but
with a hint of the even nore rare heat to come. The | ast wagons cleared the
gates, and Vuhl em s guard; nonents |later the grandnother's cart pulled into

t he shade of two | ow, spreading oaks fronting an enornmously squat two-story
stone building. Her son | eaped fromthe seat to open double doors, then took
the harness to | ead the horses as they bal ked at the darkness inside.

"Cet soneone in here to make light," he shouted to the next wagon in line. "Or
at | east open some shutters; you know what the beasts are |like!" Two sl ender
young wonen in bright billowi ng britches and flying scarves scranbled fromthe
back of the grandnother's cart, each with a fading blue-light, and sprinted
into stale-aired bl ackness. Moments later, clear northern |light flooded the
far end of the area as they undid weat herbeaten shutters, revealing an
enornous single roomused for storage and stabling. The grandnother eased
herself fromthe seat as her son stopped the wagon and began undoi ng the
harness; she stretched cautiously, then crossed the chanber. Near the open

wi ndows, a broad stone staircase went up to nore heavy doors.

"You two, cone with ne," she called out as she wrapped her skirts around one



hand and slowy clinbed. One of the young wonen pressed past her and drew an
enornous key from her pocket as she reached the doors. It went in easily, but
turned hard and with a | oud and horrid screeching of metal on netal. The
doubl e doors separated in the center with another [oud squawk; the grandnot her
shoved them open, then turned to call down, "Anbresar, bring oil for the wards
when you cone! Sil"-she turned back to the young wonman who still held the
key-"go and light the fires, but make certain the flues are clear this tinme-no
nore scorched pigeons in the hearth, thank you!"™ Sil winkled her nose and
nodded once sharply, set the key on the grandnother's outstretched palm and
hurried off across a dimcavern of a room

The grandnot her took the other wonan's armand felt her way to the right wall,
then along it. "There, sin-Duchess, do you feel the wi ndow | edge? | can find
the shutters, but the bars are too heavy for nme to work any nore. Can you? Up
hard, and to the right." For answer, Lialla walked her fingers along the deep
cool stone sill and then cautiously up dry, splintery wood until she | ocated
the netal pivot-bolt. The bar turned reluctantly, finally gave and noved
shriekingly fromhorizontal to upright. The shutters fell open, enough to
permt a narrow but brilliant shaft of sun; Lialla blinked furiously, threw a
hand across her face, and shoved the shutters back as far as they would go,
then turned quickly away, rubbing her eyes. She could see nothing but light:
flashes of it, and an enormously gl ari ng wi ndow shaped rectangl e overall. The
grandmot her dogged the shutters open and drew her away. Cool air flowed into
the chamber. "A little better,” the old woman said. "At |east one can see.
Bah, the whol e place reeks of danp; that cones of not using it very often. W
shoul d have had fires here nost of the sunmer. O at |east the shutters opened
now and again."

Lialla blotted brightness-tears fromher eyel ashes, blinked rapidly until she
could finally see sonething besides sun-flashes. There wasn't much to see:

Li ke the chamber below, this was nostly one large room unlike that |ower
area, there were no boxes, bales and other goods stored here. NMNore w ndows
wer e opened; now she could see several small plain al coves, bare netal or wood
bars where a bl anket would be hung to close themoff fromthe central chamnber.
There were one or two narrow doors along the wi ndow ess west wall. No nurals,
no pictures. no tapestries-nothing but plain whitewashed stone, plain w ndows
fl anked by dark wood shutters, and, at either end of the nassive room vast
heart hs of dark stone around deep fireplaces. One of the ol der wonmen knelt
wel | inside the nearest of these, peering up the chimey; as Lialla and the
grandmot her passed, she backed out and stood, dusting soot fromthe knees of
her heavy travel britches. "Clear," she said briefly. Two boys who had been
wai ti ng nearby dropped doubl e arm oads of kindling and small |ogs and began
buil ding a pyram d of wood deep inside the fireplace. The ol der wonman stood
wat chi ng, nodding fromtine to tine.

More caravaners canme from bel ow, bags, bundles and piles of bedding in their
arms or piled on slings carried between two. Sone were already setting out

i ndividual family carpets at intervals armis length or so apart, as close to
the fireplaces as possible-or sensible. Voices echoed as they bounced off the
high ceiling, filled the room Hard to make out individual words unless you
were right next to sonmeone. Privacy of a sort in that, Lialla decided. But
caravaners were by nature gregarious.

Sil was crouched before the farthest fireplace, working a bellows. One of the
boys knelt next to her, stacking wood against the wall. Snoke puffed out into
the room Sil coughed, rubbed her nose vigorously agai nst one sleeve, and
swore. But the fire was crackling now, and a shaft of bright flame soared up

t he chi mey.

Peopl e were still coming fromthe stables, some of the wonen setting out food
on a trestle under the wi ndows. Two of the taller nen pinned a | ong pi ece of
dark blue cloth over the entrance to one alcove; a young girl settled the
grandmot her's snmall carpet before it. Lialla rubbed the I ast yell ow orange
flares fromher eyes. "There is a separate chanber for you, of course,” the
grandmot her said, and pointed toward the closed doors. "W reserve the al coves



and doored roonms for those who need privacy, nostly the recently mated. It
seened to me you would be nore confortable.™

"If I take space from sonmeone el se," Lialla began uncertainly, but the
grandnot her waved t hat away.

"Don't be foolishly polite, child; we are caravaners frombirth, and nost of
us prefer the camaraderi e the open space provides. Since the Duke insists we
mai ntain these quarters in the city ..." She shook her head. "Poor old Vuhl em
Sil has finished her work, | see; you and she had better go, hadn't you?" She
eyed Sil critically, then pulled a dark cloth from her belt and rubbed soot
fromthe tip of the younger woman's nose. "CGo, both of you. Renenber, Sil

whi ch shops | told you."

"OfF course," Sil conpetently turned down fingers as she repeated a list of
fifteen or so names-Lialla, who had been in on both planning sessions with the
grandmot her, her council, and her niece Sil, couldn't have renmenbered even one
of those names at the nmoment. Be easy on yourself, you swore you woul d,

this time. Sil cane here several times a year and dealt with this market and

t hese shopkeepers regularly, after all. | do renmenber nanmes in Sehfi, and
peopl e, and about their fam lies. She'd have to begin doing that here, right
away, if she wanted to nake any headway. People liked it when she renenbered
who they were- not just their nanes, but things about them inmportant to them
She came back to the monent; Sil and the grandnother were debating one
addi ti onal shop-a potter's, Lialla recalled after a noment's hard t hought. She
bit back a yawn; there hadn't been nmuch sleep the night before, and precious
little all the days before that. It can't be-but | really did only |eave this
city twelve days ago. Two in Hushar Qasis; the rest traveling back to Vuhlens
duchy and then on the caravan's usual roundabout route to his city.

Poor old Vuhlem Lialla cast the grandnother a sharp gl ance; the wonan hadn't
been smiling when she said it. He'll think poor old Vuhl em when |I've done with
him she prom sed hersel f. The grandnot her was speaki ng again, Lialla set
aside inner distraction and tried to pay attention. "Wll, use your best
judgrment, girl. If the husband is in, don't you say anything, to himor to
her. Have Lialla see if she can't find a pot, sonething special, say it's to
hold a gift for one of the Dukes or some such. If that distracts him
sufficiently that you dare pass the nessage to that poor floorboard of a
worman-why am | telling you all this?" She shrugged broadly. Sil grinned and
shook her head. "You know what to do. Go on, go, there's plenty for nme to take
care of here without tending to you two children." For answer. Sil sinply
nodded once, caught hold of Lialla's wist, and drew her across the room
toward the fireplace she'd just left. "Another door and stairs over here; we'd
never make it down the inner ones right now "

As they passed the hearth, she raised her voice to be heard over the chatter
"Petronn, don't you dare let my fire go out!" The boy stacking the wood

gl anced up, startled, and a cascade of small logs rolled dowmn to clatter
loudly on the tiled hearth; one smacked into his legs. "And don't go making a
nmess, either!" she shouted, and | aughed as the boy nmade a face at her. "The

i nner door better not be | ocked," she said as she pull ed open one of the
narrow doors and drew Lialla behind her. "If I have to fight back through that
mob to get a key, |'ll-oh, good."

She interrupted herself as they fetched up against a solid wooden barrier at
the bottom of the steps; it was gloony, but Lialla could see the hasp and the
open |l ock dangling fromit. The |latch was as bad as the | ocks at the other end
of the building, and the hinges protested |oudly as she shoved the door open
"CGoddess of gaudy baubles, that's awful!" She spoke through cl enched teeth.
Lialla laughed and Sil gl anced at her. "How can you not let that kind of noise
bot her you?"

"It does bother me; | don't showit, that's all. But the faces you make-"
"I"mgood at them" Sil replied solemmly as she |l ed the way down a narrow
flight of stone steps and into a small, high-walled courtyard. "It's ny best

talent, | think." She gl anced sidel ong at her conpanion, then | aughed nerrily.



"You thought | neant that, didn't you?"

Lialla grinned. "I never can tell when you're not serious."

"Serious is for soneone |ike the grandnother, or her thundercloud of a son
Cone, help me with the gate; as wet as the sumrer was here, it's going to be
hi deously tight."

It was; it took book of themto shift the swollen wooden bar, and then both of
themw th backs pressed against the thick slab of oak to get it to nove enough
to let themout. "Another day or so of this dry weather, it should nove

easier," Lialla said as she caught up to Sil, who was wal king rapidly down a
narrow dirt track. Brush and the backs of several older buildings lined the
right-hand side; the tall, dressed stone wall of the caravaner's buil ding was
on the left.

"Hah. Wet as it's been, it'll be stiff for utterly days." They reached the end

of the building; Sil turned right onto a slightly w der, snoothly cobbled
street.

"It gets wet in Zelharri, too: |I know these things."

"You don't get fog at night, and ocean danp year round," Sil said gloomly. "
truly | oat he Hol maddan-and that's | eaving aside the prevailing attitude and
the present Duke." Lialla shushed her hastily; Sil merely | aughed and shook
her head. "Oh, cone on, look at us," she said cheerfully. "Couple of young
caravaner wonen-they'd think sonething was wong with us if we weren't rude!
Here," she added and pulled Lialla to a halt, nid-street, to adjust the scarf
that lay across her hair. "Ends tucked in-like that. Nowit won't fall off."
Several men working on a wall had stopped what they were doing to stare,

del i berately and openly rude. One of themnuttered sonething Lialla couldn't
hear, but his face made the comrent cl ear enough; the other nmen | aughed. Sil
smiled at them

radi antly; the speaker blinked and turned away. The others | ooked at each
other as if uncertain what to do next, then finally went back to work. Lialla
sighed as she and Sil went on. "I really do wish you wouldn't do things |ike
that; after this last trip-"

"Yes, well, this is what you need," Sil broke in vigorously, but her fingers
gripped Lialla's wist and her smle was warm "A dose of caravaner backbone.
They' Il never | ook for you under the Gray Fishers' clothing, and if you act as
if you' re sword-proof, you'll begin to feel that way. Vuhlem m ght be stupid
enough to hold a sin-Duchess hostage, but he'd never dare attack a caravaner
worman. The caravans woul d boycott him and Shesseran hinmsel f coul d back us al
the way." She let go of the other's arm "And with the caravans still Vuhlems
best source of goods for his outlying villages, and sometinmes his only way of
bringing food to the city, he knows full well he'd better not anger us."

"Yes. Al the same. He's got his own fleet of ships these days, you know. "

"I also know the Enperor's interdiction agai nst outside things coming to
anywhere but Bez and Podhru."

"So does Vuhlem" Lialla said dryly. "And it hasn't stopped himbringing in at
| east one outside substance." She hesitated; the grandnmother had told her the
last tinme she'd cone to Hol maddan to keep the entire matter of Zero to
herself. But Sil nerely nodded.

"Yes, | know about the drugs; the grandnother told me. Since you and 1 are
goi ng to be spending so much tine together."

It was Lialla's turn to eye Sil sidelong. "W are?" she asked finally.

"She's leaving ne here; didn't | say last night?" The caravaner hesitated,
glanced at Lialla. Is she worried | won't want her? But why should Sil expect
friendshi p? They'd known each other, casual acquai ntanceses, since Lialla was
very young and Sil hardly nore than a baby. They didn't know each other very
wel I, though. She's probably heard all the stories: that I'munfriendly, that
1 don't accept help with any grace. My face doesn't show rmuch because | never
really dared to let it, all those years with Jadek. Sil was still eyeing her
in cautious, swift little sidelong glances as they wal ked. Say sonet hi ng.

What Sil had said suddenly sank in. I'mnot going to be here alone this tine.



Lialla smled. "You re staying? That's wonderful!"

"You-don't mind?"

"Mnd? I'"'mdelighted! Now | can blame half my m stakes on you."

Sil laughed, the bell-like giggle that was extrenmely infectious. Mke that
three-fourths; 1'm supposed to know t hese people and this duchy, after all
But-really, you swear you don't m nd?"

"Believe it. | wish you had said something |last night; | mght have sl ept
better."” Lialla craned her neck; the avenue had suddenly doubled in w dth, and
there were people everywhere, filling the broad open space between | ow, broad
shop fronts. "Where are we goi ng?"

"You didn't listen? | can see why the grandnother wants you to have a
guardian.” Sil grinned, erasing any possible sting from her words.

"Yah. Al those northern nanmes. And at such an early hour, too."

"Early? The sun was up already! Wat, do you sleep until m dday back-uh, back
sout h?" The caravaner cl apped a hand over her nouth and gl anced quickly
around; no one was paying themany attention. "Oops," she added.

It rem nded Lialla of Chris, suddenly; so did Sil's inmpudent grin. "Qops,

yourself. At least | don't crawl into ny blankets with the hens, like certain
caravaners | could name. Like, all of them"
Si| | aughed al oud once nore, and several people turned to stare. One ol der man

frowned and twi sted his mouth in an el aborate pantom me of distaste, then
turned away. Sil blew a kiss at his back, and Lialla clapped both hands over
her mouth, stifling sudden |aughter. "Not with the hens," the caravaner said
finally. "lIt's those sharp, pointy noses, you know. " She considered this.
"Still, they'd be better than Anbresar, 1'd wager. Al right, once nore, from
the top: Emi os the baker, we've got nuts and flour for him Then Bowdli at the
tanner's, and Ortos and his wife, who-"

"If you dare to recite that entire list again, Sil-"

"Those three for a start,” Sil replied hastily. "They're all in this section
of the market. After that, across the square and down nearer the docks."
"The docks." Lialla shook her head. "I'mturned around."

The ot her woman poi nted down the avenue. "Sun conmes up in the east, renmenber?

Docks are north - so, that way." She | owered her voice. "Does any of this | ook

famliar? Fromthe last tine?" "I don't think I could renmenber where | was to

save nyself," Lialla replied gloomly. "It was dark-and | was awfully afraid."

"I'"d have been. But you've no idea at all where the boy's barracks m ght be?

He didn't say?"

"I don't think he said anything. If I could recall the captain's nane, though
" Lialla thought, finally shook her head.

"Don't give up. We can send a couple of the boys to look for him they always

like it when you find them errands.”

"That's if we don't get anywhere this norning," Lialla rem nded her

"True. Are we making wagers on it?" "You think I'd bet anything at all on that

boy?" Lialla retorted darkly. Sil nmerely |aughed, threaded her way between

several small enpty tables and benches, and plunged into the shop behind them

The sin-Duchess foll owed.

The room was broader than deep, lit in patches by high, glassed windows in the
back of the shop and by the open doorway. A high counter ran the length of the
back wall. There were piles of breads on this, stacked according to shape and

size, and racks behind the counter that held | ong skinny breads and baskets of
rolls; a brightly colored curtain hung across a doorway near the right wall,
and a bear of a man | eaned on his el bows between two tall piles of pale, flat
bread at the other end of the small room The air was warm and fragrant:
yeasty and spicy. He | ooked up and snmiled as the wonen entered; the smle
faded as he took in the bright caravaner colors and w de-|egged britches.
Lialla' s stomach grunbled; Sil glanced at her and snothered a | augh behind a
square, capable hand. She funbled in the small patchwork | eather bag dangling
fromher belt and pressed two copper ceris into Lialla's fingers. "Here," she
murmured. "Buy us rolls fromEm os; distract himwhile | try to get a quiet
word with his wife. Sonething with fruit init for ne."



Distract himright, Lialla thought sourly. If that was Em os, she would have
her hands full; he was openly scowWing at the pair of them arms fol ded and
eyes narrowed. There wasn't anyone el se in the shop. She hoped Sil wasn't

pl anning on trying to wal k through the curtain; Em os | ooked capabl e of
strangling her for even thinking about it. Maybe he sinply doesn't |ike
nmornings either. But his eyes followed Sil as the wonmen separated and he kept
themin a fixed, flatly rude stare on her all the tine he dealt with Lialla,
answering her questions about the various rolls and breads with one or two
clipped words, finding what she finally deci ded upon by feel; he brought the
coin up to look at it, without taking his I evel gaze from Sil, before dropping
it inthe small basket behind him Lialla turned away, glanced at Sil, who
cane back to smile at the nerchant, as if unaware of his plainly uncivil
behavi or. "You' ve none of the dark bread this tinme?" Eni os shook his head, but
sone of the tension seened to leave him Sil waited.

"No flour for it," he volunteered finally.

Sil's smle widened. "Ah. Then we cone in good time. Gray Fishers, just in
this norning. And we have what you need."

"You' ve rye?" His eyes narrowed, and one heavy hand tugged at his beard. "How
much a sack?"

"I was to tell you this: The grandnother of Gay Fishers sends Master Em os
her greetings,"” Sil replied formally. "Tell the baker we have twenty | arge
sacks of rye flour still unprom sed, but the Duke's kitchens have taken al
the rest we had and left call upon the twenty, if they are not sold by m dday.
The price is four silver."

"Four silver-bah." Emios tilted his head back to glare at the ceiling, then
sighed heavily. "All right. Four silver ceris a bag. But only if the grind is
good! "

"The Duke's chief cook thinks it is,” Sil replied mldly.

"Bah; the Duke eats rye bread that's half hull, and poorly made at that;
Flirin may be a cook but he's no baker. Al right, I'lIl take all you have
left. You're still not delivering?"

She spread her hands wi de, shrugged. "The grandnother's regrets. But that's
your Duke's ruling, not our choice, sir."

He sighed again, even nore heavily. "I know it. No |arge wagons on the streets
i n daylight hours, nore bother for nen like me with a business to run and
bread to make-and no real inprovement to the crowding, either." He grinned, a
flash of teeth that didn't reach pale blue eyes. "So, tell me, caravaner, how
many Gray Fi sher wonmen are out right now, hawking those twenty bags?" He held
up a hand, strode across the small chanber and thrust aside the curtain.
"Mertis! Have you not finished in there yet?" A wonan's high voice replied
neither Lialla nor Sil could nake out the answer but noments |ater a wonan
energed, one hand snoot hi ng down her skirts, the other rubbing flour froma
thin, pale cheek. 'These wonmen just brought word, there's rye flour

finally-it's at the conpound?" he demanded of Sil, who nodded. "I'Il give you
the coin for it, wife, you'll have to go-ah, blast, you' re not any good wth
the newteam I'lIl do it, and you watch the counter. Can you manage t hat
much?" Mertis nodded. "It won't be for long, you only need to watch the

counter, and not |et anyone cheat you, or steal the bread.”

"OfF course, husband." She glanced at himas if asking permssion, then | ooked
beyond himand sniled. "Thank you for bringing us word. Do you want the rolls
wr apped? You coul d have them here, perhaps sonething to drink w th then®"

"I'f you have hot tea, we'll have themhere," Sil said. "If not, you can wap
themand we'll go. W've plenty of stops to nake before m dday." Em os
hesitated, | ooked at her and Lialla, then back at his w fe. He shrugged
finally.

"Plenty of stops-to get nore conpetition for that flour, eh? There's tea," he
added and turned to scowl at his wife again. "Well, woman? Cups and a

pot-that's an extra seri, for the tea," he added. Sil dug out a coin, but he
had al ready pressed past her and di sappeared behind the cl oth hangi ng.
Mertis sent her eyes toward the cloth, then cane into the room "There's also



orange, if you prefer it." She brought her hand edgew se to her lips, glanced
war ni ngly toward the cloth-draped doorway once nore. Boots clonped on a wooden
floor Emios cane into the shop a breath later. He ignored the wonen, dropped
Sil's coin into the cash basket, and di sappeared bel ow the counter; Lialla
could hear him cursing and munbling but couldn't catch the words. H's color
was high, his lips tightly conpressed by the tinme he came back into view, two
deep baskets clutched in one hand. Still munbling to hinself, he counted
somet hing on the fingers of his other hand, then began tossing round | oaves,
brai ded | oaves, and stick | oaves into one basket. A double handful of plain
rolls went into the other. He draped a cloth over each, caught them up rather
awkwardly by the handl es, and gave his wife a sharp | ook

"I may as well nake the deliveries now, save harnessing up a second tinme. Can
you handl e matters here by yourself for once?" The woman nerely nodded and
held the curtain for him she followed but cane back a nmonent later with a
small tray that held a steaming dark clay pot and cups.

"The table inside nmight be better,"” Mertis said, indicating a small, plain
rectangle fronted by a | ow bench next to the door leading to the street; it
sat in shadow and was hardly visible to Lialla, even though her eyes were used
to the mostly dimshop interior. "The breeze outside can be quite chill
especially so early in the day."

"Inside," Lialla said firmy. Mertis |led the way and set the pot down, poured
tea into the two cups and put a flat dish of honey and a danp cloth between
them She held up a hand as Sil woul d have spoken, took one step back and
cautiously gazed out the door; she smled then

"It's all right; he's truly gone.™

"Leaving you alone with a pair of caravaner wonen." Sil |aughed as she

dri bbl ed honey into her tea. "He's gone trusting in his old age, hasn't he?"
She gl anced at Lialla and wi nked. "I thought of warning you, but after that
village, | didn't think you'd find old Em os very odd. Mertis, we won't stay
[ ong. "

"Thank you. He's got Bronten fromthe potters' cooperative across the avenue
to watch over ne when he's gone out." She gave them an apol ogetic smile and a
smal |l shrug. "He's no worse than nost. Better than he was when | was first wed
to him Any news fromthe grandnother, besides the flour?"

Sil bit into her roll, chewed rapidly and washed it down with tea. "Yes.
Spread the word as best you can, Mertis; Gay will be inthe city for at |east
five days. There will be a meeting tonight, and another in two days, sane hour
as usual . "

"Good. 1'lIl come, unless he's wakeful tonight. He shouldn't be."

"You' ve still powder to dose his w ne?"

Mertis sighed. "As nuch as he drinks these days, | haven't needed it often.
But yes, | still have sone."

"Good. Don't chance not using the stuff, Mertis; a drunkard can waken at the
damm-nmost awful nmonment. But | have other news for you." Sil tucked the | ast
bite of roll into her cheek. "Wen G ay Fishers goes on, at |east two of us
will stay behind."

"Good. W need soneone who can keep us focused. There's too nuch infighting of
late; we'll get nowhere like that."

"I know it. Tonight, fourth hour from sunset, the small door." Sil drained her
cup, blotted her lips on the danp cloth, and got to her feet. Lialla tucked
the last bite of roll into her cheek, swallowed the [ast of her now tepid tea,
and fol |l owed.

Sil wove a light-footed path through slower-noving nmen, around a snarl of
smal |l carts blocking the entry to a narrow alley. Past nore of the little

t wo- wheel ed carts lined al ong the main avenue, nmen and an occasi onal ol der
worman sel ling vegetables and fruits here. She turned down another of the

i nnurrer abl e al |l eys, edged sideways through a tight snarl of foot traffic and
finally into a clear space. Behind them a rooster crowed and chi ckens
squawked, the sound echoi ng between high, narrow stone alley walls. "Nasty
brute, isn't he?"



Lialla caught up with her; her ears were ringing. "Wwo- Enios?"
"Suspi ci ous, grasping, rude-he's one of the worst old-liners around," Sil

replied cheerfully. "I thought you should first see the | ower end of what
you'll be up against. Sone of the men around here actually believe their wonen
can think-well, alnost, anyway."

"Suspicious, fine," Lialla replied sourly. "But why of a caravaner? After all
you were bringing himan offer on something he needed, not openly subverting
his wife."

"He needs the flour, and other things we bring in," Sil replied. She skirted a
foul -snelling puddl e and enmerged into a street bordered on their side by
prosper ous-1 ooki ng two- and three-story buildings and on the other side by a
very tall hedge. Beyond the hedge, Lialla could see nothing but the tops of
trees and sky. "He doesn't l|ike or trust caravaner wonen; nost of themdon't.
Nasty, independent creatures, have their mal es underfoot, conpletely opposite
of how t hings should be. So, of course, the thought that his w fe night have
dealings with us and pick up any stray attitudes-certainly he's suspicious."
Chris and the things he's told ne over the years, Lialla thought, and grinned.
"OfF course. It rubs off, right?" Sil considered this, then |aughed.

"Li ke warts? Exactly! Now." She led the way, left and along the south edge of
the street. "No nore nasty surprises for you this nmorning, all right? Wll-no
one |ike Em os, anyway. Next stop Bowdli and the tanner's, he's all right. He
does saddl es and things for some of the Duke's nen, and we can | eave the
message about the boy."

Lialla hesitated, finally shrugged. She'd gone along with the grandnother's

i dea for locating Kepron without calling the wong kind of attention to him
(if he was still alive and free, of course) but just now, in the Duke's own
city, it sounded unlikely to get her anywhere-except noticed by Vuhl em

Par anoi a, she decided firmy. Renenber what the grandnother said: It's a huge
city, and the Duke can't have an eye everywhere. Especially when so nuch of
his attention was el sewhere-on foreign ships, village wonen, and ill ega
trade. And a Triad. Well, but she wouldn't think about that.

Bowdl i the tanner. Lialla winkled her nose. She'd prefer facing ten worse
than Emos if it neant not breathing air that reeked of rock salt and

| ong- dead hi des.

The tanner fortunately kept his shop apart fromthe tannery itself; the only
snells in the little building were finished | eather, wax, and dyes-a faniliar
and rat her pleasant conbination. The tanner hinself eyed the wonen warily, but
not as suspiciously as had Emios. O course, his wife was safely across the
shop, neasuring a small boy for boots. He even nmanaged a snile for Sil as she
cane over to his work bench. "Gray Fishers, aren't you?" He laid a

br oad-bl aded tool and a nmallet on a thick |eather strap he was working and dug
his knuckles into the small of his back. "Got any of that southern wax this
time?"

"The grandnother's greetings," Sil replied. "There's a small crate of wax, al
we could get in Bez at a decent price."

"Smal | crate-how many boxes?" Lialla stood back and | et her eyes wander back
to the wonman, who was now show ng | eather sanples to what mnmust be the boy's
father. The boy sat near the door, wiggling small bare toes in a patch of
sunshine. Sil and Bowdli talked price and delivery; Lialla gazed past the boy,
into the sunlit street. It all seened very strange and foreign-not as strange
or foreign as had her first day in that coastal village, but strange enough
The sane early hour, cool air, unfamliar snmells, food that was not quite what
she was used to, an accent not like Zelharri's. The attitudes of shopkeepers.
In Sehfi, men have let their women run shops and keep a share of the profits
for years; even under ny uncle that was common practice. Plenty of men accept
their wormen as partners, and only a fewtreat themlike children or idiots. O
property.

Sonmewhere out there, across that street, past that hedge-not nearly far enough
away- Duke Vuhl em's castle stood on a high cliff overlooking the sea. Had he



m ssed her yet? Doubtless he had. Had he fixed blane-had his Triad returned to
help himw th that? She blinked, turned away fromthe door. You weren't going
to think about Vuhlemor his Triad out here. Besides, Sil and the tanner had
settled on a deal for the wax and they were tal king casually now, Sil picking
up a little local gossip, finding out what else a |local tanner mght |ike from
out side, the tanner hearing about new English splitting machinery that would
speed processing; he was extrenely interested in her description of the Mer
Khani - cut boot currently popular in Bez and Podhru.

The custoner left, hauling the boy up by the wist and | eading himout. The
worman gat hered up her sanples and nmeasurenments and cane back to join them Si
sm | ed a vague greeting, turned her attention back to the tanner and brought
up the second reason for their visit. "W have a nessage-a letter, really-for
a local boy, he's said to be in one of the Duke's conpani es, the grandnot her

t hought you night be able to help us get it to the right conpany and the
proper boy."

Bowdl i tipped his head to one side. "Wat nane?"

"Kepron," Sil replied pronptly.

The tanner shook his head, as quickly. H's wife volunteered, "It's such a
conmon nane, my brother's son is named Kepron, and so is the paper-nmaker two
doors down. You haven't the name of his conpany, or that of the boy's father?"
Sil smled faintly, shrugged. "The grandnot her was given only that mnuch

i nformati on by the wonan who sent the nmessage. It's some weal thy distant
relative of the boy's nmother, down in Sikkre or Dro Pent, | don't really
recall. | do renenber the grandnother saying what the southern worman call ed
the boy's father was quite inpolite. And not at all what one would put on the
face of a nmessage.”

The wonman smiled blankly. Bowdli tipped his head back and roared with

| aughter. Lialla smled at the woman; Sil grinned and waited for the tanner to
get himsel f under control. "Inpolite!" he nmanaged finally; this set himoff a
second tine. "Ah, that's a good one, |I'll renenber that. |I know of two other
Keprons, but one's an old man. The other, now, he's young but he may not be
your Kepron, you know, and last time | saw himhe wasn't in the Duke's guard.
But | can find out. Wat do you want passed on?"

"Just that there's a letter for him He can cone to the caravaner's quarters
near the east gates and claimit."

"You'll have nmore Keprons there than you know how to manage," Bowdli said. He
considered this, laughed briefly. "Perhaps not. An inpolite name of a father
m ght narrow the search sone, eh? Here," he added, easing hinmself off the
bench, "let me get a sanple of that leather; if your people can match the
quality, | have a custoner who'll pay well for it." He was still chuckling as
he dug through a cabi net agai nst the back wall

Sil net the woman's eyes, glanced at the tanner's back and qui ckly rmurmured,
"Fourth hour from sunset, tonight, same place." The woman sent her own eyes
si deways; Bowdli dropped his handful of scraps and knelt to pick themup, and
she nodded once, a scant novenent of her chin. She wal ked over to the cabinet
then, touched his shoul der

"Let me sort that, husband." She bent over and began piling bits of |eather
back in order. He drew one from her fingers and brought it back with him
"Soft and very thin, d you see?" He handed it to Sil, who turned it over and
stroked it. "Can't do that with nmuch of what's raised around here."

"I't's not sonething I know, hidework," Sil replied. "It's very nice work."
"Nice skin to begin with, really."

"I"ll give it to the grandnother; when you conme for the wax you can speak to
her about it. O her brother; he knows |eather." She tucked the |eather swatch
into her sash.

"You'll be in the city how | ong?"

"Five days. | wouldn't wait until the last, though; it'll be nmad around the
conpound. "

"I won't; 1'll be there late today or early tonorrow." Sil nodded and left;

Lialla fol | oned.



Four nore shops in rapid succession; Lialla lost track of streets and alleys
al nrost at once, and kept her sense of direction only because she could see the
sun, still short of midday and riding rather lowin the southern sky. Faces
began to blur; too many people on the streets and byways, crowded into shops
and around carts. Too many people Sil spoke to. How does she ever renem her so
many faces? Sil didn't always have a nanme but she knew people by face and
could attach a trade, a child, some acconplishnment to the face and speak about
that. | thought | was good at this kind of thing; what, | know thirty or so
famlies in Sehfi? She's talked to probably a hundred people this norning, and
that's in one city.

Sil did all the talking in the various shops: offering goods to the nerchants,
sneaking a word with the wi ves or daughters whenever possible, passing on the
nmessage about-and for- young Kepron now and agai n.

"One last stop,"” Sil said as they enmerged froma cloth dyer's shop. There was
a srmudge of deep red running fromear to chin where she'd walked into a
hangi ng bundl e of drying cloth.

Lialla tugged her to a stop once they were safely out of view of the shop
owner; Mderbas had been nearly as unpl easant as Em os the baker, and if
possi bl e even nore suspici ous of caravan wonen. Angry, too, that the
grandmot her had not been able to obtain any of the Zelharri blue for him Si
hadn't even bothered to offer himfinished denimblue cloth. "Here, you' ve got
a stripe of color."

"Ah, | thought that stuff felt wet. Drat."” Sil tugged a cloth from her sash,
poked the end into her mouth and rubbed at her cheek with the danpened fabric.
"I can't see what |'mdoing: here, you try."

Lialla rubbed, finally handed the cloth back. "It's better, | think, but it's
not comng right off; you'll need soap."

" How bad?"

"Vi si bl e-not awful ."

Sil stuffed the cloth back into her sash and sighed. "Could have been worse, |
suppose. "

"Coul d have been Zel harri bl ue,"’
that |ast stop?"

"Mght as well, it's between us and the caravan conpound-Besides, | want to
make certain for nyself 1bys gets word about tonight." She rubbed at her face
with the end of a sleeve, sighed and shook her head. "Conme on. We can be back
intinme for mdday nmeal, and | wager you'd like sone time off your feet after
that. Maybe sone of that sleep you missed |last night, hmm?" She pl unged
across a narrow, crowded little street and into an even narrower way | eadi ng
of f at an angle. There was nmud everywhere; Sil swore and noved off to one
side, gesturing Lialla to say close behind her

"Lead me to it. What do we have to get through to reach the conmpound?"

"Mud like this,” Sil grunmbled. "A few side alleys and one nain avenue where
they're probably selling cattle today, with any |uck. And-"

"l neant, how bad's the man?"

"Ch." Sil considered this, |aughed and shook her head. "He's not what you'd
expect: no temper |ike Em os, none of the coop-er's jealous clinging-"

"As hugely mnuscled as that cooper is, does he really think someone woul d dare
try to steal his w fe?"

"No. That she'll leave him"

"Sounds like my brother. Wthout the charm" Lialla said dryly. They emerged
fromthe alley and Sil hung back to let Lialla catch up with her

"Yes, there were runors all over the Sehfi market this spring; how he woul dn't
let his fair-haired outlander Duchess out of his sight, and how unhappy she
was about it."

Lialla agreed. "Do you still want to make

"Mar ket gossip," Lialla replied gloomly. "But that's not fair of nme. Aletto
wasn't being nasty, he just didn't realize what he was doing. And he's eased
up a lot since Robyn told him"

"They should all be so agreeable. No, Chiros isn't |like any of those, he's,



well, you'll see. Here-" They cane out onto a neat little green square of
park; Sil led the way across it, past a small pool, skirted a grove of

dar k-1 eaved trees. Two young wonen with babies sat on the stone lip of the
pool, talking quietly; there was no one else about. "This is quite popul ar
late in the afternoon on a hot day, and the nmen take it over evenings for sone
kind of ball gane. |'ve never been interested enough to watch-of course, wonen
can only watch fromthe boundaries, so there isn't nmuch to see. And who'd want
to only watch, anyway?" Lialla shrugged. They crossed a pool of shade, energed
onto another street. Sil skipped ninbly between two small carts and vani shed

i nto anot her shop. Lialla foll owed.

Serviceable, plain britches and shirts were neatly piled on two trestle

tabl es, a sanple of each stack hangi ng against the wall behind it. Atall,
rangy woman came down between the trestles. "Ah," she said, then called over
her shoul der, "Husband! Gray Fishers is back!"

"What of the cloth?" A deep voice cane fromthe back of the shop; the owner
was sonmewhere behind a precariously balanced pile of dark, wadded fabric.

"W have five mediumcrates of the blue." Sil held her arms apart, indicating
the size of the boxes. "All we could get."

"About three stanchet each, husband,"” the wonan translated over her shoul der.
"Medium crates, hmm That's not nmuch cloth. How rmuch is al ready gone?"

"You know what the grandnother said, since it's so scarce: No one can prepay
for a shipment, or any part of one, it's whoever comes first with the coin
when we have denimin reasonable quantity, by straws when we have |ess."

"Five crates. Same price as the last batch?"

"Sane. "

"I'"d better-" Wod creaked alarmngly; Lialla s eyes w dened as Chiros cane
into sight for the first tinme. Don't stare, she adnoni shed herself, and turned
away to finger the nearest pile of shirts. Jadek's horrid cousin Carol an had
been soft and fat; Chiros would have nade three of Carol an. She gl anced up as
he stopped at the end of the trestle, one enornous hand braced agai nst the
wal I for bal ance; he was already breathing hard. But he actually smiled in a
friendly fashion as she nmet his eyes. "I'll have to go."

| bys canme over to take his free arm "Husband, five mediumcrates, it'll be
gone in no time at all, and | ook where the sun is, there's no shadow left in
front of the shop. You'd have to run all the way. Let ne go. It's not
bargaining, after all, or luck of the draw, it's sinple paying for a share of
the cloth. I can manage that nuch.”

"I-well, yes." He expelled his breath in a loud gust. "Take forty ceris from
the coin box, that's ten ceris nmore than they let us have last tine. |In case,
you know. " 1bys nodded, let go his armand hurried into the back of the shop
He turned to Lialla. "You'll let her leave the cloth until | can arrange to
have it noved?"

"OfF course," Sil put in snoothly as Lialla was trying to decide what to say.

| bys canme back, a pile of coins in her outstretched hand; Chiros nerely

gl anced at it and nodded.

"Al'l they'Il let us have, woman." She nodded in turn and hurried out of the
shop. "l suppose you can still get the britches thensel ves?"

Sil spread her arns in a wi de shrug. "The Mer Khani are doing just what you

t hought they mght, Chiros; buying the cloth and naking their own cl othing
with it. The Sikkreni have nore britches than they can use, all at once.”

He | aughed. "Serve themright, trying to keep a nonopoly. That desert cloth
guild, let me tell you, young woman-" Sil sinply shook her head and snil ed.
"Well, never mind. The cost is still high, 1'd wager."

"Let themsit on stock for a moon or two, it'll come down."

"Aye. And neantime sonmeone el se here decides to purchase and establish hinself
with those tight-fisted sons of weavers, so that when the price does conme down

he's first in line for the reduction, eh? Ridiculous price. Still, the Duke
likes themfor his shipnmen, he'll buy fromme once at |east. Take word to your
grandmot her, Chiros will purchase whatever she can pry away fromthe

Si kkreni . "



"I"ll take word to her. And send someone back who can set the terms with you."
She gl anced over her shoul der as three nen cane into the shop. "Your w fe was
right, there's no sun on the street, and | said we'd return to the conpound
around midday. Gray will be here five days at |east, Chiros; soneone will cone
to work out a bargain before then."

"Cood." He turned to deal with the custoners; one, Lialla would have sworn,
was the same narrow eyed wal |l -nender fromearly in the nmorning. The | ook he
gave her was certainly the same. She found it easier to ignore this time; she
turned and left the shop, Sil on her heels.

Qutside, Sil took the |lead again, across the park the way they had cone, right
and down a tree-lined path, onto a roughly cobbled street Lialla found vaguely
famliar. Sil pointed. "Compound's just over there."

"You m ght have warned ne," Lialla said rather breathlessly.

"What - Chiros? You did fine. He knows people will stare, seeing himthe first
time; why d' you think he sits back in the corner and lets |bys manage? You can
see why he'd be possessive of her, though.”

"Why's she-Sil, for pity sakes, slow down a little!l-why does she need these
neet i ngs?"

"He's better than sone here; that doesn't nean perfect, you know. And there
are other nmen. Mdstly so she can talk to other wonmen in this area who don't

get a chance to even | eave the household, and believe me, there are some who
haven't so much as been outdoors in years. There, see? Compound, and probably
we're in tinme for mdday soup. No, poor old Chiros isn't so bad; | worry about
| bys, though, if he dies before she does and she has to fight his brothers for
t he business. They'd nmake a ness of it in no time; she'd be successful, but
she's not strong enough to stand up to both | ocal custom and her

br ot her s- by-weddi ng. The grandmot her's probably already given her the nmessage
about tonight, along with a receipt for the denim" They crossed a street at

| east twice as busy as it had been earlier; it still took the two of themto
open the outer gate, but someone had oil ed the hinges and those on the door

Sil enunerated on her fingertips as they clinbed. "Al right, we nmade the
stops; we passed your nessage, we-"

"Wire out ny slippers,” Lialla grunbled.

"Yah. They said you were tough; anyone who wal ked a circuit of |ower Rhadaz
shoul d be tough."

"There aren't cobbl estone streets nost of the places | wal ked, not |ike here.
So, now what ?"

"Now what ? Sil dragged the upper door open, paused and | eaned back agai nst the
janb. "Now we have sone soup, you have a rest so you're at |east braced for
tonight-and if you mean the boy, we sinply wait."

Chapter 5

MOST of Duke's Fort was bedded down for the night; in the kitchens, one young
apprentice checked the ovens and repl eni shed the wood supply under them while
a journey cook turned nmeat marinating in a deep dish of brown liquid. Two nen
stood on the outer wall just above the mmin gates, heavily cloaked, hands held
to a snmall brazier. G| |anmps burned at each end of the upper hall and a
blue-light in the nursery w ndow, visible through the open door. In the Duke
and Duchess's bedchanber, another blue-light above the deep wi ndow seat; in
the fireplace, wood popped and flared, then settled back to burn | ow, fading
to red coals and clinkers. The | arge chanber was quite warm

A dark cloth had been stretched fromthe edge of the w ndow seat to the floor
wei ght ed down at the corners by two of the Duke's boots and a pair of heavy



stone bookends; it forned a triangle with wall and floor. Just visible under
this makeshift tent one dark curly head, and at the other end, a small foot.
Robyn sat on the edge of the massive Ducal bed, |egs crossed, head and arns
dangling | oose, eyes closed; Aletto knelt behind her, his fingers digging into
her shoul der nuscles. She wi nced: he relaxed his grip and edged around to | ook
at her face.

"I"'msorry, Robyn. | didn't mean to be so rough.”

"No, it's all right. It feels good, don't stop." He slid back where he had
been and laid his hands on either side of her neck so he could work his thunbs
al ong the sides of her spine.

"Poor Robyn; I'mthe one usually this tight. Is that any better? Real | y?"
"Mmm wonderful ." She sighed faintly, reached up to nove his right hand to one
side. "There, a little nore to that
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side-that's just right. It's been a bad few days, that's all. I'msorry |'ve
been such a screeching nonster, Aletto."

"You haven't-well," he considered this, |aughed quietly. "Wll, all right, you
have been | ouder than usual, for you, certainly. But hardly a nonster. And
you' ve had reason to be upset. My nother, lana's nurse-"

"It wasn't Frisa's fault; her nmother's ill, of course she had to go. Poor
thing, after the way | carried on when she told me, she probably won't want to
cone back."

"Ch, | think she will. She's very fond of lana, after all." He glanced over
his shoulder, to where lana and her brother slept under the tent Robyn had
rigged up for them

"Frisa, Lizelle, those wetched twins of hers," Robyn's voice droned.

"Lialla-1 think I could have handl ed all of that, even Lialla pulling that
stunt, going back north without even talking to you first! And then getting
Jennifer to send you a nessage, that's pretty darned rude."

"It's also very much Lialla," Aletto rem nded her. "She woul dn't have cone
back hone, she'd be afraid I1'd find a way to keep her here. And what could she
possi bly have found to say to either of us directly? I'mjust sorry Jen got
caught in the middle of things again."

"Yah. Poor woman, she'd better be used to it by now Well, | think I could
have handl ed all that, even with your mother and her damed Zero, and throw ng
shrieking fits all over the place; the servants nmust absolutely hate it around
here.”

"You weren't here when ny uncle was," Aletto said nmldly. Trust me, it's not
nearly as hard on themas it used to be. And there can't be anyone in the fort
who doesn't realize you were trying to help her. Don't be harsh on yourself,
Robyn. "

"Yeah, sure. Me, too. I'Il tell you, though, Jen's last letter was it. | swear
' mgonna nmurder that kid of mne."

"It may not be so bad," Aletto said soothingly. H's thunbs described circles
bel ow her ears, his fingers rubbing her jawbones.

"Says you," Robyn retorted. "This is Chris, remenber? It's probably worse. The
nmore | think about it; he nearly gets hinself tilled] This after he pulls a
stunt right out of an old folk song." Aletto let his hands fall to her

shoul ders; he edged around to | ook at her inquiringly. Robyn cleared her
throat and in a thin, soft voice sang, "I won ny wife in a card game, to hel

wi th those Spani sh grandees.”

He frowned. "Pretty. My English isn't what it should be, probably, but I

t hought the girl was French, not Spanish?"

Robyn | aughed faintly, |eaned back into him as he began rubbi ng the base of
her throat on both sides. "Poetic |icense. Tragic song, too; | can renenber
when |I'd have cussed Jen out for hitting me with a song that tracked sonet hi ng
happening to ne and it ended sad. Sure, she's French. And Chris's daddy sure
as hell wasn't a Spanish grandee."” She cl osed her eyes, hunmed the nelody Iine



very quietly as he ran his fingers along her collar-bones. "I think 1"l

mur der hi m anyway, scaring nme like that, and pulling a stunt |ike that on sone
poor girl. You know how many times |'ve told himwhat he's doing is

danger ous?"

"Lots," Aletto said pronptly. Silence again.

Robyn sighed finally. "Yeah. And he al ways says he has to, he's the only one
who knows what to do; then he goes off and scares ne into early gray hairs. |
guess | ought to be glad Jen wote, because I'Il bet you anything you like,
Chris doesn't say a word about the cards."

"At | east she did warn you."

"I tell mnmyself that's good; at |least | have a few days to brace nmyself. God. 1
renenmber when | used to think he ought to get hinself a girl, settle down-"
"Well, he has the first part of that now, hasn't he?"

"I guess," Robyn said doubtfully. "Especially if she's really Catholic, |ike
Jen says. That's for life." She considered this, reached back to find his
hands. "OF course, a person doesn't need that kind of excuse." He kissed the
back of her hand, shifted his grip to her shoul ders and began worki ng them
back and forth.

"Don't let the situation upset you, please, Robyn. Not until Chris gets here
and you can talk to him"

"I'"ll try not." She |aughed, very quietly. "Talk. I'lIl give that kid talk."
She considered this, |aughed again. "It sounds funny, you advising me to coo
off and relax; doesn't it usually go the other way?"

"You' ve got cause right now There's so nmuch business going on right now with
the council and Afronsan's men, | don't have any time or thought to spare for
gnawi ng on nyself over Mdther. And everything going on with that-the snmuggling
busi ness, the new tel egraph, the additional roads, nore guards-it all seenms so
far over ny head, it's gone beyond nme worrying about it."

"It is not over your head," Robyn said firmy. "It's just- there's a | ot going
on, but you're nmanaging it. If you weren't, Afronsan woul d' ve said so by now.
O we'd be up to our back teeth in bandits, instead of having them pushed back
to the Cornekkan border. O-"

"Al'l right." Aletto |laughed in turn. Behind him one of the children npaned,
then settled back to sleep. He lowered his voice. "Thank you for the vote of
confidence. | don't always remenber to say so, but you know | feel it."

"I know. | don't always need things in words, you should know that by now "
She ran a hand through her hair, hesitated, then said, "Aletto? |-have
something to tell you. A-about lana."

"lana?" She nodded. His fingers tightened on hers; his voice, when it cane,
was very soft and totally w thout expression. "If it's what | think-"

Robyn drew a deep breath, said flatly, "She's got nmy-ny talent, Aletto."

Sil ence. Hi s hands worked absently at her shoulders. The fire popped and both
of them junped. "I know "

"You know? And you didn't say anything?" She turned her head to | ook at him
H s face was nearly as expressionless as his voice had been; she couldn't tel
what he m ght be thinking. He nodded then, nanaged a very faint snile. Enough
She fetched a little sigh and turned back to stare across the room

"What could | have said? | didn't knowif you were aware of it. How | ong have
you known?"

"A nmonth or so-just before | went to Sikkre and those nmen attacked Jennifer
You renmenber how | ana was acting about then."

"I know. She-it was while you were gone, she got angry and-well, there it
was. "

Anot her silence; his hands continued to rub her shoul ders, al nost as though
he'd forgotten about them She couldn't ook at him Robyn I et her head drop
to her hands. "God," she nunbled finally. "lI'msorry."

"I't's not anything you did on purpose-renmenber that's what | told you four
years ago, out in the nmddle of the Sikkreni desert? It's not something you
did to lana deliberately, after all."



"No. |I'msorry anyway, though." She sighed, sat up a little straighter. Aletto
pul | ed her back agai nst himand kissed her hair. "I suppose the whole fort
knows about it?"

"Not that |'ve heard. My man woul d have said sonething; he hears all the
gossip and sees | get it right away." He laughed. "I'm never certain if he
means well or he's just got a malicious streak. But | hear things you don't."
"Yah. | don't think I want to hear half of what goes on around here,

consi dering how great | feel right now Better for nmy stomach." She shook her
head. "Damm. |'ve been putting it off, and | can't. |1'Il have to talk to lana
et her know that this isn't something to bring out in the open. Sonmehow do
that w thout meking her feel she's got a dirty secret to hide."

"You can do it."

"Yeah. | guess." She turned her head a little, eyed himsidelong. "I'll have
to teach her nore than that, once she's a little older. She'll have to know
how to control it, and howto use it safely.” He went quite still; Robyn

wai ted. He nodded. "It's not like | would have been at her age; |'d have

| earned how not to use it, it would have scared ne half silly. lana, though-"
He | aughed, gl anced over his shoul der at the makeshift tent. "I know. Tough

little girl, she'd be up on the outer wall first thing, testing her limts,
and she probably wouldn't care if half of Sehfi saw her at it."

Robyn groaned. 'That's right, nake ne feel better, why don't you?" He | aughed
again and runpled her hair. "I'll manage. | guess." Another silence, this one
nore confortable than the | ast Robyn broke it after a long while. "Aletto,
what are we going to do about your nother?"

H s hands went linp on her shoul ders. She slewed around to |look at him "I

wi sh | knew." Robyn waited, watching him Aletto stared into his upturned

pal ms. "She's sick, terribly ill, or she'd never have done it. Started using
that stuff, | nean. Look at all the years with-w th Jadek, she coul d' ve done
like | did. drunk herself into a stupor and stayed there, but she never did.
Now, | don't know what to say and after all, what can we do? Lock her in her
roonms, take her girls away fromher? Robyn. | can't do that!"

"I know. Maybe a few days ago | would have argued that wi th you, but honestly,
now | don't know. If she were my nother, | couldn't bully her any nore than

you can. But, if we don't do sonmething, if those girls have free run of the
fort and the outside. if they can get her whatever she wants-"

"She's so dependent on them Robyn. But they'|Il be watched from now on when
they go out. And searched when they come back."

"I'f I thought it would do any good to talk to them! But |'ve done it so many
times, 1've lost count; they cry and swear they're not doi ng anythi ng w ong,
and | can't prove they are. And then your nother throws a fit because we're
pi cking on her darling little maids."

"You don't have to convince ne, | think like you do; they' re sonehow getting
the stuff in the market, sonmewhere nearby, and bringing it back for her. \Wat
their reasoning is-you know," he went on as she shook her head. "If they neant

it to help her, or if soneone's got themto try to open up Sehfi and the fort
for the stuff-"

"You only think I haven't tried to pry that out of them" Robyn said darkly.

"I know you have. W won't give up, all right? If they're bringing Mther
drugs, we'll catch themat it, and then the fort guards can ask that question
wi th maybe a better chance of scaring an answer out of them™

Robyn sighed. "And won't that be a fun scene, the twi ns hysterical, your

not her upset-don't | ook at me like that, Aletto, |I've said all along we had to
cut off her source; that's nore inportant than ne avoi di ng anot her screamn ng
match with her. Things like this are never sinple, or easy; they weren't in ny
world, either. But, you know what's so hard for ne is that ny owm feeling is,
if she weren't breaking security having the stuff smuggled into the fort and
if the stuff wasn't a danger to other people, 1'd say hey, let her have it. If
she's using it to feel better, or if it takes the pain away, if she's really
that ill. There's nothing noble about having to suffer." She scow ed at her



hands. "Damm the woman, anyway," she added irritably. "Arbitrary, secretive,
stubborn-1f she'd only let us get her a healer, find out what's wong with

her. Aletto, what if she isn't as ill as she obviously thinks? O if she is,
but there's another way to deal with it?"
"I know. | agree with you, renenber?"

"OfF course. Damm. If only Lialla-"

"Lialla didn't get any farther with her than we did; Mther wouldn't let Li do
anyt hing for her."

"Right. I'mgrasping at straws, can't you tell? | wish Lialla were here
anyway; she could take some of the pressure off both of us."

"I'd feel better if she were at | east two days' ride away from

Vuhl em instead of back within his reach,” Aletto said flatly. Qut in the

courtyard a bell rang. "It's late; we'd belter try to get sone sleep. |'ve got
nmessages to put together for Afronsan first thing in the nmorning before
council, so the pouch can go back to Podhru. And if Chris and his wife are
com ng the day after-" "Shhh," Robyn said hastily. "I'lIl never get any sleep
at all if you bring that up."

THE Ducal palace in Sikkre was still well lit at this hour; the Thukar had

only just dismssed the last of his councilors, and in the Thukara's offices a
pair of lanps flanked the |ong table where two of her clerks checked fina
revisions on a long and particularly involved contract which needed to go to
the printers before sunset the next day. Lights shone fromthe guest

apartment, fromthe back entry to the kitchens, fromthe blue hall where
serving wormen were collecting used cups and enpty wine flasks left after the
Thukar's eveni ng heari ngs.

Li ghts al so burned in the Thukar's apartnents. Jennifer, still danp from her
bath and wapped in a pale blue robe, sprawied in her favorite chair, one bare
f oot hooked on the edge of the cushions, the other braced on the cool tile
floor, arns dangling | oose over the arns, her |egs bared and robe twi sted to
spill between them A thin |eather envel ope was propped between one | eg and
the chair, still unopened. Mre things from Afronsan; possibly the |ast
hand- del i ver ed nessages. The tel egraph was nearly finished, Podhru to Sikkre;
at least in the beginning, the Enperor's Heir was bound to use it for
everything but contracts and any other things that absolutely had to be sent
on as hard copy. Kid with a new toy.

She brought her arms up, flexed her fingers and wi nced. Yeah, whose arnms ache
all the way to her biceps fromusing that wetched typewiter? Even when

| onghand woul d be faster and easier? What kid with a new toy, | wonder? She
started to shake her head. "Quch." Siohan's conb caught a snarl

"Sorry, Thukara. If you would hold still while I'mdoing this, though."

"I know. | try." She transferred the scowm to her reflection in the hand-bl own
and slightly wavy mirror. Hair slicked back, no makeup-"I swear my face is
hal f again as fat as it was," she nunbl ed.

"Now, Thukara. It isn't, you know, " Siohan laid the comb on the back of the
chair, separated out a finger-thick strand of hair and began working it into a
skinny three-part plait.

"It feels like it."

"The mdw fe said it's common to feel that way, especially for a first
pregnancy." Jennifer sighed heavily, said nothing. Siohan conpleted one braid
and bound it with a bit of ribbon, began another. "Thukara. This young woman,
Ari adne. "

"Chris's wife," Jennifer rem nded her sourly.

"Yes, of course. Sonehow, it doesn't seem" Siohan sought a word, shrugged and
fell silent. Jennifer |aughed.

"I know. It doesn't seem What about her?"

"I can understand there wasn't tinme to provide for her when they canme north.
But she's a nobl ewonan, Thukara. She's not used to shifting for herself, we
can all see it. And, well, | suppose it's proper in one sense for her to
travel with him you know, together, alone-but in another way, it's sinply not



right." She frowned, finished her braid off and separated our hair for

another. "l1'mnot expressing nyself well, I'"'msorry."

"No-that's all right. And you're correct, of course. It isn't proper for her
to travel w thout a wonan conpanion, even if she is married. | wasn't
thinking. But then, I'"mnot used to the idea that it's right to have soneone

take care of me, even yet. Not that | don't appreciate everything you do for
me, Siohan, don't think that."

"1 know. "

"She said as much herself; no one to talk to. Even if she and Chris were truly
cl ose, not just getting to know each other, she'd need a woman, woul dn't she?
Soneone to share girl-talk with, make certain she doesn't | ook ragged the way
| did when Dahven and | first cane honme. Lord knows | was concerned enough
about first inpressions around here; but to Ariadne, these things really
matter."

Si ohan nodded, drew nore hair into another plait. "My thought. It would be
better, | think, to find her a woman in Sikkre-there's a better chance to

| ocate sonmeone at least willing to travel as far as Podhru than she'd have in
Sehfi. O better yet, to find someone who can be spared for that long fromthe
househol d here; sonmeone who at |east knows how to deal with a nobl ewoman. Once
t hey reach Podhru, they should be able to find soneone who woul d go overseas
with themand tend to her needs. It is,"” Siohan went on severely as she tied
off the plait and began another, "a nuch better marriage gift than matched
duel ling swords. "

Jenni fer | aughed. "Ah. Heard about that, did you?"

"The entire staff talks of nothing else.”

"Yes, well. If she's going off to play with the big boys, it's a good idea for
her to know how to use their toys, don't you think?" Siohan shook her head,
nore di snissive of the subject than in disagreenment. Silence; Jennifer stared
past the mirror while Siohan finished the |last braid and tied the lot at the
back of her neck in a wide ribbon. In the Thukar's dressing room she could
hear his new nanservant puttering; probably finding where things were, what
Dahven had and how it was arranged. It hasn't been that |ong since Ansel m She
put Anselmfrom her mind at once; no good thinking about poor dead Ansel m
she'd had enough dreans those first days, that dreadful shriek, blood
everywhere. ... She resettled in the chair, glanced in the mrror. Siohan
still had a broad red nourning band tacked to the sleeve of her dress;

Jenni fer had al ways suspected her wonman never nuch |iked Ansel m but Siohan
wasn't the type to say such things; and Ansel m had frankly been a hard man to
like. The new man, Wdric, was quiet, self-effacing; she couldn't renmenber
five words he'd spoken directly to her

Yah, what an act to follow, though. Stepping into the shoes of a man dead by
vi ol ence, right inside the Thukar's halls. |I'msurprised Dahven got anyone to
cone here, after that. Even though the nman responsible for Ansel mwas dead

hi nmsel f.

But there had been another death that night: the girl fromthe kitchens. And
both of her sisters were still in the household. She sighed, very faintly.
This wasn't a good tinme of night to worry about household matters. Maybe
Afronsan' s nessages woul d take her mnd out of this pointless rut. But as she

pul l ed the envel ope into her |ap, footsteps came up the hall, hesitated at the
door way.
Chris's inevitable shave-and-a-haircut tap on the outer wall; his voice cane

around the partly closed door. "Yo, |lady, you decent?"

She sat up a little straighter, pulled the robe down over her knees as Siohan
made a vexed little noise at her. "And hard-working, and God-fearing-al so
covered, c'nmon in, kid." Siohan gathered up the conb, Jennifer's day slippers
and the dinner dress she'd shed earlier and carried theminto the Thukara's
dressing roomas Chris stuck his head around the corner. He | ooked harassed.
"Hey, lady, | need your help, okay? Red Sonya-the swords-woman down the hall,
you know?-she says she's cutting her hair off," he slashed his hand

nmeani ngful | y across the nape of his neck. "Like, by herself, right now"



"She' s-she what ?"

"Hey, it's not ny fault this tine, okay? Just cone talk to her, she won't
listen to ne."

"Siohan!" Jennifer junped to her feet; Siohan came out, a half-folded shift in
one hand. "Need your help," Jennifer said tersely. "Come on." She pushed past
Chris; he stepped aside to |let Siohan follow and brought up the rear

"Thukara, your feet-!"

"Bother "em | won't die of cool floors this tine of year." Chris sl owed,
stopped and | eaned agai nst the wall as the two wonen hurried down the corridor
and vani shed around the corner, heading purposefully toward the guest
apartments. Let themhandle it entirely, he decided. At |east, give themlong
enough to get Mss Hot-w th-a-Swrd cal ned down enough to listen to reason
"Yah," he growl ed under his breath. "Like she's capable of it." He settled his
shoul ders agai nst rough stone and gazed at the ceiling. "Sonmebody tell ne what
| did to deserve this, huh?"

JENNI FER r apped the door panel sharply with her knuckles, then shoved the door
open. Ariadne, still in the green skirt and white bl ouse, |ooked up fromthe
dressing table, visibly startled; one hand clutched her throat, the other
gripped a pair of ornate silver scissors. She stared, w de-eyed, at the finger
Jennifer |eveled at her nose.

"Don't you dare cut that hair! Don't you even think about it!"™ "I --
"Al'l that gorgeous, black, curly stuff-"

"But, |-" Ariadne blinked rapidly, set the scissors down, pulled her nouth
shut, and wapped hair around the fingers and tugged it out sideways. Her eyes
were mutinous. "It is hair, it grows again."

"It won't if | nurder you here and now for cutting it off," Jennifer said
flatly.

"What are you thinking of, madan?" Siohan cane into the room Her English was
nearly as heavily accented as Ariadne's. "It is such beautiful hair-"

"It is inmpossible hair," Ariadne replied stiffly. "Also, it is very visible;
men of ny father's who do not know me by face could know nme by this."

"Pin it up, then," Jennifer began. Ariadne shook her head; hair |ew

"I'f ny maid Lucette or Honoria before her could not put in the pins to hold
hair up, so"-she wapped both hands in it and held a wad of curls to the back
of her neck-"even while | do nothing nore vigorous than read a book in ny
bedchamber, how shall | manage it? Wile riding a horse, or aboard a ship?"
"Well, then braid it," Jennifer replied. It took a huge effort to keep the
exasperation out of her voice.

The girl wrinkled her nose. "To wear a child' s plait other than for sleep?"
Jennifer turned her head and held out a handful of tiny braids.

"This is for bed; but | often wear a braid when it's warmand |' m busy. Wen

run, | always braid it; that isn't childish, it's sense. But if you're afraid
all that hair makes you visible, what do you think hair cut shorter than
Chris's is going to do for you? It's not as if that will change your face-or

his |l ooks. He's Highly visible, renenber? And what other young woman i s goi ng
to be traveling with hin?" Ariadne | ooked at her; her nouth was set, her eyes
still mutinous. "Ariadne, you can't do this, Please. Al that wonderful hair.
I know," she added hastily as the girl scow ed and opened her nouth to speak
"it grows. | know But not that quickly."

Si ohan gently freed hair fromAriadne's grip, ran her fingers through it.
"Wonderful hair. It is very heavy. But | think the Thukara has pins that woul d
hold it. If you' d pernmit, nadam" She | ooked up; Jennifer nodded, and Si ohan
went back into the hall.

Silence for some nonents; Jennifer could hear Siohan's slippers pattering
crisply down the hallway, then nothing. Ariadne was watching her. "Wy do you
do this?" she asked finally.

Jenni fer managed a smle. "Wat, bully you?"

"No-this with your hair, so many little plaits."



"Because it doesn't curl like yours does naturally."

"But mine will not, either; it makes a nmess that is not curl and not
straight." She eyed Jennifer, |less wary now, eyes specul ative. "There is a
powder, a French one, my maid put it into the soap once in sumer and once
just before the Jesu-fest, to make the curl." She turned away, slanmed both
hands flat on the counter before her; the scissors junped and skittered al ong
the slick surface. "Wat use is all this tal k? Wat good are pins?"

"You mght at least give thema try before you give yourself a crewcut,"”
Jennifer said crisply. Before Ariadne could stop her, she snatched the

sci ssors and shoved themin one of the deep robe pockets. "OF course, if
you're just trying to pull everyone's chain-creating a | ot of uproar and noi se
to upset Chris, and everyone el se-then pins aren't any good to you, are they?"
The girl stared at her bl ankly.

"How dare you speak to ne this way?" she whispered finally.

"Because you deserve it, that's why. Look, | don't doubt for one mnute you' ve
had a hard Iife to this point, but now you have the chance to do sonething

wi th yoursel f, make sone of your own decisions-why not start by not trying to
al i enate everyone around you?" She | ooked up, past Ariadne, as the door to the
dressi ng room opened. Chris poked his head around the corner, indicated the
door bolt with a broad gesture, retreated into the snaller chanber and cl osed
the door with an audible click. Ariadne started, whirled around. "That was
Chris, by the way," Jennifer said. "Locking hinself into the other room for
the night, and letting you know it."

"Di eu, what a nmess." Ariadne turned back to gaze at her reflection in the
mrror, drove both hands into her hair and burst into tears. Jennifer sent her
eyes heavenward, then went to one knee and put her arms around the other's
shoul ders. For a nonment, she thought the girl would shove her away; her

shoul ders remai ned stiff, her whol e body unyi el di ng.

"It's a mess, all right,"” Jennifer agreed. "You don't have to make it nore of
one, though. But things are bound to get better, don't you think?" Ariadne
shook her head fiercely; hair flew, tenporarily blinding Jennifer. She freed a
hand, shoved the stuff out of her eyes. Ariadne swall owed hard, rubbed her
eyes with the heels of her hands, swall owed again.

"I amsorry," she whispered. "You nust begin to hate ne-"

"I could frankly live without the dramatics-the scenes,"” Jennifer said. "I'm
not used to them frankly. 1'll hate you only if you cut that hair." A light
tap at the entry brought her around. Siohan came into the roomwith a snall
basket in her hands, and at her heels, hair in a |loose plait under a neat
white kerchief, still blinking sleep fromher eyes, stood one of the kitchen
girls. Jennifer got to feet; Siohan inclined her head and set the basket on
the dressing table, then notioned the girl forward. "Madam Ariadne, this is
Dija. She knows sonething of hair and clothing. She has agreed to care for
your needs while you are here, if you will have her."

Dija bent one knee and bowed deeply. "I speak a little of English," she

mur mured shyly. "Siohan says the |lady wi shed her lair conbed for the night?"
Ariadne blotted her eyes on the back of one hand, |ooked fromJennifer to
Siohan, finally at Dija, who could not have been any ol der than she, and was
visibly much |l ess sure of herself. Surely, she won't sent a nervous child |like
Dija packing, Jennifer thought. Ariadne sat very still, eyes still fixed on
Dija, who | ooked steadily back. Wrdlessly, then, the Frenchwoman held out a
conb. Dija took it, glanced at Siohan or reassurance, and tucked it into her
sash so she could hand-;eparate the hair first.

"Well. 1'lIl leave you, then," Jennifer said after a nonment. Dija | ooked up
startl ed; Siohan nodded her approval, then turned and eft. Jennifer foll owed.
But as she reached the hall, Ariadne came tinning out.

"Jennifer." Her eyes were wary; she glanced back toward the open door and

| owered her voice. "This-this girl is not to spy upon ne, is she?"

"To-to what? To spy on you? Wy? Ariadne, for heaven's sake! She's in there to
serve you as a lady's maid; Siohan already old ne you were probably used to



one, and obviously you needed someone to conmb your hair tonight, if nothing
else. Dijais there to fix your hair, hang up your skirts, and sleep in your
dressing roomon that couch, if you want the conpany, or the chaperone. If
not, let her untangle your hair and braid it for he night and go back to her
own room sane as Siohan does. Wy would she spy on you?"

Ari adne opened her nouth, closed it again and shook her head, spun on one heel
and started back inside. At the doorway she turned. "Because Honoria did, and
Lucette |I think did, for nmy father. That is why." She was gone. Jennifer

remai ned where she was or a long nonent, then slunped agai nst the outer wall.
If she's gong to screech at poor little Dija and chase her off, |I'd better be
here to pick up the pieces. But she could hear a | ow nurnur of voices, Dija's
pl easant alto and Ariadne's |ower response. No one's going to kill anyone el se
in the near future, she deci ded.

She started back down the hall; Siohan was right, the floors were decidedly
cold at this hour. So was the air, for that matter. She shoved her hands into
t he deep pockets, and her right encountered Ariadne's fancy scissors. "God,"

she munbled. "I used to think | wanted a girl!"
A faint click; she slowed as Chris stuck his head into the hall. "Hey," he
sai d.

"Hey yourself, kid," Jennifer replied gloonily. "You wanna talk to nme, you've
got as long as it takes me to reach ny bed, all right?"

He cane into the hall, still dressed but barefoot. "You got through to her?"
In answer, Jennifer pulled the scissors fromher pocket and held them under
hi s nose.

"Si ohan brought Dija up to tend to her. You'd better factor a maid's salary
into your famly expenses from now on, kiddo."

"Well, yeah-Ckay. Dija. Isn't she the one whose sister-?"

"Same one. |'mnot sure why Siohan brought her up, except she does speak
enough English that they won't need to resort to charades. But so do sone of
t he ot her wonen."

"Well, yeah. If she speaks sone English, that's a big help, cause I don't

thi nk Ariadne's gonna bot her picking up any Rhadazi, except nmaybe 'no.
"Big surprise," Jennifer said. She felt tired all over. "You owe ne one for
this, kid. And in exchange for keeping your young wonman from | ooking like a
ski nhead for the next year, and for lending you Dija as |long as they both want
t he arrangenent, you find out what that stuff is Ariadne uses on her hair, and
get nme sone."

" Stuff?"

"Thi nk permanents, think very curly hair. | don't know what it is; it

obvi ously doesn't hurt the stuff it curls, because just |ook at her hair. Find
out, and get ne sone, you got that?"

"Hair stuff-got it."

"Good." Jennifer stopped outside the Thukar's apartnments, grabbed his hand and
sl apped the scissors onto his palm "G ve these back to her in the norning.
I'"mgoing to go get nyself some sleep.”

"Yah. You seen the size of that couch?"

"Good for you, kiddo. But you can always use the roomnext to it."

"Too | ate to bug anyone for blankets," he said gloonmly. "Besides, maybe this
way she'll feel sorry for me, stuffed in the servant's roomand all. And she
won't stab ne dead with these when | give themto her." He tossed the scissors
hi gh, caught themdeftly and | eft her. Jennifer sighed.

"Gve nme strength. | don't want a boy, either!™

Chapter 6



ONE hour after sunset of a very foggy day, well into an extrenely foggy
twilight, the north coast of Hol maddan lay ruffled, cold and utterly still.
Inland, if anything it was even ore gloony and chill than near the water; in
hol | ows and against the inner cliffs, it was inpossible to see anything beyond
arms length. Here and there, a child brought in stray geese, another penned
sheep. A few wonen and older girls were out feed-g and watering fow or

m | ki ng goats, but by and large village ray Haven was indoors and al ready
bedded down for the night.

In a rare pool of nearly clear air, the nen's long hut was briefly visible as
a dark and uncertain shape; ruddy light flickered around the edges of
improperly fitted shutters; the nuted sound

of coarse laughter filtered out to a deserted main road.

Only a few of the ol der boys and the unmarried men were stil

in the hut, drinking and waiting for one of the older wonen to bring food. The
marri ed nmen had gone hone before full dark. Even the headman, this particul ar
night. Ryselle | eaned against the outer wall of her father's house, eyes

cl osed and jaw set, cloak pulled close around thoroughly chilled arnms and
hands. Her father's outraged, intimdating bell ow was scarcely danmpened at al
by the heavy shutters. She listened intently, holding her breath as he finally
paused-for air, likely; he wouldn't expect or welconme conment from her nother
Her lips twi sted; she turned her head slightly, freed a hand and blew a
sardonic kiss toward the goat shed. If she hadn't been out there preparing
extra rounds of herbed cheese for her father to trade when the next caravan
cane through, she'd have been in the house |ong since; she'd have been facing
the brunt of the old man's hot fury, and probably the back of his hand.
Instead of Mdther, who's taking it for both of us. The faint snmile slipped.
Thank you, goats, thank you, Mdther-no, it really isn't at all amusing, is it?
She junped convul sively; her father was shouting once nore. "She wasn't where
she bel onged this norning, nor yesterday evening, but that's nothing new, is
it? Wandering about, what's she up to these days? Tinme she was wed once nore,
spendi ng her hours properly, caring for her nman and babes! She's had her tine
of mourning, wife! Mre than a year, nearly two! You've indul ged her, and |I've
let you. And it isn't as if she were wed to that South Branch fool |ong enough
to warrant full mourning- she wasn't with himlong enough to be properly wed,
I'"d wager."

If Dronic had dared to touched me, I'd have cut his throat while he slept, and
he knew it. Ryselle rem nded herself grimy. It had been a strange, short,
wedded |ife; she and Dronic had cone al nost at once to a kind of truce. She
suspected he didn't care nuch for wonen, anyway. Poor creature; he had no nore
choi ce about weddi ng and producing sons that | did. She shrugged hi m asi de;
two years, after all, since he'd drowned, and she'd only known hi m sonet hi ng

| ess than a nmoon-season. She shook her head sharply, laid her ear against the
danp outer wall.

Her not her was sayi ng sonet hi ng-she couldn't tell what, her father's bell owed
response overrode everything, as it always did. "Did she quicken? No! Two
strings of dower silver his kin wouldn't give back, and she didn't even prove
her worth with a son! If she's capable of sons! Look at her sister, wed for
six years and four sons already. She cost nme a nmere half string of silver, and
has she been any problem ever? Detta knows her place, and keeps it properly.
But Ryselle, oh, no!" A faint, distressed murrmur, too |low for Ryselle to catch
her nother's response.

"Yes, well, all right, I'lIl grant that nuch, she's good with the goats, she's
been useful about the place. Her cheeses sell for good coin, why do you think
| tolerate her attitudes, her arrogant ways and her backtal k? Anot her nman

woul d beat her senseless for daring to open her mouth! But I'Il tell you this,
worman, when our Nyel weds the Welder's sister, they'll need that bed Ryselle
has now. We'll have Enalya to muck the beasts and mlk them and there will be

Emal ya's nmoney to pay a dowy for Ryselle. Emalya isn't so sinple as she
seens; she can learn to make a cheese worth good coin. Those girls of hers
will prove useful- they'd better! But Ryselle is getting above herself; |



won't tolerate that in this house, and I won't take lip fromher nuch | onger
"Il tell you, woman!"

"But, husband-" Ryselle wasn't totally certain she heard her nmother's faint
protest right; a ringing slap and a shriek covered the words.

"Dare to argue with ne? | was right, Ryselle has no place in his house, she's
giving you airs now 1'll tell you, woman, the headman at village East Bl uff
has been asking about her of late; he'll take a smaller dowy because it's not
his first wife and she's used goods, after all. And he's willing to have the
woman now, the coin when it cones, so as soon as | have the first part of the
dowy in hand for her, she's gone to East Bluff. The headman there will teach
her to curb that tongue-she'll leam or he'll cut

out of her head. What? Wat's that? Don't you dare rmunble at my back and | ook
at me in that fashion, worman, |'Il black our other eye!"

Rysell e swal | owed hard, caught her lower |ip between her teeth. If | were half
as brave as | pretend, I1'd go in there, right now, |1'd stop hi msonehow I

woul dn't et himshout at her like tat; | wouldn't [et himbeat her. He's not
so big or so strong any nore, he's half drunk all the time, he's old, and no
taller than |I. do nore heavy work here than he ever did, ny hands and arnms re
strong enough. And his sons-ny bel oved brothers-are own at the nen's hut,
drinking or passed out, they're no use to himtonight.

One drunken, furious old man, alone. She could hit himone nick blow, use one
of the long, heavy gate pins fromthe goat |led, he'd be down and out for the
rest of the night at the very |l east, |ong enough for her to convince her

not her to | eave...

Her shoul ders sagged. To try to convince her. Hah. As if she would ever |eave
him 1've tried-once, ten tinmes, twenty, |'ve lost count. But |'ve never
struck anyone. |-/ don't think | could, not out of cold purpose. And if | did,
then what? |'ve dared to rai se ny hand agai nst father, elder, headman-we'd
both be dead, Mdther and I.

Wed to East Bluff's headman. There was a living death. She'd be-what? His
third wife? O was it already his fourth? One in childbirth, a second who took
ill fromtrying to, quicken with a son for him after three daughters. H s new
wife will share the house-old with the last wife but one, they say she doesn't
talk well since

the last tinme he heat her, she only sees clearly in one eye and she can't
renenber anyone's nane, but she still can cook for himand his sons. Her
future narrowed, spiraled in around her, enconpassing and thick as the fog.
"Il die first," Ryselle prom sed herself flatly. She cl apped a hand across
her mouth, sent her eyes sideways toward the door. It was quiet in there; he
m ght hear her. She pushed away fromthe wall, wal ked steadily back through

t he goat pens and out onto the main road. A chill drop of dew trenbled on the
tip of her nose. She blotted it; another fell fromthe hood and slid down to
take its place. The Welder. Sretha had prom sed to hel p her before. She'd
have to, now

SRETHA t ook one | ook at the headman's younger daughter shivering on the
doorstep and drew her through the dark and enpty main room into the little
back chanber. A fire burned hot on the small hearth, naking it overly warm and
even stuffy in the Welder's conbi nati on workroom and kitchen, after outside;
the I anp gave off a nixed scent, pine oil trying to cover the rather

unpl easant snell of the tall ow Emal ya insisted on rendering herself. For once
Rysell e scarcely noticed the pungent and cloying mx of odors; she clutched
the cloak tightly around her throat, hands gripping the thick fabric close to
her body frominside its warnmth, and fought to keep her teeth fromchattering.
The W el der said nothing; she settled the younger wonan at the plain,

wel | - polished table, marked her place in a thin book with a wad of red string
and shoved the remains of her own neal and an enpty nug to one side. She
turned up the lanp until the dark bare walls were visible to the | ow ceiling,
and noved away to fuss with cups, kettle, and cloth herb-bags.

"Here. Ryselle, here's tea, | sweetened it, drink it now, while it's hot."
Sretha wrapped the girl's trenbling hands around the thick clay mug and



pressed it toward her lips. The fingers were icy. "Drink it, | say."

"I"'mnot - n-not cold," Ryselle protested. She was shivering violently.

"I know. Shhh. Drink it."

She | et her eyes sag shut, shook her head faintly, but the Welder's hands
hel d her fingers and kept the mug in place; warnth spread to her pal nms, her
chin. She finally nodded and drank, draining the cup. The warnth eased
trenors, |oosened a painfully overly tight throat. She drew a deep, shuddering
breath, let it slowy out. Wen she | ooked up, the Wel der was wat chi ng her
her face made visibly older, nore heavily winkled, by the bright lanp in the
m ddl e of the table. Her arnms were folded across the breast of her faded

Bl acks. A rustling sound and foot-steps alnost directly overhead; Ryselle
started and nearly dropped the cup

Sretha snatched it up, set it on the table, sent her eyes toward the | adder
"Emal ya," she murnured softly. Ryselle |ooked that way; Emalya was descendi ng
cautiously and heavily fromthe ft, a blue-light clutched in one hand. She

gl anced at Sretha, then eyed Ryselle sidelong, and with that blank |ack of
curiosity that was either Emalya being cautious, or just as dull-witted as she
| ooked; none of the village women were certain which it was, and Ryselle
didn't ordinarily care. Emalya blinked, rubbed vigorously at the tip of her
nose, snuffled loudly once, then crossed to her blankets. Ryselle and Sretha
wat ched; Emal ya appeared unaware of their sudden silence as much as their
regard, She eased her way carefully to her knees, one hand clutching the

bl ue-light, the other clinging to the rough wall for balance. She finally sat
with a pleased grunt, stayed there for several nonents, breathing heavily,
then set the blue-light next to her pillow so she could work her way out of
her | ow shoes. A | ook passed between headman's daughter and vill age Wel der.
Rysell e conpressed her lips. Damm it all, howis it possible to forget that
worman i s here? After what she did to Lialla, tiding for the Duke's guards-Look
at her, pretending she isn't seen ne, or doesn't care. She renenbers the
things 1've id to her, all right. She blinked rapidly, renenbered what little
W el der sign Lialla had been able to teach her in her brief stay. Sretha.

Si ster-safe?

Safe. Sretha's sign was firmindeed; she glanced toward her sister, who seened
fully occupied with undoing her foot w appings, then nodded once, very
briefly. But her eyes, the faint |line between themthat usually wasn't
there-Ryselle's lips twisted. She isn't certain-but who can be, after what
Emalya did? If 1'd let Sretha teach me Wel der sign, as she wanted-it shoul d
be retired for all village wonen, any slave who has to keep secrets ?m a
master-or a master's filthy snitch. Like Lialla said about her uncle, and his
personal armsnen. Too |ate nowfor the nmonment, anyway. She considered, found
alternate signs that would pretty nuch cover what she wanted to say.

Safe, Sretha, worried, why?

Sretha cast her a wicked, bright-eyed grin before she bent to take the tea cup
and refill it. One hand nmoved. Yes. Worried. Sister stupid.

It was unexpected, alnmost too nuch; Ryselle clapped both hands over her mouth
and covered | aughter with a fit of coughing. Sretha slid the tea nug between

t he younger wonan's el bows and shoved the honey dish after. Her eyes were
still bright, but they shifted warningly toward the nmain room and the single
bl ue-1ight against the far wall. Ryselle blinked, got control of herself,
spooned honey into her cup and drank

To all appearances, Emalya was blissfully unaware of both the tension in the
smal I house and the silent conversation going on across the gl oony centra
room she set her shoes and foot waps aside, |eaned back against the wall and
began to massage one foot; her |ips noved constantly and a very faint drone of
onesi ded conversation reached Ryselle's ears. How does Sretha bear it? I'd
have nurdered the woman two days after she canme hone.

O course, Ryselle's hearing was phenonenal, Sretha's not nearly as sharp
especially the past year or so. It's her sister, after all; maybe she's really
fond of the woman, like | amof nmy nmother. O poor sweet Delta, before Father



sold her to a tanner two days' ride to the south. Her brothers-Ryselle drank
nore tea. She didn't want to think about her brothers. The youngest-

nmean-t enpered and stupid Benaret-was on sone errand for her father and not due
back until at |east mdday the next day. Probably bargaining ne off to East

Bl uff's headman right now She shivered. The other two-this tine of night it
was a near certainty both her elder brothers were in the nen's hut, full of
sweet wine or nore likely that fruited stuff they'd taken fromthe Lasanach
ship. If the latter, they'd be | ong since passed out. She'd scarcely seen them

since that ship ran aground, themor any of their friends. Just as well. Nye
had trashed the nilking area in a drunken rage last tinme he was hone, and
supposedly grown Fronek still liked to pinch her hard when she got too close

to himjust as he'd done when he was six and she five. Anything to nmake a

brui se, or cause pain. \What Hol maddi worman woul d be fond of any brother past
his first beard hairs?

Her mi nd went bl ank; inpossible to remenber enough

W el der handsign to say what she nust. By now, her father would certainly know
she wasn't in the goat pens. If he was tired and hungry enough, if the fog
hel d, he might sinply bar the doors on her for the night; but he m ght be
angry enough to send for ol der boys fromthe I ong house to seek her out, or go
| ooking hinself. In that event, they'd surely cone here..

She |icked her lips, swallowed. "I can't stay any longer." She eyed Emal ya
narrow y; Emalya sniffed, rubbed her nose vigorously with the back of one
hand, and ignored sister and sister's guest both. "I heard himtonight,

W el der. Bullying Mdther. Beating her. He's-pronmised me to East Bluff."

"To the headman?" Sretha asked quietly. Ryselle nodded; the Wel der steepled
her fingers and studied them She finally nodded in turn, settled one hip on
the edge of the table. "Yes. It's long since tine for you to | eave, Ryselle."
"Mt her, though-"

"She won't go. You know that."

Anot her silence. Emalya shifted her weight with a | ow grunt and massaged her

other foot. Sretha waited; Ryselle finally sighed and nodded. "I know. |
wi sh-"
"I wish, too," Sretha said flatly. "For many things. | w sh your father and so

many of the other nmen here were not fools and nites.™

"He'll kill her, one of these days."

"Perhaps. He can do that whether you go or not; it's the danger each Hol madd
worman faces, Ryselle. Even the village Welder isn't exenpt. Maybe your father
will nellowwith age, with three sons and a son's wife to ease his way; nen
do, you know. O he may di e of al cohol and exposure before the end of w nter
as his father did. This new drink he and the others sal vaged fromthat weck
may kill all of them"

"I-1've heard. It nust be very strong; Petras said the nen |lie about

hal f - asl eep for hours, and yet they actually drink very little of it, there
are boxes and boxes unopened, she said."

The W el der shook her head. "There's something about that stuff | don't Ilike.
It's-well, that's no matter to talk over now You can't stay here for long."
"I know. If they come | ooking-"

"They mght well conme here," Sretha said. She sounded calm the didn't | ook
it. She gave the darkened main rooma very casual once-over |ook. Enalya sa
now with her eyes closed; she |lad bent forward and was starting to free her
hair fromits conplex plaits, a turn at a time, conbing her fingers through
the ends. Sretha seened satisfied. She drew a shall ow, | ong box From under a

junbl e of black cloth and opened it, squinted at the contents. "W'Il see you
gone before that."
"But Mother . .." Ryselle fell silent. Sretha turned, box in her |ands, and

simply waited. Ryselle stared down at her hands, then sighed very softly. "
heard her, in there, tonight," she whispered.



"Trying to turn himfromselling ne to East Bluff. She was standing up to him
Sretha-trying to. If only I could-"

"That was brave of her. But she won't go with you, Ryselle, not now, not ever.
Stay for her, and you've |ost your own chance. Face that. The best thing you
can do for all the wonen here is to go, at once. Save yourself." She tipped
her head to one side, studied the girl thoughtfully. Ryselle gazed back, her
mout h set and her eyes nmutinous. "You're ready for this; hardly any other G ay
Haven woman is-or ever will be. Do the brave thing yourself, now Take that
first step: Go to the city, learn how to survive there. Make a path others can
follow, if they will."

The anger was draining fromher; Ryselle was all at once acutely aware of the
vast gulf of the outside world. "You're trying to frighten ne, Welder," she
whi sper ed.

"No. It's an unsweetened truth, nothing nore. Remenber you won't be truly

al one; the caravaners will aid you, of course. The sin-Duchess is sure to. And
sowill I." Sretha took Ryselle's hand in hers and pressed a small cloth bag
agai nst the palm closed the girl's fingers over it. "You'll need that."
Rysell e rubbed the bag between her hands. Coins-five of them Very likely al
the coin the Welder had. "I can't take-" Sretha shot a quick glance toward
her sister, who was running a conb through Iong, plait-waved hair and hunm ng
tunel essly.

"You will need that," Sretha repeated firmy. She rummaged in the box once
nore and drew out a single large three-sided copper. "That for your boot," she
said very softly. "Not under your toes, high on the side, if there's a place
to settle it that won't raise blisters. The rest-keep that bag under your
skirts, only one small copper piece in a pocket or where you can easily get to
it, for food or drink. Not so accessible that soneone can take it from you.
Don't show nore coin than one, ever."

"I know" Ryselle began indignantly. Sretha shook her head.

"Remenber a city is not just a village grown large. You won't know the peopl e,
and many of themaren't honest. O otherw se trustworthy. \Wat's the day

t oday?"

The question nomentarily threw Ryselle; she blinked, considered. "Tonorrow s
full moon, it nust be the seventh tonight."

"Good. Red Hawk sent four carts north fromthe Dro Pent cutoff, they're

| odgi ng at East Bl uff one night each side of the full mpon, then going on to
@Qll's Face and the city."

The breath stopped in her throat. "East Bl uff-?"

"East Bluff is |ike Gay Haven; the caravans are kept outside the village when
they visit. Besides, who'd think to | ook for you there?" Sretha turned away,
box in her hands; she paused in mid-turn, wal ked over to the small w ndow and
pressed the quilted over aside. "The fog's shifting; | thought | felt north

wi nd under the door just now. You'd better-"

A loud clatter of shod hooves on the road outside brought the two wonen
around, and Ryselle halfway to her feet. Sretha aught the girl's arm and drew
her toward the back door, but the horses were already gone, heading with
purpose toward the center of the village. Ryselle's skin prickled; she spun
around and lung to the edge of the table with one hand; the other |eveled at

Emal ya. "If you've done anything ..." she began furiously.
"The children." Emalya said anxiously; she shoved her hair over her shoul der
and worked to her feet. "They'll wake the children-" She hurried across the

room and caught hold of the adder. Sretha clutched Ryselle's wist, hard.
"Let her go. She's not been out of ny sight or hearing; whatever that was
about, it wasn't Emalya's doing. Let's go and see."

" See- "

"You need to | eave, and soon, but not with such a question on our shoul der
It's dark; we can stay in shadow and on the fringes of whatever's afoot.
Cone." The Wel der caught up the black bundle of cloth that had covered her
coin box, drewit round her throat and shoul ders and started for the nain



door, Ryselle followed. But hal fway across the |arger room she turned,
settled her fists at her waist and glared at Enal ya, who had paused partway up
the | adder.

"I'f you've done anything-said anything, snitched to anyone, Emalya. If that
trouble riding up the road is your doing in any way-"

"It wasn't nme. It may not be trouble,"” Emalya protested faintly.

Rysell e | aughed sourly. "A conpany of horsed men at this hour? In this

village? OF course it's trouble! And if |I learn you' ve had any part in it,
you'll pay dearly." Emalya stared at her, nouth sagging. "If they've conme to
behead ne, | swear ny hade will haunt you all your days, Emalya."

"But, but, | didn't-!"

Rysel |l e shook her head. "Don't bother. You'd say anything. just remenber what
| said." Emalya was still staring as she haul ed the outer door shut with a
bang and ran after the Welder.

FOG still drifted across the road and lay pooled in low areas; it filled the
ditch on both sides of the road. But Ryselle could already see horses and nen
grouped in front of the men's |onghouse. Armed nen and a dark, flapping banner
whi ch nmust be Duke Vuhlemis. Monlight seeped through high, thin clouds,
turning the road blue-white, glinting off nmetal helnms and drawn bl ades.

Sret ha had gone ahead; she was waiting three houses short of the Duke's
conpany. When Ryselle woul d have gone on, the Welder caught hold of her el bow

and drew her into shadow and agai nst the nearest wall. "Don't," she whi spered.
"There's trouble down there, stay clear. W' |l be safe right here, we can see,
and deaf old Nissa will never hear anything-us or them down there." She kept

her hand tight around the younger worman's arm even after Ryselle nodded.

Men's voi ces rose sharply, nuted by the walls of the |ong-house, the words

i ndeci pherable fromwhere the two wonen stood. The nounted guardsmen with the
banner shouted back, "You have it?" Mre shouting, nixed with angry and
frightened yells. "Bring it! And get those worthless men out here!™

Soneone inside the building shouted a brief reply; total silence followed.
Rysell e shifted her weight, craned her neck so she could see the door of her
father's house. A thin Iine of Iight shone where someone had pushed a shutter
partway open, but there was no other sign of life. There were no villagers in
the street-whoever watched did so frombehind shutters, within darkened
roonms-or stood in shadow, as she and Sretha did. The main street and the paths
leading fromit were deserted. Duke's men, conming late at night. No one with
sense woul d be out here; it couldn't be anything but trouble.

Two of the Duke's guards emerged into the bright [ight of a nearly full noon,
both carryi ng wooden crates. They set themon the edge of the porch and went
back inside. Sonmeone in there was protesting in a furious, reedy, whining

voi ce-her mddle brother Fronek, Ryselle thought; no one else of a nmale sex
could make that much shrill noise. Two of the village men were pulled onto the
porch, down the shallow steps; the Duke's nen had to hold themupright. M
brot hers; ny drunken, disgusting, worthless brothers.

More shouting. Sretha put her nouth close to Ryselle's ear and nmurnured, "It's
about that fruited stuff; | think those are the boxes. Can you nmake out what's
bei ng sai d?" The younger woman shook her head. Sretha |let go her arm and began
nmovi ng her fingers-drawing in Thread. "Ah. | hear them now. Fool nen. The
captai n says those boxes were nmeant for the Duke's cellars, that liquor is
rare and costly. What's left of that foreign ship was spotted off our shore a
few days ago, they apparently couldn't even draw it far enough back to sea to
sink it properly. The captain wants to know why the wreck wasn't reported at
once and why the villagers dared steal boxes with Vuhlems mark." The two
guards were still bringing out crates of liquor, and now the rest of the |oca
men came unwilling into the open, one of the Duke's guard behind themw th a



drawn sword. They huddl ed unhappily agai nst the back wall.

One of Ryselle's brothers waved his arms wildly and fell into the other; both
went down, nearly taking their guards with them Mre shouting, lost in

| aughter; even the Duke's captain seened to be |aughing as one thin, shril

voi ce rose above all others.

"Your brother Fronek is trying to put blame on Nyel, who swears he saw no
mar k- and now he says they were hol ding the cargo until someone could carry a
nmessage to the Duke, to retrieve it."

"He'll blame nmy nmother next," Ryselle said bitterly.

"He's already tried that-all us wonen, actually. Didn't you hear the captain

| aughi ng?"

"Silence! Al of you!" The captain's voice topped the babble, his bellow so

| oud and sharp-edged even Sretha could clearly understand him Silence he got.
The guards dragged the fallen nen to their feet. "Take themup there, apart
fromthe rest. You, go fetch the headman. You and you-get sone of these

worthl ess men to help you bring out the rest of the Duke's property, now "

For sonme monents the only sounds were the jingle of harness as horses shifted,
and the heavy, echoing clonp of booted nen carrying heavy crates across a
poorly constructed plank floor. The captain slung one | eg across the

saddl ebow, and waited.

The guardsman canme back down the street at a run. "Sir! We can't find him"
"You searched the hut?"

"Yes, sir! No one there but his wonman; she says he's not been home all the

ni ght but she's nursing fresh bruises.”

"Bah! Well, never mind; it's dark, it's late, and I want out of this

i mpoveri shed sty as soon as possible. The Duke expects us before m dday, you
know CGo find a wagon for the Duke's bel ongings, then. And hurry it up!" The
guard turned and ran. The captain sat and watched boxes being brought fromthe
| onghouse. Silence for a long tine, save the creak of boards as nen wal ked
back and forth, the nmuted clonk as the stack of crates grew higher. The
captain finally resettled hinself on the horse and stood in his stirrups. "Is
everything out of there yet? Good." He turned to | ook back up the main street
as the guard cane runni ng back. "Where's that wagon?"

"We found one, sir, hut next to the headnman's; the man's not there, but his
worran i s harnessing-"

"He's one of these fellows, doubtless. Sonmeone's with her, to bring it once
the thing's ready? | suppose the horse is on its |ast feet?"

"I left a man, sir. It's an ass, elderly but not dead yet."

"Good enough." He turned to | ook at the huddl e of village nen on the porch.
"You all heard; whoever owns that cart and beast can either take the Duke's
conpensation now, cone forward to drive the cart to the city and bring it
back, or come to fetch it at the barracks later. Your choice." Shifting anong
the nmen, low rmunbling. Ryselle couldn't see or hear what was going on, but the
captain's voice remained at parade-ground pitch. "You? Al right. If you can
keep the beast nmoving and stay with us. You! Any sign of the headman yet?"
"No, sir!"

"Keep-is that the last of the wine?" The captain turned to | ook up the street.
One of his guards was | eading the ass and swearing furiously; the beast was
shaking its head and pranci ng sideways, trying to shy away from hi mor perhaps
the small, two-wheeled wagon it pulled. "Get that thing up here, hurry it! You
men, start |oading, get the cargo settled so nothing breaks. Duke Vuhlemw ||
have ny head and all yours, too, if he loses what's left of this stuff!" The
owner came forward to hold his beast's bridle and calmit as best he coul d;
the other men were lined up to shift the boxes from porch to wagon bed.
Ryselle's brothers stayed where they were, braced against the wall; one of
Vuhl emi s guards stood cl ose by, |eaning against a | ong sword.

The captain gestured sharply; guards herded the village men back against the
cart, while two others clanbered onto the porch to retrieve the brothers.
Fronek was still weaving, and wi thout help would have slid to the wooden

pl anks; Nyel was just able to stand without aid. Their faces were white in the



nmoonl i ght, and to Ryselle they suddenly | ooked very young and foolish.

More noise up the street; Ryselle started convul sively as her father's
outraged roar topped all other sounds. Two guards cane up, the headman firnly
hel d between them he blustering furiously all the way. The captain stared
down at him The headman stuttered, nunbl ed sonething, and was abruptly
silent.

"Where did you find hin®"

"Sir, hiding in the barn where the ass was!"

"How fitting. You, Ninro. You know the Duke's laws. It was just possible for
himto overl ook your possible conplicity in the presence here of the Zel harri
nobl ewoman. But boxes bearing the Duke's seal, found breached and inside the
men's hut, in your village-Ninro, the Duke will not be pleased at all to hear
of this." He stared down once nore. Ryselle could no | onger see her father

the captain's horse bl ocked her view of him his two guards, the cart, and
nost of the nen.

Nyel fought his way to the edge of the porch. "Father-!"

"Be silent, you!" the captain thundered. "You have said everything you will be
permtted to say! You and the other!" He gestured. The guards hol ding the two
younger nen junped down fromthe edge of the porch, pulling their prisoners
down and out of Ryselle's sight. Sretha caught her breath, took the younger
worman' s shoul ders and spun her around, pulling her close.

"Don't |ook!" she hissed.

Rysell e stared at her, bewildered. "But, | didn't-" Sretha's hands shifted,
and one cl apped agai nst the back of the younger woman's head. Ryselle's nouth
was full of black scarf; she couldn't see.

Sretha's breath tickled her ear. "Don't |ook] No one should see such a thing!"
She turned her own head, burying it in Ryselle's shoulder as Nyel's voice rose
in a towering shriek, suddenly cut off. Ryselle heard the unm stakable sound
of a heavy metal edge burying itself in the planking. Her father was cursing
in a high, horrible wail that didn't sound Iike himat all; Fronek's scream
topped him echoing across the village for what seened forever. Then he, too,
was still, and there was no sound save the headman's sobbi ng.

Ryselle was trenbling violently; Sretha clung to her and shook. She was right;
no one should see that. Just to have heard it-1'I1 hear themin ny sleep

For ever.

"You men, nmount up!" The captain snapped. "You, N nro! Be grateful | do not
listen to you too closely just now. Your Duke has until now been satisfied
with your rule in Gray Haven. | would continue to please him if | were youl
He's left you one son, and your own head; a sensible man would be grateful for
so nmuch. You-old nman, if you want to bring your ass and cart back, get up on
that seat and ready yoursel f!"

Sretha et go of Ryselle's arnms and | eaned back agai nst the wall of the hut
behi nd them Ryselle opened her eyes as the snall armed conpany of Duke's nen
rode up the road at a canter, old Jefne and his cart in their mdst. Behind
them a huddle of frightened village nmen and sonewhere in their mdst, her

father. She could still hear him cursing and weeping, wailing for his dead
sons.

The Duke's conpany was gone; the sound faded, was suddenly gone as the horses
topped a hill and rode down the other side. The only sound now cane fromin
front of the men's long hut, Sretha | ooked skyward, then touched her
conpanion's arm "The moon will take the |last of the shadow here very shortly;

you' d better go at once, Ryselle." She couldn't speak; she nodded. The W el der
peered at her closely. "You're all right?"

"Fine," she managed. "Mother-"

"I said I'd look out for her, didn't 1? You renmenber she lied for himtonight,
t hough. Go, out the back way, girl, nowonto the high path. You'll make East
Bl uff and reach the caravaners before they retire if you hurry. Go!" She
turned to ease her way around the back of the hut, came back and hugged
Rysell e close. "Go! Send word as soon as you can!" Ryselle nodded. Sretha
edged along the thin Iine of shadow and was gone.



Rysell e drew a deep breath, cast one last |ook at the nen's hut, and foll owed.
She coul d hear deaf old N ssa snoring on the other side of the wall. Probably
the only person in Gray Haven who didn't hear-that. She swal |l owed, shook her
head fiercely.

The nmen were still in a tight huddl e at the edge of the porch; she could just
hear her father's voice, but couldn't make out what he was saying any nore. No
one paid the | east heed as she hurried across open ground and down into the
hol | ow behind the |l ong hut. Sretha had suggested the high trail; Ryselle knew
the | ow one nuch better. Down between the hills, she wouldn't be visible in

t he nmoonl i ght, should anyone happen to be | ooking. If Benaret should happen to
be on his way back from East Bluff, she'd hear himlong before he could see

her. He won't be out at this hour. He'll be in the headman's house or the
men's hut. This way was sure, though
Her hands were still shaking. She stuffed themin the fold of her cloak, and

with her right, felt for the Welder's coin pouch, presently tucked inside the
broad, green-and-yellow patterned belt every G ay Haven woman wore. She'd have
to find another place to keep it safe. Because once | reach that caravan, |'m
burni ng the sash.

SRETHA regai ned her own small house without being seen, and shut the door

qui etly behind her. Emalya, who was once again on her blankets, this tine
weavi ng her hair into one thick braid for the night, |ooked at her sidel ong.
"What was the noise about? | thought it would wake the dead, all that

shouti ng. "

"Not quite," Sretha replied flatly. She drew the scarves off her hair and neck
as she wal ked across the main room

"It was the Duke's guard, wasn't it?" Enalya asked. Sretha nodded. "I don't
know why you act so-so-it wasn't me, | didn't have anything to do with them
this tine."

"I know. No one bl anmes you, Emalya." Sretha dropped her scarves on the table,
drew her book over in front of the chair by the small hearth. The fire had
burned |l ow, but two or three small sticks would renedy that. She turned the

l antern down. Wasteful, not to have done it before Ryselle and | went out.
Emal ya woul dn't have done it for her, of course.

Back in the main room Enalya was droning on in that sullen tone Sretha

di sli ked nost-whi ning about the | ocal wormen not |iking her or trusting her
nost |ikely. Twenty-seven days. Sretha thought as she sank into her chair and

opened the book. Nyel won't be claimng her, of course. As if she'll care
greatly which of themtakes her and her girls in, so |ong as sone nman does.
Fool. | wonder if the headman will put Benaret forward, to nake certain of her

dowry? He's not much ol der than her Kepron, but after tonight, the other nen
won't deny himmuch--for a while, anyway. She di snissed Emal ya from her

t houghts, began wapping the red string around her fingers in a conplex cat's
cradle as she read. In the main room Enalya finished with her hair and rolled
i nto her blankets; she was still grunbling, but Sretha no |onger heard her
Twenty-seven days. | can last that long without strangling her. | think | can
LI ALLA' s head ached- conbi nati on, she deci ded, of the constant noise level in
t he caravaners' vast barn of a building, the continuous snoke fromtwo
fireplaces kept constantly alight and neither drawing as well as it might, the
snoke fromtoo many sour-snelling pipes. It was strange, too, trying to sleep
with so nmany peopl e awake at all hours: the fanmily wing at Duke's Fort was
extremely quiet once night fell, and stayed that way until m dnorning. One
good night's sleep-is that too nuch to ask? She hadn't had one yet.

There were city wonmen about npst hours of the day; always soneone for her to
talk to. Unfortunately, nost of those who wound up in the sane place at the
same time were wonen who couldn't agree on rmuch of anything-and who di sagreed
at top volume. Typical of northern city wonen, Sil said.

The main Red Hawk grandnot her had been able to subdue them she had a voice
that could etch pottery. But Red Hawk had left two nornings before; for a day
and a half Sil and Lialla had the vast, echoing chanber to thensel ves-and the
worren who came whenever they could find enough tinme, or an excuse to | eave



husband and famly. Late this nmorning, a small family group from Green Arrow
Can arrived-five wagons which plied the route between Hol naddan Gty and

Cor nekka. Their grandnmot her was a wonan scarcely ol der than Robyn, with five
children of her own; the small group had nore children than all of Red Hawk
(or so it seened to Lialla). The grandmot her had barely found tine to speak to
her and Sil between setting up and clan duties.

Si| had been subdued since her clan left: She wasn't used to being separated
from her people, and Lialla wondered if the caravaner woman was havi ng second

t hought s about staying with her. | hope not. Sil isn't good at settling
argunents or shutting those women down once they start shouting at each other
but she's good conpany, and she al ways manages to nake nme feel |'m doing the
ri ght thing.

Just now, the two wonen had the far end of the second floor all to thenselves;
the G een Arrow Can was feeding its people down around the other hearth, and
even the children were bl essedly quiet for the noment. Sil knelt before the
west hearth, blowing on the small struggling fire under a pot of soup. She

fl apped her hand in front of her face, coughed discreetly into her sleeve,
then sat back and di pped a | ong-handl ed spoon into the broth. Lialla blew on
it, drank it down and nodded.

"Wonderful . I'd probably have starved, left to nmy own devices."
Sil glanced at her, drank down a spoonful of soup herself. "Yes. Anyone can
tell just by |ooking, you don't eat nuch." She spooned soup into two deep

bow s and handed Lialla one, then set her own aside to rake a packet of flat
bread fromthe edge of the coals.

""That's not fair," Lialla protested mldly. "I'mnot anywhere near as thin as
I was. And that wasn't not enough food, that was-" She sighed faintly, shook
her head and di pped a piece of the tough bread in soup, sucked broth fromit
and ate it.

"Yes, | know," Sil said. "All the sane-a soup like this isn't difficult to
make. But | forget, nobl ewonen don't cook."
"Hah. You've nmet ny brother's w fe. Robyn -
"Duchess Robyn is not quite representative of the class.”

"True." Lialla ate nore broth, spooned sone of the vegetables fromthe bottom
of the bow and spread them across a bite of bread. "You' d have to poke ne
hard these days, to find ribs."

Sil laughed. "Which I won't. 1've seen you swing that long stick of yours, and
|'ve heard about sone of the other things those outlanders taught you. Wy
don't you use that stick on the | ocal wonmen, next tine they get out of hand?"
Lialla rolled her eyes. "Don't tenpt me." She drank the last of the broth from
her bow , shook her head when Sil held out a hand for it. "Not yet. Save the
rest of ny share for later. O will we have to fight for tine at the fire

| ater?"

"Don't think so. Gray Fishers' southern carts aren't due in until tonorrow and
Green Arrow will be gone by then." She was silent for some nmonents, her hands
busy tearing up a last bite of bread and rolling it into tiny pellets. "About

t hat boy-"

"I wish | knew. But we told-what?-at |east five shopkeepers, and nost of the
worren who' ve cone through here. And it's been four days? |I'd think that by now
he'd have heard about the nessage or soneone woul d have passed it on to him
and he'd have cone here if he could."

"Wl | -remenber what the tinker's wife said this norning, two or three of the
horse conpanies are outside the city on Duke's business and | heard runor | ast
ni ght about a raid on one of the coastal villages. Could be he's gone with
them Don't worry about him"

"I don't, really,” Lialla replied gloomly. "1'd just like to know. "

"Maybe he's even gone south to Dro Pent. Wre | him 1'd find a way to stay
behi nd when the conpany returned to Hol maddan. "

"Probably has."

"I'n which case," Sil said cheerfully, "you can wing his neck when you finally
do find him"



A male voice interrupted them abnormally deep, as though the speaker were
young enough that it still cracked on him "Bah! You send this fool's nessage
fromevery corner of the nmarket, you call the attention of my captain and
possi bly the Duke himsel f, and then you would wing nmy neck?" Lialla set her
bowl down with extreme care and turned her head. Kepron stood just behind her
arnms fol ded across his chest, eyes narrowed. "How typical of wonen, that," he
finished sourly. Sil stirred indignantly; Lialla laid a restraining hand on
her friend's arm then got to her feet.

"Never mind, Sil," she said, then scow ed at the young Hol maddi. "I forgot
what an arrogant little rmutt he is."

"I wonder how you possibly could,” Sil replied cheerfully.

Kepron's eyes darted her direction, cane back to Lialla. "Arrogant." He
snorted. "What are you doing in the city once again, after | risked ny life
twice to rescue you?"

I amnot letting himget to me this tine. Lialla unclenched her jaw and tried
to match Sil's tone. "Besides calling attention to you, of course? |I'm working
with the | ocal wonmen and keepi ng an eye on your Duke's drug traffic; remenber
why | cane north in the first place?"

"You | eft because of his Triad. Do you think it |ess powerful now that you
return?"

Lialla sighed. "Way am | arguing with a know everything kid? Never m nd ny
notives, boy."

"I have been watching and listening both; there is no need for you here. Did
not tell you | would send word when | found anythi ng? The Duke knows you have
gone-"

"Yes. O course he does. And that soneone hel ped ne get out of that particular
cell."

7 know this. It's all the talk in ny conpany. He's still quite angry; he won't
like it if he finds you here."

"You won't like it if he finds out you hel ped me, kid. Look, it's done. al
right? I"'mhere, and for now I'm staying. Also, | wanted to nmake certain
Vuhl em wasn't in the process of taking you apart."

"I don't need your protection-"

Lialla snorted, silencing him "I'mnot trying to baby you, |ike your nother
di d. Sensible grown people watch each other's backs."
"My company-"

"Your company! Tell me they would never hand you over to
Vuhlem tonorrow i f they figured out what you did,” Sil put in sharply. Kepron
gl anced at her, bit his Ilip and fell silent.

Right," Lialla said crisply. "Sensible grown people, remenber” |I'm here
anyway. You did me a big service, |"'mgrateful to nmfor that. And |I'm
of fering you sonething extra, because of it. You continue to keep your eyes
open, bring ne news or send it, I'll teach you nore Thread-magic." Silence

"You ask ne to-"

"To do just as nuch as you planned to anyway, and nothing nore. You want to
die of old age in this city? Live with nen like that all your life? Never dare
Weld where any of them mi ght catch you at it? Maybe you |ike being in your
father's old conpany?"

Kepron scow ed at the wall behind her. H s shoul ders sagged, and he shook his
head. "No. They are better than those village nmen. But not nuch better. Not
enough. "

"Fine. Learn what | can teach you while I'mhere, kid, and you can go south
when | do, get yourself a proper apprenticeship. Help ne track down Vuhl en s
drug shipnments; | help you get out of Hol maddan. Deal ?"

He turned away fromthem Lialla glanced at Sil, who cast her eyes
ceilingward. He was quiet for some tine. Finally, he turned back; his nmouth
was tight and his eyes unfriendly, but he held out a hand and said, "Deal."
Lialla knelt before the fire once nore and nade a place for the boy next to
her. She could hear |oud voices at the far end of the open room Sil got back
to her feet and craned her neck, finally shrugged and sat down. "It's Red Hawk



comng in; | forgot about the four carts that take the west road | oop. Better
finish the soup while it's hot, we mght get crowded off the hearth after
all.”

"Sounds good to nme. Don't glare, Kepron, | can talk and eat, you'll be out of
here in no tine. What we need-"

"Where did that come fronP" Lialla |ooked up, startled; Kepron slewed around.
Ryselle, her skirts winkled as though she'd slept in themfor several days
and her short red hair all anyhow, |oonmed over them arns folded and a very
di sapproving scow fixed on Kepron. Lialla sinply stared.

A long, tense silence; then Sil began to | augh. The others turned to gaze at
her in mld surprise-and in Kepron's case, visible irritation. She flapped a

hand at them finally gained control of herself. "Ah! I'msorry, it's nothing!
|'"mjust renenbering how dull | thought it was going to be around here!™
Chapter 7

ENARDI was smiling as he made his way down a very crowded Podhru street. And
why not he thought expansively. Wo woul d ever have thought when | first net
Chris and Eddie, how well things would turn out for all of us-and particularly
for me? Years of working under his father's thunb had | ooned ahead of him
before Chris. Not that Fedthyr was grudging with his noney, or a slavedriver,
or harder on his sons than his other workers-Enardi knew plenty of merchants
like that-but after all. Fedthyr and his fellow ex-Zel harrians had been on
their own at his age. So had his el dest sister Marseli, with her charm shop
It was nice, being able to live up to such a high famly standard.

It was particularly nice to be so well known in Bez and Podhru both, and to
have a heavy gold chain fixed to his out-lander watch and the fine foreign
vest. Like nost of the younger Rhadazi nerchants, Enardi had adapted quickly
to the outsider fashion of britches, boots, shirt and vest or jacket, keeping
the I ong robes (like his father and the other old men wore all the tinme) for
after hours. There wasn't any doubt it was nore confortable to stride around
Podhru or Bez in a single |oose bag of cloth. But who wants to be marked as
one of the old nen, in tines |ike these?

Al his family-even his father's friends and busi ness acquai ntances-were quite
proud of Enardi, these days: a man scarcely beyond boy's state and al ready on
personal terms with the Enperor's Heir. And all of this in four years; when
was a boy. who woul d even have thought there would be travel between the
outsi de world and Rhadaz?

He squeezed between a long table piled high with fruit and a ribbon
merchant's, turned down one of the nany side streets.

Fewer people away fromthe narket and shops, at least this early in the
afternoon; he could wal k and think, both at once, w thout worrying about

st eppi ng on anyone or having his pocket picked.

And there was plenty to think about just now He patted the inner breast

pocket where Afronsan's signed and sealed permit for the inport of ice

machi nes rested. There was a nice gift for Chris, when he arrived; Chris had
wor ked |l ong and hard at both ends to make certain the nachi nes woul d be
avai l abl e, and be pernmitted entry when the ships brought them here. And the
profit should be-well! Enardi slowed to a conpl acent saunter and began to work
out on his fingers where Chris mght be right now Twelve days ago-wasn't it
that |ong ago?-he'd just nissed them when they docked in Bez; two-three?-days
after that, a message sent south from Sikkre, then three days in Sikkre, three
nore in Duke's Fort, allow for travel between those two cities, then down to
here ... Chris and conpany-includi ng Eddi e's boyhood friend Vey thief turned
guard, there was an odd shift- should arrive no | ater than tonorrow night,



unl ess he was sonehow det ai ned. Eddi e m ght have picked up a nessage with a
definite arrival time, though; when they left the civil service building just
now, Eddie'd said he would go by the south city public tel egraph shop they
normal ly used, to see if Chris had sent word, and if so, he'd | eave word at
Kamahl ' s before going down to the docks to find them passage.

Fortunately, the tel egraph was already in place on the relatively short hop
bet ween Zel harri and the capital. |I hope Chris has tel egraphed a nessage, it's
ni ce knowi ng these things. Funny, | can barely remenber how thi ngs were before
the wire. Two and three days for handwitten nessages to travel between
Duchies, a mail service that was slow and not al ways dependabl e; the
mrror-nmessages ordinarily reserved for Dukes and energencies, but no one in
his proper senses used the mirrors because whatever nmessage was sent, after
passing through ten or fifteen stations, was never the same when it arrived.
Gar bl e-graph, Chris said his nother called it.

/ wonder how his mother took it-a new wife and acquired in such a fashion?
Robyn was such a nice wonan, she wouldn't be as openly difficult as sonme, but
it would surely be a surprise to her. Enardi still wasn't entirely certain
Eddi e hadn't been pulling his chain, as Chris would say, about this bride. But
Chris-if such a mad thing happened to any of us, it would be Chris. As if we
haven't warned himto be careful outside Rhadaz. They aren't all civilized,

t hose people - haven't we told himoften enough ?

Chris should know, of course, since he came froma world no acre civilized
than some of the places out there. The stories he and Eddi e brought
back-Enardi listened to all of themin fascination at the time, and invariably
swore to hinself afterward he'd never travel beyond the borders of his own

I and.

It seemed odd, all the sane. Chris married; first of the three of them He's
said so often he wasn't ready for that. W always thought 1'd be first,
particularly once I knew for certain Chris had no desire to wed the noble
weaver's first daughter and | had the opportunity to present nyself. After
all, 1've been courting Meriyas three years now, with any other wonan,
probably woul d al ready be |ong since wed. But Meriyas still teases ne with
Eddi e, and | swear Lord Evany encourages her. He probably has hopes of

| owering the dowy ny father insists upon

It was funny in a way: H s father Fedthyr and Lord Evany had both once been
native Zel harrians, but of vastly different ranks. that a Sehfi nerchant could
ask, man to nman, for a nobl eman's daughter was sonething, but that Lord Evany
shoul d even consider Eddie as a mate for his el dest daughter-! The daughter of
a high-ranking (if exiled) nobleman and one (ex) market thief Wio of course
happens to be in a nmuch nore | egal business these days, to say nothing of
extremely well placed and rich to boot. Like hinself. I'Il win out in the end.
Eddi e was having too much fun with all those foreign girls, anyway. And like
Chris, he had been intrigued at once by Meriyas's pretty face and all that
wondr ous hai r-spooked, as Chris would say of them both, by the woman herself.

But beneath that flirtatious facade was the girl herself, and Enardi |iked
what was there: the real, sweet Meriyas. She's flirting because it's the | ast
time she can- nmarried wonen can't tease the sane way. She'll have ne, in the

end. It was nmaddening, all the sane.

He t hought about going past the weaver's shop, perhaps even taking fl owers.
Deci ded against it at once. Halfway across town it an hour when the market was
its busiest; it would take himforever even if he could find decent bl oons,
this time of the year. Besides, her father would see the gift as desperation
on his part, and Evany would be on the wire to Bez, trying to | ower the dowy
again. And Father would never let ne live it down.

Besides, if he went straight back to the small apartnment above Kamahl's shop
where CEE-Tech's Podhru office was presently and very tenporarily) quartered
he m ght have tinme to change out of his best britches and boots before Eddie
cane and they went in search of evening nmeal and wi ne. The boots were
brand-new and still pinched, even though his father's man had fitted themwth
care and chosen fine, soft skins. The trous were nearly new but had becone too



snug in the waist, all at once. Too nuch rich living for you, ny lad; you'l
resenmbl e your stout old grandfather before long, if you aren't careful

Part of that was the constant traveling, living part-time in his father's
house, part-time in various inns and spare-room apartnents in Podhru or down
in Fahlia, eating in inns and shops. A firmas prestigi ous as CEE-Tech shoul d
have proper offices, and enpl oyees to manage the day-to-day business; the
principals should have a place to entertain clients and di scuss deals in
private. Less strain on ny waistband if 1 have control over what is fed them
and nysel f, he thought ruefully, and tugged at his sash

And clients had nore faith in a conpany that had permanent |ocal housing. It
was sonet hing he'd have to discuss with Chris and Eddie. One of us, npst
likely me, is going to have to take initiative on this. At |east for Podhru;
what ever quarters m ght be needed in the places Chris went nobst often, he
could manage. Edrith had no intention of traveling outside his own country for
any reason whatever.

And once that tel egraph was fully run between Podhru and Bez, he could find
hi nsel f a house in Podhru, hire servants and purchase furniture. Perhaps even
hire agents to handle the travel between Bez and Podhru for him so he didn't
need to bounce back and forth-and that was the word for it: The road wasn't
much better than it had been four years earlier, though these days he drove a

smal I, one-horse carriage much nicer than his father's old wagon. Springs made
an enornous difference, but they didn't mend that road. And ships really did
make himill, even when the sea was calm Wen Chris conmes, |'Il show himthat

vacant shop on the Street of the Blind Mise; it's been enpty |ong enough that
I can talk down the price. It wuld do for now It's cheap, a short walk to
the civil service, not so far fromthe port and the nmain west road, and only
two streets fromwhere they '"re putting the north tel egraph shop-He was busily
pl anning his attack on Chris when sonmeone ran into him

He blinked, stepped back and brought up a rueful smile that would have to
serve until he could catch his breath enough to apol ogi ze for not watching
where he was going. Even though the other man was clearly at fault; he'd been
al nost runni ng when they had col | i ded.

But he was also half again Enardi's size: He stepped back and stared,
round-eyed, and his nmouth sagged w de; his boom ng voice made Enardi's ears
hurt and rai sed echoes up and down the -arrow, high-walled alley. "Enardi-it

is Enardi, isn't it? O all the small wonders, neeting you here and |ike
this!"
It was Enardi's turn to stare. "Choran? Well, but | would know you anywhere!

What a surprise!”™ His smle widened; inwardly he sighed. O all the people to
run into-literally or otherwi se- why nust it be this overgrown fool ?
Casimaffi's second son was a bore; he always had been, fromthe earliest days
Enardi could renmenber: | was five and he at | east two, only just wal ki ng at
that age and how i ng whenever he fell-that voice was enough to shatter
pottery. The wretched man nust be about twenty now, and as huge as his early
hei ght and girth had pronised. O course, his nother's kin were all hulking
brutes, too. Hs voice was lower in pitch than his baby whine but it stil
rang off the surrounding walls. He still |ooked thrown together, Enard

t hought fastidiously: H's hair seemed to have been cut by soneone aboard ship,
inastorm with a dull blade, and by the snmell of himhe hadn't washed the
hair or any of hinself since that last OL H's heavy shirt was stiff and
reeked of salt water. Enardi fought the urge to brush at his own cl othing
where the man had slamed into him "But, Choran, | thought you were at sea

t hese days ..."

Choran smil ed expansively; enornobus white teeth gl eaned behind very heavy dark
beard. "Most often | am Father's given ne mastery of the Whel k, you know.

W' ve just come in fromtrading dowmn the far south coast." He | aughed and

sl apped Enardi on the shoul der, then caught himas he staggered. "Taking up
some of your slack, you and those partners of yours! Here, come and have sone
ale with nme, |'ve sone nessages for you fromBez."

"Ah-do you know, I'd Iike that, | never hear what ny old friends are up to



t hese days." Enardi gl anced overhead to check the position of the sun, drew
out his watch and sighed- convincingly, he hoped. "But | fear events are
against us. | have to nmeet Edrith very shortly, there's a contract we've-"
"Ah, well, another tinme." If Choran knew he was being put off with a polite
lie, if he sensed that Enardi had no intention of getting stuck in his
conpany, he didn't show it. But as Enardi was trying to find a way to say
good- bye, Choran sniled, took a good hold on his el bow and began piloting him
down the street in the direction he'd already been heading. "Wy, then, | nmay
as well walk with you, pass on ny nessages, eh?" The smile stayed on his lips;
it didn't reach his flat, expressionless brown eyes.

"That's a sensible thought." Enardi smled in turn but his heart sank. Choran
had an excellent grip on his arm he'd never get free w thout a scene-and
there was no one about to come to his aid if he did create a scene. Let him
talk, and then |l eave him he's a fool but not stupid, and after all, this is
the Enperor's city, not one of those southern ports.

They wal ked in silence for some ways. "My father tells ne, Enardi, that your
father is upset by the class of nmen you deal with these days."

Enardi shook his head. "My father? He says nothing to ne.

But | don't understand what you mean, ny friend."

Choran | aughed unpl easantly. "Ch, cone now You're in partnership with two
commoners: an outl ander and a Si kkreni nmarket thief-oh, they say he's
reforned, but what thief ever is? I'd not |let that watch and chain out of ny
hands at ni ght when he's about were | you, Enardi. And this outlander-ny
father brought me to your father's house, renenber? Wen these outl anders
first came with young Duke Al etto. Those shoes, that voice; the things he said
and the way he said them M father was shocked to his soul and so was
yours-and you know it. Now, Enardi, people like that-"

Enardi snorted loudly; Choran turned to look at him "Choran, really! Is there
a purpose behind this unpl easant gossip about two nen | like and trust, | may
say, very much? Chris and Edrith are not 'people like that,' they are ny
friends and busi ness associates." He scow ed up at the much taller Choran. "If
that is all you have to say to ne-"

Choran stopped nmid-street. Enardi resisted the urge to tug at a collar
suddenly nuch too snug; he couldn't breathe properly with Choran staring at
himlike that. But his conpanion burst out |aughing, all at once, and started

down the street once nore; Enardi, still clutched tightly by one arm went
wi t h hi m perforce.
"Ah, yes! | well renmenber how |l oyal you are to friends, Enardi! But it will

get you into trouble this tine-and that is what nmy father told ne to say to
you. He said, rem nd Enardi that true loyalty woul d never demand you | ower
yourself in such fashion, and he rem nds you, on your father's account, of
your own class and kind."

"And he thinks-what, my friend Choran? Shall | return to ny father's house
this moment? Shall | give up a lucrative business-of which ny father is highly
approving, mnd you!-so that Casimaffi's sense of honor-?" He couldn't finish;
it was exasperating, ludicrous at the sane tine.

But Choran seened to actually consider this. He shrugged. "You wouldn't have
to actually | eave those men. My father suggested-" He cast Enardi a sw ft,
sharp glance. "Now, ny father's business is growing at |east as fast as this
little venture of yours. If the Enperor has a choice between your outl ander
friend and this thief-and an old and established famly |ike ours- well which
way do you think he'll |ean?" He stopped nid-street and waited. Enardi waited
hi m out, and hoped his face showed nothing; inwardly, he was going all to

pi eces. Is he actually making threats? What is he trying to say? And-gods of
high profit, there is no one else in this narrowlittle alleyway; Choran

m ght strangle me and bestow the body where he chose, and who woul d know?
Unpl easant thought: It would probably haunt his dreanms for days to cone-if he
lived to have any.

He |icked his lips, glanced sidelong at his conpanion; Choran was as stil

wat ching himclosely, waiting. "Well," he managed finally.



"You know about the Enperor. You're certainly right about that much.

And-wel |, | suppose | have thought about it.
tell your father-tell himl'Ill consider your nessage." He faltered to silence;
Choran said nothing. "lI-1 couldn't just |eave them they'd wonder why-"

Choran smled suddenly. "Ch. W don't expect you to do that. After all, Father
only gave ne that nessage in case | should run

into you-and | did, didn't 1?" He tipped back his head and | aughed ringi ngly.
Enardi |aughed, too, but to his ears, he sounded sinply scared. Choran stopped
| aughi ng abruptly and |l eveled a finger at his conpanion's nose. "All the sane,
see you think hard, Enardi. You weren't born and trained to becone a

| ower-cl ass traveling nerchant."

| never could act, Enardi thought gloonmily. | can only hope Choran's no better
at reading people. He tried to | ook thoughtful finally nodded. "Well-that's
so. "

To his surprise, the ship's captain finally et go of his shirt. "And if not
for men like ny father and yours keeping to their own class and kind in Bez,
where woul d Duke Aletto be today?"

"You're right." Enardi said at once. "Please tell your father | hadn't thought
of it that way. 1'll talk to him as soon as we can't neet."

"Good," Choran replied. "But renenber, it's a dangerous world of late; a man's
saf est when he sticks with his own sort." Wthout warning or further word, he
et go of his conpanion's armconpletely, turned and strode back up the
street. Enardi stood where he was and managed sonehow to stay on his feet;
Choran's heavy footsteps echoed fromthe walls around himfor what seened
forever, but when he finally dared | ook, the man was nowhere in sight.

"CGods of easy coin and quick profit, what was all that to nean?" No

answer -except that he still walked in the direction he'd been going, and stil
breat hed. He brushed at his sleeve; Choran's enornous hand had set creases in
the fabric and there was a grayish, dirty streak where none had been before.
Suddenly, he was utterly shaking with fury. "Gubby, filthy-handed,

wr et ched-he threatened nme! He wants me to spy on Chris and Eddie for old
Chuffles! My own class and kind, indeed!" He spat on the cobbles.

The anger left himas suddenly as it had cone, and now he was sinply shaking.
He swal | oned, shoved trenbling hands deep in his pockets and began to wal k as
qui ckly as the unconfortable new boots would all ow, Eddie night be back at the
apartment, Eddie would know what he should do. There might even be word from
Chris; suddenly he wanted to see Chris very badly indeed.

* * *

CHRI S urged his horse onto the high plateau neadow, then drew himto one side.
He sighed happily. "Man, | just do love this place. This whole area. You
know?"

Vey gazed across the nearly level ground before them straight across to open
sky. He was relieved to be out of thick forest trees and limted visibility
made hi m nervous. "Well. It's nothing |ike Sikkre, of course.”

"Not any. Nothing agai nst Sikkre, you understand, but it's flat hot and dry. |
guess |'mjust a nmountain kind of guy."

"Ch." Vey freed a hand fromthe reins to shield his eyes against a winter-| ow

sun. "It's better than that place where we spent last night. Al those trees
" Hs voice trailed away. Chris grinned.

"Says you. |'mcrazy for trees, never had enough trees around

when | was a kid, a whole forest like that really does me. |I'msurprised you

didn't like that, growing up in Sikkre and all
t here-or anything."

Chris shrugged. "I guess so. But bears don't go | ooking for people, and no
person would hang out in the mddle of a forest, waiting for naybe soneone to
cone along. Zelharri's got bandits but there's nothing |ike that down this
way. City's worse, you ask ne: buildings, narrow streets-"

Anyone coul d be hiding out



Vey shook his head. "I know where to look in a city, and what to | ook for."
Chris scratched his head. "You do have a point there: The trouble's in the

cities. Bet you'll feel right at honme in Podhru."
Vey eyed himsidelong. "Like | did in Sehfi?" Yah. Sehfi's not a city, it's an
overgrown village in the mddle of a forest. Besides, Podhru-we'll get there

in plenty of time for the Enperor's birthday, and there's supposed to be rea
partying in the streets this year. Should be fun."

"Fun." Vey considered this. He could hear the clink and creak of harness
behind them Dija's snothered giggle. He cast a quick glance over his shoul der
and sniled, very briefly.

She' s good conmpany, isn't she?" Chris asked; he'd noticed the | ook

What a tine to discover it," Vey said. "As she | eaves Siikre."

"She still may not go south with us, you know. "

"Ch-1 think she will. She and Madane Ariadne are like good friends, and she is
very fond of the lady." Vey sighed faintly. "It is a good position for her
of course, much better than the pal ace kitchens."

"G ves her a chance to get away fromall that-mess with her sister and all
And 1'Il1-we'll be back in Sikkre for sure before the end of the year." Behind
them Dija murnured sonething, and Ariadne |aughed delightedly.

Chris went nmomentarily bl ank-faced, then shook hinself and rul ed as he becane
aware of Vey's interest. Yeah, everyone wonders about her and me, even him
"So, hey, if we keep up this pace, we could actually nake the city right
around full dark. You know, first tine | rode from Podhru to Zelharri, it took
two days to get just to here. OF course, we had a wagon and we cane up the
hill. This tinme-"

"Up?" Vey asked warily.

Chris pointed down the road toward the | ong expanse of frost-seared grass
stubbl e and stone and bl ue sky beyond it. "I forget, you're a flatlander." He
grinned wickedly. "You'll like this."

"Ch, yes?" Vey eyed the road as far ahead as he could see. What had Eddie said
about this place? He couldn't remenber. Unless-"Is this where Duchess Robyn
nearly fell?"

"One way to put it. Yeah, thisis it.”

"Ch. There is a long slope, Eddie said."

"You could call it that."

"Ch." Vey | ooked over his shoulder. "I think I will go back to Dija. Warn her
about this."

"Sure. And-uh, ah-if you'd ask the lady if she'd mind joining me for a few

m nut es-"

A cool alto broke in fromhis other side. "I amhere. | just saw you point
that way, and | see road vani shes into sky. There is sonething | should know
of this?"

"Depends. How re you for heights?"

"Hi gh places?" She shrugged, guided the horse into place next to his. "All
have seen are in French Jamaica but they do not bother nme. Wy?"

"There's sonet hing of a downhill com ng up."

"Ch. The horse is well behaved, | can manage this." She-turned and stood in
her stirrups to | ook behind them then stared out ahead before dropping neatly
back in the saddle. Boy. And | thought the | ocal version of jeans didn't do
much for anyone. Chris bit back a sigh. Wo'd have figured she'd even wear
them |et alone |look that good in then? Even with one of the blankets w apped
shawl -1 i ke over her own inadequate jacket-she swamin Chris's and woul dn't
wear it-Ariadne |ooked taller, trimer and-well-great in denim Sleek. Hands
off. Chris rem nded hinmself gloomly. Don't even look like you' d want to

t ouch.

He dragged his attention back to the nonment. Ariadne was talking to him just
chatti ng-somet hing she was starting to do nore often of late. "You would
really like to live in that place you showed ne this norning?" He nodded. "Al
those trees, the cool air-it would be a very fine house, but you would need
nore warm cl ot hi ng."



"Thick wool and lots of firewdod," he agreed. "And a helicopter." Ariadne
frowned; Chris spread his arns wide. "Ad joke between me and ny nom a way to

get back to civilization in an hour or so, instead of a couple days. | really
hate fighting through snow on horseback."
" Snow ?"

He was hard put not to |laugh; Ariadne had suddenly rem nded himof the Cal gary
A ynpics he'd watched on TV way back when-rooting, |ike so many, for the
bobsl ed team that had cone fromhis world and her home island. Snow? Right.
"You' ve heard about it, right? Gets so cold the rain turns to bits of white
fluff, piles up on the ground?"

"Ah. Snow. They have this in France and even in the north nountains of the
Gallic state on my uncle's ranch also. Mstly it makes nud of the roads,

t hough my uncle Philippe who runs the Orlean estates wote once to say it fel
so thick in the hills bel ow the nountains, one could not pass."

"Yeah, it does that around here, gets deep as your nose. You' d probably hate
it, it gets cold. Water freezes solid, the whole bit."

"I mght not like it to live in," Ariadne said thoughtfully. "But | would Iike
to see it." She drew a deep breath, smiled as she let it out. "So nmuch cl ean
fresh air that does not snell of fish, and so far one can see to things that
are not ocean."

"I agree with you. Last tinme | was in Philippe-sur-Mr the whole place reeked
of dead fish and you could've drunk the air."

"Stormair." Ariadne nodded. She gave hima swift rather shy anile. "I do not
care at all for stormseason.” He studied what he could see of her face;
Ariadne was gazing across the plateau, her face flushed with the cool air and
exercise, taking visible pleasure in her surroundings. Ww. Neat. W 're
actually just talking, like real people, and we agree on sonething besi des her
old man's dead neat. It made hi m nervous, though, now that he realized what
they were doing; how did he keep this up?

C non, guy. Tal k about what you like, the way you would with Eddie or Vey. He
licked his lips. "OF course, it could get lonely up here, no one el se around.
But | grewup in a bigcity, so it wuld nmake a nice change-soneti nes,
anyway. "

"I can understand that; not to have to bother with people. | too would like
that, some of the tine."

"It is kinda dry up here on the plateau just now, but you should have seen it
during the sumrer. Even before first freeze, last nonth the grass was up to
your wai st and there were purple and yell ow spiky flowers everywhere."

"I would like-yes, | want to see that. Tell ne, then-what is this helicopter?"
Chris laughed. "It's a joke-here anyway. Flying machine. There's nothing even
close in this world and probably won't be while I'"malive, so |I'mthinking
maybe a hot-air ball oon-"

"Ch, | know of those. They have had themin Paris for a long tine, my father
once had a ride for pleasure when he was a small child. And ny uncle Philippe,
he has such a balloon of his own, so he can oversee (G andpere's estate because
it is so huge, and ny grandpere so fussy about his |ands."

"Yeah. Even the Mer Khani and the English have 'emthese days. Mst of the
ones |'ve found, you can't steer, though."

"Ah. Like the one ny father tells of. But ny uncle can put his in the
direction he wishes to go, he says. And he says also there is a carriage he
has now, which goes by steam"

"Whoa!" Chris turned to stare at her. "You're kidding-1 nmean, you' re naking a
j oke, right?"

She shook her head, plainly bew |l dered. "Why does that nake a joke? They are
very new, he says, but Olean is the nost vast estate in all France, by horse
he was never able to nanage properly. Though he says the balloon is stil
better for seeing."”

Ww. | know there's steamtrains, nearly everywhere but



here, anyway. But there's actually a car . . . Oh, jeez. Lemme think."
He was quiet for a long noment, nuttering soundlessly to hinself and unaware
of Ariadne curiously watching him "Hym Car. Really. Tell me: Are you on
better terns with Uncle Philippe than with your father? | nean-if you asked,
woul d he talk to ne about these machi nes? Because if he knows who nakes them

and he'd be willing to get ne into talk to them and | could do a deal to buy
cars, he'd get a cut of the profits."
"Well-1 think he would do this. After all, | amhis only niece, even if not by

proper nmeans as they say; he has now and again sent me a small gift on ny
birthday. But since | was, oh, fifteen years, he and | have made a small
correspondence." She considered this, finally nodded. "I will ask him"
"That's great. Thanks." As if ol'Shesseran would ever let cars into the
country. Good luck. But | bet Afronsan would. Funny, if it was because of her
that | could finally work out a way to have that house up here. O course,

she's stuck with ne, | guess she'd rather | nade a | ot of npney.
"I-amglad to be useful." She sounded stiff but not unfriendly. "I Iike your
not her . "

He gl anced at her; Ariadne was fiddling with her gloves, eyes fixed on her
hands. "She's a good | ady, nmy mom She |likes you, too."

"You think so? | surprised her, | fear. Not-what she desired for a son's wife,
per haps?"
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"I know she |ikes you, she told me so. You didn't disappoint her, she's just
got a lot on her mind with Aletto's nom being so sick." He sighed faintly.
"Then nmy little half-sister-" Wll, no point in telling her about that. But it
figured lana would be able to shift; she had Robyn's tenper. At least Aletto

was being cool about it-or so Robyn said. | can't believe she cane out and
told him Bet Jen was behind that idea.
"They are nice children, those two. | seldom am around any."

"Ch." WAs that supposed to mean sonething? He decided to

let it slide. "Me, either. It surprises ne, really; Mm never was

much into marrying herself. O course, that was all a different

world."

"Ch." Ariadne still wasn't certain she believed himabout this other-world
stuff, he could tell. "She was kind to ne; that was nice of her, since | was
the surprise to her."

"She's al ways been good at that; all those years raising me hel ped, of course.

It's al ways been a joke between us, whether |1'd ever get married-uh, | nean-"
He could feel his face heating. "Look, I'msorry." Somehow, he managed to keep
nost of his exasperation with hinself out of his voice; she' d think he was
angry with her. "I swear | don't mean to keep hitting you with that, and

swear it is not personal-"

"I know that." She glanced up at him then away, studying the plateau around
them "You do not need to say so always, | can understand that one m ght not
wish to marry. | did not, though a girl in French Jamaica has little hope of

avoiding it. And with ny father-" She conpressed her |ips, shook her head. "I
know why | chose not to wed. But, why would you not?" He shrugged. "Well, hey.
I"'monly twenty, you know." "This is young for a man of your class to marry?"
"There aren't any classes back home, or rules about marriage. Mst people
figured you get some job success first, make noney, think about marriage and
kids later. Men and women both." He sighed, very faintly. "I was still in
school, not even thinking about what 1'd do when | left. And my nom-well,
she's all right now, but back then, she drank a | ot and hung out with guys
that yelled at her and hit her and stuff. It just gave ne a bad out-look on
things |ike wine and bei ng hooked up to one person." He was staring at the
horse's mane. H s face was burning, and Ariadne had gone very still and was
wat ching him Silence. He forced a | augh. "Well, yeah. Anyway. She's fine now,
you saw.



But now you know why | don't do wine, anyway. And | never could see a reason
to hook up with one chick for life."

" Chi ck. Chick?"

"Wman-girl. Sorry."

She frowned at her hands. "Grl or woman is all right, but chick is not?" She
considered this briefly, shrugged it aside.

Chris stood in his stirrups, shaded his eyes against the | ow sun. "Ah-we're
just about at the cut. You sure high places don't bother you?"

"I said they do not." Ariadne dism ssed heights with a wave of her hand. "That

was ki nd of the Duke-your nother's husband, | nean-" Whatever el se she neant
to say went unsaid; Ariadne was staring ahead, w de-eyed; she caught her
breath in a shrill little squeak

Chris's skin craw ed; he stood in the stirrups and | ooked where she was
gazing. Nothing but the edge of the plateau and the very distant forest
beyond-and well belowit. "Well, | did warn you." The road itself suddenly
dropped of f at a nasty angle; it nmust look to her as though it dropped off the
edge of the earth. Looks like that to me, too. He swallowed. Heights didn't
bother himat all, but this place now and again got himright under the ribs.
They just got to do sonething about this chunk of road. Shortest route between
Duke's Fort and the sea-and this | ousy pass.

"Ch!" Ariadne's voice was faint, her face pale. "You do not mean we go down
that?" She dragged the horse to a halt and | evel ed one trenbling hand at him
"You said high places! Not a-a-"

"It's not so bad as all that, really," he urged reasonably as she faltered to
silence. "Once you get past the first |long drop-"

"Do not, for the sake of God, say drop!" Her voice soared.

"Sorry. Anyway, just a little ways down, around the bend there, it |evels out
kind of, and the outer edge isn't quite as steep a dr-a fall-a-oh, hell
Anyway, all you have to do is stay close to the inner edge and keep your eyes
away fromthe other side and it's no big deal at all-" He was cut off by an
utterly terrified shriek from behind.

Ariadne gave hima narrow eyed glare, pursed her lips and turned her horse;
just behind them Dija was panicking, big time, and if Vey hadn't grabbed the
reins of her horse, she would probably have been hal fway back across the

pl ateau by now. The bright red tassles on her Zelharri-mde wi nter scarf flew
wi | dly around her, upsetting her nount.

Chris couldn't nake out what any of themwere saying: Dija' s voice was shrill,
the words spilling over each other, and Ariadne's French was much too fast for
him For Dija, too-she spoke less of it than he did, even if her accent was
better. Neither of them could possibly hear | ow voiced Vey. But Ariadne's

voi ce was soot hing, and though she was quite pale, she otherw se nmanaged to

| ook cal mand capabl e. The hysterics abated-a little. Vey disnounted, handed
Dija's reins to Ari and wal ked over to join Chris, who slid to the ground and
dug his fists into the small of his back. He | ooked down the road for severa

| ong nonments, then shook his head.

"You rode up that four years ago? On a horse, all the way? And with a wagon?
You're nad!"

"Yeah, everyone says so, and not just about this road. So?"

Vey gazed out across open air. "My apol ogi es to Duchess Robyn, when you next
speak to her."

Chris grinned. "Right. But now you know how conme | didn't warn you what was
com ng; you'd never have believed ne, right?"

"Wl | -sure. You know?" Vey managed a smile but he | ooked worried and his hands
were w apped in the horse's mane, possibly to keep themfromtrenbling.
Hey-guy. You okay?" | won't like this, but |I can manage. But Dija-"

"Dija can al so nanage," Ariadne said coolly as she cane up. "Is this horse as
placid as it seens?" She brought her nmaid' s nmount anmbling forward with a tug
at the reins. Dija clung to the saddl ebow, eyes tightly closed, her face
utterly white. A tear made its way down an al ready wet cheek

Time: all the time this trip had already taken him If 1'd been done,



coul d've done the whole circuit in three or four days, nmax. Sow we're gonna
have to go back and around the long way and it's gonna be ny fault she's
scared-because | do this all the time, so why should | think this spot would
totally freak someone? Oh, man? But if Dija absolutely refused, he really
couldn't insist. She'd raze ne. 1'd hate nyself. Ariadne'd hate me for life.
Hey. It's already been a few extra days, what's out there that's so urgent you
gotta yell at Dija for being scared of heights? Poor kid. Chris managed a
smle. "Momtold ne she likes that gelding because he's so easy to ride; she's
pretty nervous around horses. \Wy?”

In answer, Ariadne turned and spoke to Dija for a long tinme, her voice so | ow
Chris couldn't catch any of it. Dija shook her head frantically at first;
Ariadne continued to talk, quietly persuasive. The girl sighed very faintly,
then finally, reluctantly, nodded. She di smounted and stood very still while
Ariadne pull ed the bl anket from her shoul ders and tossed it across the saddl e,
t hen handed Vey the veins of her own horse. She wapped an arm around the
girl's shoulders then and started wal king toward the drop-off, well to the
inside, with Dija's horse between themand the drop-off. Dija's eyes were
tightly closed, her hands over them "All right," Ariadne said softly over her
shoul der. "We nmanage, we two. Let us get this done with, and quickly, please!"
"You got it," Chris replied. He mounted and urged his horse forward, around
and just ahead of the wonmen. Vey took another wary | ook at the steep road and
deci ded he woul d wal k al so; he put hinmself right behind Dija, where she could
hear hi mand where he couldn't see the edge, either. Aletto's men rode single
file, bringing up the rear

It took time; Chris renminded hinmself frequently that they'd have had to bring
the horses down this particular incline at a slow wal k whet her everyone rode
or not. At least we're noving forward and headed in the right direction. Don't
sweat the small stuff, okay? By the tine they were hal fway down, Ariadne-who
had been talking in a nonstop soft-voiced nonol ogue-managed to get Dija back
on her horse so she and it could be | ed down the rest of the way.

Chris consulted the sky at that point, then his watch. "No point in rushing
things," he said. "There's a good place to canp not far fromthe base of this
hill; we'll stay there the night."

"Hill." Vey |aughed; there wasn't nuch hunmor in the sound, and Ariadne gave
hi m a sidel ong | ook
"Hill," she scoffed. "And ny father is your cher anmi, w th whomyou cannot

wait to again play cards." Her eyes were very bright; Chris |aughed, but he
couldn't begin to guess if Ariadne was |aughing with-or at-him

* * *

THE apartnent above Kanahl's weaving shop was small and crowded with excess
stock and stacks of cushions. A huge bed filled one entire wall side to side;
a table clearly used as a desk and currently piled high with papers, a chair
pul | ed so whoever sat at the table could | ook out the room s single w ndow, a
pile of pillows against the wall next to the door, and a series of pegs for

cl ot hi ng conpl eted the neager furnishings. The single room seenmed even small er
with two mediumsized nen in it, particularly with one pacing it in

| ong-1 egged strides. Edrith worked his shoulders into the too-soft cushions
and waited; his head turned to watch Enardi stride back and forth. Enardi was
still suffering a reaction fromhis neeting with Choran; he was all but
wringing his hands, and sweat beaded his brow "It is all very well for you
and Chris," he finished. "You travel; you go to | ands where any kind of nman
m ght deal in whatever goods, including this Zero. One becones used to uncouth
and dangerous nmen, or so it seenms to ne."

Edrith considered this, turned a hand over and shrugged. "I suspect we do; |
hadn't really thought about it, but-"

Enardi overrode him "Eddie, this is Podhru! Not one of the filthy waterfront
pl aces you and Chris talk of! This is the Enperor's very capitol, a clean
and- and decent city, and that man dared threaten me right on the street, |
tell you!"

He paused, hands clenched tightly together, and stared at his conpani on, who



shrugged. "I don't doubt you, Ernie. | don't even doubt that he was follow ng
you and arranged the collision. But men |like Choran travel to Ucayali, they
absorb the way things are there. Threats are a way of life to them But

t here' ve al ways been rough nmen in Rhadaz anyway."

"Well. Yes, but-"

"You warned us about Casimaffi, renmenber? Four years ago. And | have been in
the sane waters as Choran, though | don't recall the man, you know? But there
are stories-"

""-which | do not wish to hear, thank you," Enardi said sharply. Edrith
sm | ed, shrugged.

"Choran had a hard reputation even before his father gave himthat ship."

"I know. | grew up around himand even as a boy five years his elder, he
frightened ne at tines. And now Well, you would renmenber himif you had net
him he's a bear of a man, all hair and beard and hard, huge, grubby hands-"
""You woul d be astoni shed, Ernie, how many nmen out there match such a
description.” Enardi rolled his eyes, let his hands slap against his |egs.
"Well. I"'msurprised only that it's taken themso |ong to choose you as the
mark, as Chris would say."

"You-it is? | mean, it has? | mean-why?" Enardi flung his arns wi de. "But why?
Because of ny famly, their noney, ny

connections? O perhaps for ny father-?" "It could be any of that; you're
easier to reach through those connections, you know. | don't have anyone to
use agai nst me-no one except ny nother, and even | don't know where she is
this past year. But | think it's that they know you don't see viol ence, |like
we do. You might be swayed by threats to your person; Chris or | ignore them
when possible and retaliate if not. And these days Chris is what he calls
"bul | et proof; his only kin are in highly protected places, particularly since
the attack on Dahven. Casimaffi thinks he can use you because he can threaten
you and your famly, but even Casimaffi would never be fool enough to threaten
t he Thukara or Duchess Robyn. The Heir wouldn't stand for it." He considered
this. "I doubt even the Enperor would."

Enardi |aughed dryly. "I'd wager you on that. Particularly as unwell as
Shesseran has been this past year and nore. But | know all too well about
Chris and bull etproof. That didn't protect himagainst one Henri Dupret."
"Well, we have warned him you and |I," Edrith said mldly. "You can be tough
and Chris is; there can still be one tougher."

"Ah, yes," Enardi said gloomly. "And what a price to pay for his
fool i shness. "

"Mmm He's fortunate he isn't long dead; the lady has wits, at least. And, |
suppose she's attractive in her own way, but not what | would choose. But you
know Chris: This won't change anything. You know he's already making plans for
how to deal with Dupret when we go south agai n?"

"I could tell himhow to deal with the man: Avoid him" Enardi began pacing
once nore. "Eddie-what am| to do? If Choran-"

"Well. Yes, Choran." Edrith sighed faintly and began nmaneuvering hinself up
fromthe pillows. "First of all, be sensible, and don't wal k around the city
alone. Ad Casimaffi is cautious, didn't you say? He woul dn't want anyone to
overhear his son threatening you, and he'd never chance having you killed
around wi tnesses." He | ooked up; Enardi closed his eyes and shook his head.
"You heard, | suppose, about the letter he wote the Heir?"

"Heard? Afronsan let nme read it." Enardi snorted. "The nerve of that man! To
| ay bl ame upon the Thukar's brothers and evil-m nded outl anders, painting

hi nsel f a nere innocent caught in the mddle-as if anyone could believe that!
And let ne tell you. Afronsan was not at all pleased that he could not prove
otherwi se. But, do you know what | find worse? That nen like nmy father will
believe old Chuffles!"

"It does not surprise nme. So-no, he won't want any witness to

any- unpl easant ness he intends upon you, woul dn't you think?"

"I will not even think about unpl easantnesses upon mnyself," Enardi replied



firmy.

"You had better. My early years in Sikkre taught nme, and being out there with
Chris reinforces it: You must think about real danger to yourself, if only to
pl an how best to avoid it." He | ooked at Enardi, whose nmouth was set in a
stubborn line. "I suppose it is no good to suggest you carry a knife? O your
bo?"

"And what would | do with a knife? Choran could take it fromne and use it
upon ne!" Enardi shuddered. "And that bo-what good have | ever becone with
it?"

"Ernie, you just don't practice. Even Duchess Robyn can use one." Enardi shook
his head and waved a di snissive hand. Edrith shrugged. It was an old argunent,
and it wouldn't be resolved today, either. He sighed. "Well, then.
woul dn' t-but you could talk to the city guard.”

"And tell them what? Choran broke no law, and | have no w tness. The guard
woul d wonder why | report such a thing, with no proof. They m ght even think
we planned this to smrch Casinmaffi's repute, and-"

"I know. | said | wouldn't go to the guard, but, then, |I carry a knife and a
bo both when | go into supposedly enpty alleys. If we could get sone kind of
pr oof - "

"No. | have nothing to do with this, not if it neans confronting Choran or
Chuffles. Certainly not if the proof is my body," Enardi said firmy.

"For that, who would blame you? Well, you stick with ne, friend. Men I|ike
Choran know ne, by repute if not by sight; they know | can take care of
nmyself. And ny friends." He thought about this a nmonent, chuckled softly. "Did
I tell you about the tavern in Juitata? Wien three nen set upon nme and | was-"
"You told ne." Enardi abruptly sat on the edge of the roomis only chair and
let his breath out in a gust. "I'msorry, friend, I'mtedi ous today. But-"
"You have a right. Just stick with me, or Chris after he gets in, and you'l

be all right."

"And when you both go south? | cannot hide in Kamahl's apartnment all the
time!"

"No." Edrith rubbed his chin. "But when we go, you can hire a bodyguard."
Enardi blinked. "Do you know what that woul d cost?"

"I couldn't guess. But not as rmuch as your funeral."

Chapter 8

CHRI S'S party canped in the woods near the place Aletto's conpany had stopped
four years earlier, only a few mles outside Podhru's north gates. The evening
passed quite pleasantly, if too cool and foggy for Ariadne's tastes and
clothing; the Zelharri armsnmen were used to weather of this sort, but Dija and
Vey were nearly as unhappy as Ariadne. Chris disliked danmp, foggy weat her but
thought it better than Sikkre any tine of year-or Zelharri, where it was
probably cold, danp and snowing in the higher villages already. But, it's

ei ghty and sunny in the Caribbean; that beats anything Rhadaz has this time of
year. Can't wait. Maybe he'd have a chance to skin-dive again, once his nost

i medi ate problens were taken care of. Ariadne would really think he'd slipped
a cog.

Just now she was wrapped in two bl ankets, huddled with Dija under a third as
close to the fire as the two dared sit. Good thing Robyn had insisted on his
taking all those extra bl ankets, even though they nmade an awkward additiona
bundl e to fasten onto the pack horse. Just as fortunate Ariadne had |eft npst
of her luggage in Bez, to be picked up on the way back, of course. Shoul da got
her something fur-lined or quilted in Sehfi, definitely warm gl oves. O

course, Podhru won't be chilly like this and we'll be inside at night.

Ast oni shing, how much warnmer it is once you get out of these woods and next to
the sea. And we're leaving this climte al nbst at once.

But if they came back in md-Novenber, even Sikkre would be chilly in the
nmorni ng and there would be snow in the mountains. Chris grinned. It would be
very interesting to see what she really thought about snow once she got her



feet and hands in it. W come back this way in winter, | will definitely have
to get her something warmto wear. It nmade hi m unconfortabl e-providing for
someone. Not just buying gifts for a nother or an aunt, but the supporting
thing. Ariadne was accustonmed to nen providing for their wormen, of course. But
provided for by Chris? He had no i dea how she felt about being behol den to
hi m

Far's | know, she doesn't even like me, even though she's talking to nme |ike
real people. Right, | can hear you, Jen, just ask her. Sure. Me, too. Just now
they were getting along quite well, thank you, and he wasn't about to rock
that boat. Great relationship.

The eveni ng passed quietly, alnost pleasantly; the two wonen crawl ed into
their shelter as soon as dinner was over and Chris rolled into his blankets
once he'd hel ped clean up and banked the fire.

But by the tinme they were on the road the next norning, not |ong after
daybreak, he and Ariadne had already snarled at each other and she wasn't
speaking to himagain. He urged his nount ahead of the rest of the conpany.
"Not my fault," he grunbled. The horse turned to eye him He scowed at it.
"Jen's right, you critters have an attitude. You watch the road, not me, okay?
It was not ny fault! | get the usual headache from sl eeping on the danp
ground-yeah, right, like she's supposed to know that. But how was | to know
somet hing as sinple as ' You want a second cup of coffee, or is it all right if
we break canp?' was gonna set her off?"

"*Just as well," he nunbl ed under his breath. She and Dija were so far behind
t he pack horse, he couldn't hear themat all, though when he risked a gl ance
over his shoul der they had their heads cl ose together and seened to be
earnestly di scussing sonething. Probably how I ousy all nen are. "Yah. | bet
Mom and Jen both got a massive twitch when | thought that. Well, it ain't ny
prejudice.” Al men this, all wonen that .. . Chris sighed, shook his head,
whi ch set his tenples to poundi ng again.

Vey was back there, too, leading the |laden pack horse and talking to Aletto's
men. O course, Vey knew himwell enough to stay clear this early in the day.
Weird-/ never used to be like Ms. 'Course, |I'mnot sixteen, either-but twenty
isn't exactly ancient. Guess I'mjust nmore |ike Aunt Jen than | thought, not
madl y verbal before noon. Maybe | should learn how to drink coffee. M ght even
cone in handy with some of the guys | do business with, being able to make
sense just after sunrise.

He gl anced back at Ariadne again; she and Dija were giggling over sonething.
Dam. Part of himwanted to shake her until her teeth rattled; another part
was scared half silly he'd even think that. The rest-jeez, why can't she just
chill out and give nme half a chance? "Good | uck," he nunbl ed. "Forget that,
okay? Forget her. Use the tine while everyone's avoiding you and figure out
sone stuff.”

And there was plenty for himto work out before they got into the city: He
hadn't done up a witten list of things to go over with Ernie, like he usually
did, and they weren't going to have very long to talk, this trip. Wth any

| uck, Eddie'd already found them decent passage south, something fairly fast
and |l eaving in the next couple of days. If Ariadne-hell, she'd never stay

behi nd. Forget that, she's right; who'd wanna stay with people they don't know
in a strange country? Wasn't for her old man and old Chuffles out to get ne
and probably her, too, | wouldn't even suggest it. Well-maybe not. O course,
who was to say she'd be safe here?

"Yeah. Fine. Forget that, too." He was talking to hinself out loud. "Well, so
what ?" No one around here thought only | oonies tal ked out |oud to thensel ves.
Eddi e | aughed at himfor it, nostly because he turned red when someone caught
him But with no tape recorder, and with his handwiting so crumy-
particularly on a noving horse, or a ship-it was about the only way he could
take notes (and remenber then). "Iceboxes. CGotta get Ernie on the boxes

t hensel ves, if Afronsan's finally okayed the deal, and get him pushing the
deal harder, if the Heir hasn't sanctioned the inport yet. Loca

cabi net naker-then agai n, soneone out of Bez m ght be better 'cause it's closer



to the Pacific. Maybe one there and one in Podhru, fromthe start, but only if
Ernie's tal ked to enough people to have sonme good presal e nunbers. Need
someone who can build solid, classy-Iooking boxes and won't bal k at ny input
about the netal lining and the insulation. O assy-looking 'cause Afronsan is
gonna want to pass judgnent on the design, bet anything, and he'll never go
for sonething that looks like junk. O is totally plain. Besides, they' Il sel
better if they look |ike cabinets people already buy around here. Guess I'lI
have to sketch out the interior basics before | |eave." That woul dn't be too
tough: just a box with a tight seal on the door, insulated somehow and |ined
with tin or whatever. "Make sure Ernie renmenbers we need soneone who can
follow my plans and make them pretty and for sure handl e vol unme. Last thing we
need now is a nmess like the first blue jeans."

That could be the real problem GCenerally, it was the nost frequent problem he
had any nore (| eaving aside a stubborn, aging and insul ar Enperor who thought
anyt hi ng new was Pure Evil, and a father-in-law with all the enotiona
stability of a schizo hamster). CEE-Tech was absolutely going to have to
assenbl e a pool of craftsmen who could deal in volume. 'There's a job for
Ernie-in his 'spare' tinme."

But Ernie was good at that kind of thing, finding the right people for the
job-and it was sonething he liked doing, fortunately. "It would drive ne
nuts." But Ernie had neatly resolved the jeans problem (One of Fedthyr's
buddi es was reportedly still pissed off over his |ost deal on the "blue
trous.” One of Ernie's contenporaries figured out mass production just fine;
he was presently building a genuine assenbly-line type factory to replace his
ol d one-room operation.)

But jeans were going to be nothing at all, conpared to iceboxes. Not everyone
woul d wear jeans; people |Iike Fedthyr wouldn't be caught dead in them But ice
on demand ... Chris *as just about willing to bet his shirt every owner of a

cafe, coffee shop, or nmeat market, and every housekeeper in Bez and Podhru was
going to line up for the means to keep food fresh and drinks col d.

He dug in his pocket for his watch: At this speed, they probably had anot her
hour before they reached the city gates, which would get themto Kamahl's
about noon. Ariadne and Dija were just behind himnow, he could hear them

gi ggling over something. Wll, so what? he denmanded of hinself. It isn't
necessarily you, you know. They're girls; Ariadne couldn't walk in a bar back
hone, and Dija wouldn't even be old enough to vote. |I'Il bet. Probably the

nost giggling Ariadne's done in her whole life; figure on Dupret putting up
with that, huh? Gve her a break; at |east she's enjoying herself, even if it
isn't with you.

He could still get silly as anyone, under the right circunstances; early
nmorning with a lot on his mnd and plenty to acconplish in the next two days
just wasn't the best time for it.

The road was deserted except for them though there was never nmuch traffic

bet ween Podhru and Zel harri-not by this direct route, anyway; the surface was
hard on carts and no one liked the cliff face. The new road from Bez to Duke's
Fort connected with the ol d Podhru-Si kkre road; it was nicely surfaced, fairly
level, and even with the extra miles out west and back east, : often took I|ess
travel tinme.

"Yah. You got to go through the mountains and canmp on your future ranch

Forget the road."” Behind him Ariadne's |augh pealed out. He hunched his
shoulders a little higher and held up his left hand, level with his nose, ring
finger turned in to touch his palm "Okay. Ernie, the icebox contracts, in
case they aren't done yet." Mddle finger down. "Ernie, cabinetnakers." Little
finger turned in. "Eddie, the ship thing, three decent cabins on sonething
soon and fast." He considered this and sighed. Not many fast ships came as far
as Podhru; few of them had decent passenger space, and often late in the year
it was hard to even find a ship with any kind of separate cabins. They m ght
have to rough it as far as Bez and wait for another ship there. "Still. He's



arranged sonething like the trip home, he changes it. That was gross." He
ticked the fingers one at a tine against his palm "Contracts, passage,
cabi net maker, check, Ho-kay!" Index finger. "Eddie, find passage that won't

| eave for a day or two so maybe | can nmeet with the Heir about Zero and
Janai ca-"

"What of Janmi ca?" Ariadne had ridden up beside hinm he junped as she spoke
al nost directly into his ear.

H s voice came out shrill and breathy, nothing like normal. "Yeek! Don't do
that!" She tipped her head to one side and sinply waited. Chris drew a deep
breath and waited for his heartbeat to drop back to somet hing near nornmal.
"Sorry, | was thinking. Ah-Jammica, right. The drug thing, this Zero? | told
you soneone's trying to sneak the stuff into Rhadaz, get people hooked on it.

Enperor's Heir is going to want to know what |'ve found out, and I like to
talk to him personally about stuff l|ike that whenever | can. And there's sone
busi ness deals he has to approve, | want to rmake sure he knows what's going on
with those." Ariadne rode in silence for sone nonents, her eyes fixed on the
di stance. Her face was grave when she | ooked up once nore. "Shall I-do you

wi sh for me also to speak with this Heir?"

"You don't have to. It's your father, after all. | remenber the stuff you told

us back in Sikkre."

"Yes. But there is nore | knowa little, at |east." She frowned at her hands.
"I have seen enough nen and poor wormen who use it-it is shameful that any of
nmy bl ood deal in such a thing. Perhaps the priests are right, that God will
puni sh them when they di e-but that means nothing to a man like ny father. O
nmy grandpere." Her face was suddenly flushed; she gave him a sidel ong | ook
shook her head. "I speak too nuch."

"No-hey. | feel the same way about it. Guys getting rich on other people's

m sery-that's sick. And using the stuff deliberately to weaken people and take
over a country-that's disgusting. | saw enough drugs and stuff back home, |
don't want that crap getting started here. So if | can do anything to slow it
down or stop it-"

"Just so."

"Yeah." He | aughed. "Couple of happy crusaders, right? But if you' d talk to
Afronsan, tell himwhat you know? That woul d be great. Maybe we can nail sone
of these jerks-I mean-"

"Jerks?" She considered this. "I will be pleased to 'nail' ny father-and any
who aid him"
Sure. For revenge, he thought gloonmly. Well, whatever worked. He wondered

what el se she knew. Could be anything. Had to crowbar the little I do know out
of her, and that was Jen and Dahven, not me. He put on a snile. "Geat.

Hey-t hanks, |ady."

"Lady." She gazed at her gloves, then eyed himfromunder her |ashes. "Do you

not understand by this long a tine? My father is noble; by law |, however, am
not - "

Chris shrugged. "Lady. It doesn't nean nobl eworman when | say 'lady,' okay?
It's-ah-well, okay, it's like 'chick.' Except, nmy nmomwould utterly kill ne

dead if | called her a chick, and she doesn't mind being called 'lady.'
"Ch." Ariadne was silent for sone nonents. "You know, there is clearly too
much time and too little for people to do in

your world, that they play so with words and what they mean." She sat up
straight, and pointed down the road. "Is this the city?"

Chris | ooked; he could just see pale walls between the trees and the first few
outlying houses. "That's it. Alnost there."

Good. And we go where? Because 1 could not possibly go like this to nmeet an
Heir-"

"W have a room above the shop of a local weaver, and you'l

have plenty of time enough to clean up. Don't worry about the

Heir, though; he's no nore formal than Dahven. Puts up with

rue. doesn't he? But I'll have to get us an appointnent, and even

| need a bath and a clean shirt."



ALETTO S three nmen left themnot far inside the city gates, at the nearest

inn. "No sense getting ourselves lost in all this city, sir." "Tell me" Chris
replied feelingly. He fished in his pocket and drew out four silver ceris,
whi ch he pressed into the man's hand. "Yeah, | know, the Duke gave you enough

for two nights' room

at least. Take it anyway, ny thanks for the conpany and for riding all the way
down here with us, all right?"

"Wl | -thank you, sir." The man smled. "It was certainly better than
patrolling the road to Cornekka." He sketched a bow in Ariadne's direction. "A
pl easant journey to you, nmadam "

"Merci." Ariadne's thanks were warm and so was her smle, but her attention
shifted at once to the city around them The nmain street was al ready draped in
bri ght banners for the Enperor's birthday fete; there were people and stands
ever ywher e.

Vey caught up with Chris, who murnured, "I hope those guys weren't too
insulted; | couldn't renmenber which name went with which of them even after
three days on the road."

"That was Drol en, but he won't expect you to recall that. You had other things
to think about, after all."

"I guess." Chris waved a hand at their surroundings. "This suit you better

t han Sehfi ?"

"Interesting." Vey glanced over his shoulder to make certain Dija was stil
with themand taking the city all right; but she was close to Ariadne, the two
tal king ani matedly and pointing things out to each other. "Mich nore a city,
yes. But, perhaps a little confined."

"The old outer walls up at this end are pretty high, yeah. The Street of the
Blind Muse isn't close to the walls, though; it's nore out in the open."

Vey grinned. "Yes. Harder to locate; | heard.™

"Yah. Wasn't my fault we got |ost. Besides, that was four years ago, ancient
history."

KAVAHL hi nmsel f greeted themat the entrance to his shop, and Enardi cane down
right on his heels. Chris gripped his arns: Enardi enbraced hi mextravagantly
and pounded on his back

"Hey, Chris! You know? You | ook great! And this-clearly this is Madam
Ariadne!" He crossed the small chanber and pounced on her hand. Ariadne's
cheekbones were suddenly quite pink; her eyes very bright. "Dear |ady, welcone
to the Enperor's city."

Chris tapped his shoul der. "Ahem Taking |essons fromyour dad? Kanahl, thanks
again for letting the guys use your spare room This is Madam Cray." It

hel ped, all the tines he'd had to introduce her in Bez, in Sikkre and

Zel harri; the nanme and title cane out without the |east stutter or blush. "And
her maid, Dja.

And a friend of ours from Si kkre, Vey, he's one of the Thukar's persona

guard. Ernie, where's Eddie?"

"At the tel egraph offices, checking for nmessages from Bez; he won't be long."
Enardi extended both hands to grip Vey's and inclined his head politely to
Dija, who snmled rather shyly and kept close to Ariadne's side.

"Cood." Chris turned to the nerchant. "You know, Kamahl, no of fense or
anything, but | didn't nean to | and so nany of us on you. Wiy don't | get the
| adi es a room at your cousin's inn-?"

He stopped perforce; Ariadne had discreetly taken hold of his el bow and was
exerting an unpl easant amount of pressure on the nerve. "But no!" she said
sweetly. "I would not dream of staying so far fromyou." She tugged at his arm
and as he bent down, she hissed furiously against his ear: "You cannot |eave
me behind so easily as that!"

"But I will not hear of the |adies staying at an inn," Kamahl put in snoothly.



He took Ariadne's hand and, |ike Enardi, bowed |ow over it. Chris freed his
arm and backed away from her; somehow he managed to keep a straight face as
Kamahl | ooked up. 'There is my guest chanber; | would be honored if you and
your new wife took it for as long as you stay in Podhru.” He smled; Chris
could feel his face heating. Ariadne sinply blinked.

"Hey, that's great," he managed finally. "Tell you what, though; | have a | ot
of business to work out in the next couple of days, and | shouldn't short the
lady on sleep. But if she and Dija can have the room 1'll pay you-"

"Pay." Kamahl snorted. "Wat is this, pay? Find me nore of that silk the
southerners bring in fromacross the western sea at ny price whatever, and
will buy, that is paynment enough.”

"Chinese silk? | imagine the Peruvians are still selling. Do what |I can for
you. And thanks." He turned to Ariadne, whose cheekbones were still quite red.
"You'll like Kamahl's guest roony it's on the main floor here, | have to wal k

past it to get in or out, so you won't have to worry about |osing ne."

It would be like her, he thought anxiously, to ignore the broad hint that he
couldn't go anywhere without her know ng; |ike her to start shouting at him
But she was once nore on conpany manners, as she'd been at Duke's Fort: She
gave Kamahl a radiant smle and a curtsey, and said, "But how very kind of

you, to do this for Chris." Kamahl sketched a neat bow and ki ssed her fingers,
then went to the back door to his shop to bell ow down the hall. One of his
weavers came running.

"Take this lady, and her servant, and her baggage-ny good madam that is al

of your luggage, two small bags?-take theminto the guest chanber, and see she
has all she needs, then tell ny son to tend the horses and send for Lasenya to
have the tub brought to the downstairs guest room and water for bathing. Al so
make certain there is bathing water in back for ny good friend Chris."

Ari adne rai sed one eyebrow. Chris managed a crooked grin. "Hey. You'd probably
like to see where I'msleeping-if | get to, that is?" He wi nked at Kamahl; the
nmer chant woul d never know what it cost him "Gotta nmake sure the | ady knows
where | am right?" He | eaned down and rurnured against her ear: "Gab ny
crazy bone again and | swear you're dead neat, okay?"

Ariadne didn't understand L.A slang translated into Rhadazi via her own
French but there was no doubting she was quick: She gave hima radiant smle
that fell far short of her snapping black eyes and neatly fol ded her hands
toget her at her waist. "But, of course. You nust show to ne, please, where you
will be these next many |long, dull hours." Kamahl's face cleared, and he
beamed at them both inpartially before he strode into the famly quarters,
shouting out orders as he went. Chris bowed Dija and Ariadne ahead of him so
they could follow the apprentice weaver; Enardi followed them al ong the narrow
passage, Vey right behind him They could still hear Kamahl shouting at
someone behind a cl osed door, some di stance away.

The boy opened a door near the base of a narrow flight of steps and set
Ariadne's bag just inside; Ariadne signaled Dija to go on in and handed over
her small bag. The boy went on down the narrow hallway; Chris pointed Ariadne
toward the stairs and foll owed her up. "So, Ernie, how cone you're hanging
around here at this hour, instead of breaking bread with Meriyas?" Enardi cast
up his eyes and shrugged.

"She's getting a little of the nedicine-you know? Her father tried to raise
the dowy once nore, and nine is howing. Besides, we have things to discuss,
and Afronsan-"

"I need to see him ne and the |ady both, actually. Think he'll mnd?" Ariadne
hesitated on the little [ anding, where three sets of narrow stairs branched,;
Chris touched her shoul der and pointed right.

"M nd? He sent a nessage early this norning, | have it up-stairs, but
basically it says he will keep open a little time today at fifth hour if you
are here, and if not, the sane hour tonmorrow. Certainly he'll be delighted to

neet the lady."
Chris's eyebrows rose. "Ww. Holding time open? For ne?"
Enardi chuckled. "If you ask ne, it's these infernal machines for typing. Hs



chief clerk said only the fact that no one in the building knew how to use one
kept hi m honest about sending the Thukara's to Sikkre."

"Yah. Bet he was nore worried about how the Thukara woul d get even if he kept
her typewiter," Chris said.

"You think? Perhaps. Al the sane, he nmentions themevery line | see him and
| have never seen the man so pleased with one of your findings-not even when
he signed the papers for the tel egraph. You'd better obtain at |east one and
send it to the man for his personal use, this next trip. You'll have a friend
for life."

"Wrrks for me. That's one reason | have to get back to Cuba, fast: Renenber
the paperwork fromlast trip, raw cotton to the British in exchange for
sneaker canvas? The guy with the typewiters is the brother-in-law of the

mlliner dude, there's sonme kind of family politics going on with those two
that I, like, do cot even want to know about. Bottomline is, the canvas dea
only works if the typewiter dude cuts a deal." Ariadne turned and gave hima

long look. Chris smiled blandly and opened the door for her; Enardi edged past
Ariadne to scoop up cushions and stack themon the edge of the bed. She | ooked
around in visible surprise at the size and plainness of the little room then
sat. Vey wandered over to the wi ndow and gazed out across the strange city.

"I amrem nded." Enardi crossed to the table and fished out a tied, flat
packet of paper. "Signed two days ago."

"Ice contracts, right? Al rightl" Chris clapped his hands together. "Hey,
that's great, Ernie, | knew |l could count on you. Renind ne later, we gotta
work on the cabinets end of things before | |eave. First thing, though, I
gotta get sone |aundry washed; Afronsan's city guard wouldn't let ne past the
front door like | amnow, and | only have three shirts with ne. And | think
Ariadne mght-"

"Dija and I will manage the washing for me," Ariadne said firmy as he
hesitated. Her color was rather high. Qops, Chris realized. Not polite to
bring up a lady's undies in public.

O even between the two of them "Sure, whatever you want.

But Ernie sends his to a couple of old |adies down the street. They do good
work, they're fast-and they're poor."

"Ch." She tipped her head to one side, studied himfor a long noment. "So you
gi ve themthe business and pay themfor it and they are no | onger quite so
poor. Does such a thing really matter to you?"

"I'"ve been poor."

"Ah." She nodded. "Then as you pl ease.™

Enardi set the contract back down. "Your trunks and all are still in Bez, at
my father's house. But Eddie said he brought a bag with clothes for both of
you. It's against the wall, over there." He pointed to a stack of bl ankets,
small rolled carpets and faded cushi ons.

"Buried, right? Like everything in this closet of a room I'll digit out in a
bit. But that hel ps; naybe we can do the Heir this afternoon.” He wal ked over
to the wi ndow and pi cked up the packet of contracts. "Anything in here

shoul d know about ?"

Enardi |aughed. "Like, you can only inport the ice-naking machinery if he
first gets a typing machine? | don't doubt he thought of it-but it's not in

there." He considered this, raised his eyebrows. "I don't think it is."
Ariadne got to her feet. "I |eave you to your business; Dija will worry where
| am"

Chris set down the contracts. "Sure. Want ne to get that bag out now?"

"No. The gentl enman spoke of a tub and bathing." She drew a | oose strand of
hai r out where she could see it and winkled her nose. "No hurry at all. |
will see Dija readies |laundry."

Enardi hurried over to open the door for her and again bow over her fingers.
Ariadne eyed Chris over the Bezanti's dark head; her smile was ironic, but
war med i mredi ately as Enardi straightened.

"Thank you-it is Ernie, | think Chris said?"



"Ernie," he replied gravely. Ariadne inclined her head, turned and ran
lightfooted down the stairs.

"Hey," Chris grow ed, "You got one of your own, okay?"

"But she is enchanting! Who woul d have thought the blue jeans could | ook so
fine on a lady? And such an exotic! That hair, that dark skin and such eyes!"
"Well, her father's French and dark as a Bezanti, and her nother was bl ack."
Chris frowned. "African. You know "

"I know. They came to Bez in one of those elaborate ships this sumer."

"The deal for nmedicines, sure. | forgot about that." He stroked his chin

t houghtfully. "They didn't have any problens in Bez, did they?"

"Probl ens? How probl ens?"

"Because of-no one cared they' re dark?"

"Why shoul d anyone care about that? Marseli says the nedicines they brew from
their plants are fine ones and well nade; what else should matter? They were
di fferent-but so? So are the English and the Mer Khani."

"You don't think people will treat Ariadne-different?"

"Why? But did they treat her different when you | anded in Bez?"

"This last time? Wwo knows? | wasn't watching, but | had other stuff to worry
about, if you renenber."

"Li ke being wed and nearly killed all in one day?"

"Yah. Thanks for rem nding ne."

Enardi spread his arms in a wide shrug. "You are very |ight-skinned and

bl ue-eyed and yell owhaired. Quite unlike nost Bezanti. Has anyone given you
trouble for that?"

"Mmmgotta point. Don't think so. | just don't want her getting hassled,

she's had a pretty rough life so far, everything el se and then-well, then ne."
"Yes, Eddie told nme all about this marriage. This is Rhadaz, Chris; we are
civilized people. And she is a pretty lady with a warmsmile; that will take
her far."

"Yah. Doesn't she just." Chris nade a face; Enardi raised his eyebrows. "Never
m nd. "

Erni e always had a good ear for gossip, he renmenbered bl eakly; no doubt he'd
pried all the dirt out of Eddie, who of course didn't have any reason to not
spill the whole nmess. Enardi broke the silence. "I suppose she goes with you?"
"You kidding?" Chris asked gloomly. "Can't wait to get back down there and
get her neck wung by daddy's men, right alongside nme. Except she's planning
to pull his card instead." He grinned. "You better watch out for her, dude;
she wears a knife next to her knee."

"But she-I mean, | would certainly not-" Enardi stopped and stared at him as
Chris's last words sank in. "Knife? Eddie did not tell ne about that!"

"Ask Vey, you don't believe ne. She swings a nean sword, too, ask Dahven." A
tap on the door; the weaver's apprentice stuck his head in.

"Sir, a message fromthe Prince's offices for you." He held out a fol ded and
seal ed sheet. "And the master said to tell you, the tub in the wool storage is
ready if you would bathe."

Chris | ooked up fromthe unfol ded nessage, pulled the watch fromhis shirt
pocket, and frowned at it. "Ernie, dig out that bag for ne, will you? | gotta
get ny stuff out, take the rest down to Ariadne. There's just tinme to get

cl ean and eat sonet hi ng- hope Afronsan doesn't mind a few winkles."

"Here, give ne your shirt and whatever else; Kamahl's wife hangs mne in the
dye room over the steam"”

Chris ruffled through the bag, fished out a dark blue shirt, a silver-buttoned
vest and a pair of Bez-denimpants. "The new pants and socks, too-great. Gold
star for Eddie's forehead. | won't ask how he knew what of her stuff to
bring."

Enardi picked up the bag. "He asked my sister Lasinay to pack the clothes for
her, of course. Here, let ne deliver this bag-and the message for you."

"Yeah, like |I trust you." Chris grinned to take the sting fromhis rude words,
and snatched the bag back. "You keep that knife in mnd."



"Knife."

"I see Eddie," Vey said suddenly. He tapped sharply on the glass with his
knuckl e, waved ent husi astically.

"Great. You guys go ahead and catch up, 1'Il go bathe and take Ronmeo here with
me. C nmon, Ernie, you can tell me things while |I'm scraping the Sehfi-Podhru
road off my hide."

DI JA peered anxiously through a very small opening; when Chris tapped on the
door, took the satchel and closed the door alnobst on his fingers; he had to
knock again to pass on the nmessage. "There isn't time for her to have a long
soak, but she can catch up on hot water tonight, Kamahl always has plenty
around." Dija nodded once and the door shut. "She's not used to so many peopl e
in such a small household, | guess, and it's all pretty strange to her," Chris
said as he and Enardi headed toward the back of the house. "Never been out of
Sikkre in her life."

"More likely your lady's in the bath already; Kamahl needs a privacy screen in
his guest roomfor tines like this."

"Yeah." Chris's voice trailed away. He blinked. "Anyway," he said in a

det erm ned change of subject. He opened the door into the room where Kanahl,
his sons, and his apprentices bathed. The air was warm very hunmid, and
fragrant with lanolin fromthe bundl es of raw wool stacked floor to ceiling

along the far wall. Enardi went on down the hall with Chris's winkled shirt,
then came back and settled on the nearby bench. Chris had already stripped out
of snoke-scented clothes and was chin-deep in warmwater. "Yeah. | was
dream ng about this last night. | hate danp ground, you know?"

"For sure." Chris scrubbed down Wth a fat sponge, slid down until only his

head and knees were above water. Enardi drew a deep breath. "Casimaffi-"
"Yeah, | heard he got off. For now, anyway. Creep."

"There is other you didn't hear," Enardi said flatly, and told hi mabout his
encounter with Choran. Chris eased partway back up to rest his el bows on the
sides of the tub; his eyebrows drew together as the Bezanti finished his
story.

"He actually said that?"

"Every word."

"I heard the dude wasn't too bright, but jeez. So, what did the city guard
tell you?"

Enardi spread his hands wide. "I didn't go to the guard."

"You didn't-Ernie, damit! You're the |law and order guy around here; are you
serious!"

"But-what good will it do? | talked with Eddie about it, we both agreed, the
guard would think I made up the whole thing, to smirch Casimffi-"

"Ernie," Chris broke in, his voice heavily patient. "You can't talk to Eddie
about the guard; he grew up picking pockets and stealing stuff. To him any
city guard is The Eneny, and he's got no reason to |ove the Podhru guard after
our first trip through here. Renenber?" He shook his head. "Anyway, the city
guard can think whatever it wants, including that you're out to get the old
dude. Afronsan is running the show and he knows better, okay? Just because he
had to let Chuffles slide this last tinme, the ness in Sikkre-"

"Chris, | have no proof, nothing but ny word!"

"But it's your word, Ernie. Not like you're just some jerk off the street,
you' re Enardi son of Fedthyr, and the Heir knows you. Also, this is sonething
for Afronsan to add to his list. Hell, Ernie, you know how the Heir works!
He's nethodical; betcha he's got a file on Chuffles and his bunch and it's
probably half the size of the bay out there! So you got to keep himup to date
on these things; you and I don't know what's going to be the key that tips

t hi ngs, but Afronsan does. Tell you what." Chris sat up the rest of the way,
scooped soap froma curved pink shell on the floor next to the tub and
vigorously rubbed it into his hair. "W go see himthis afternoon, you cone
al ong. That way | know you won't talk yourself out of it again.”

"I wouldn't-I mean-" Enardi spread his hands wi de. Chris shook his head.
Enardi sighed, got up to fill one of the large ewers with fresh water. Chris



poured it over his head.

"You woul d so. Hey, guy, this is me, renenber? | know you don't I|ike naking
waves, but the Heir's not going to catch old Chuffles pulling sonething right
out in the open where Rhadazi |law can nail him it's going to have to be what
Jen woul d call preponderance of evidence-which neans-"

"I know what it means." Enardi sighed again. "My father will never forgive ne
for doing this."

"Well, he's got to hear about it first, and he won't fromne. He'd be a little
less forgiving if you got killed, right? Conme with us, damit, talk to
Afronsan. And then we'll get you your own personal rent-a-brute, keep you nice
and safe.”

"Yes. Al right." Enardi sighed and went back to his bench, was quiet as Chris
finished rinsing and dried off, then wapped hinself in one of Kamahl's
enornous dryi ng sheets.

"Ch, fritch, | forgot to bring clothes down. GQuess |I'll have to clinb back
into-"

"I"ll fetch one of ny robes."

"Yah. Ariadne sees nme in a blue and purple stripy dress with my |egs hangi ng
out, she'll never stop laughing. CGuess it's better than being caught by one of
Kamahl s custoners hanging out of a bath towel." He spread his arns w de,
grabbed at the bathing sheet as it slipped. "You know, Ernie, this is

ridicul ous! W gotta get permanent CEE-Tech housing, here and in Bez at the
very least. Wat's so funny?"

"Not hi ng much." Enardi was |aughing as he opened the door. "Merely parallel

t houghts. | have a house to show you, just down the street." He started out,
then came back and shut the door behind him "You know, | just renenbered-what
you sai d about knives, it remnds me. There is a tale | was told, back in Bez,
when | was on the docks for sone reason-lI can't renenber, maybe |ast summer,
when the Africans were there? About a secret society of wonmen, wtches of sone
kind who live across the other sea, and then-what?-foreign wonen in the warm
southern waters, one of the islands. A secret society of wonmen assassins-"
"Sewing circle and terrorist society, no doubt,"” Chris said sardonically. "O

I ady ninjas. You and your dockside gossip, Ernie, rully!"

"Well, sonme of it is true, you know," Enardi replied. "And this wasn't

sewi ng-1'11 renenber, maybe. But your talk of Madam Ari adne and this knife,
that rem nded ne."

"Yah. Likely assassin she is, there's nothing sneaky about Ari. She's nore the
st onp-ri ght - up- and- cl ean-your-cl ock type."

"That sweet tiny lady! | don't believe it, you are trying to keep ne from her
As if | would try anything, Chris! Al the same, a little harmess flirting-"
"Yeah. Tell ne that when Meriyas starts on me again."

"Why not you?" Enardi said gloomily. "She flirts with everyone else. | wll
bring the robe.” Chris's laughter followed himinto the hall.

Back in the washroom Chris gathered up his dirty clothes and boots, and set
them by the door. He wal ked back across the chanber to where he could catch a
little sunlight fromthe partly open shutter and began vigorously toweling his
hair dry. "Ladies' sewing circle and terrorist society-just like that button
Juan's goofy girlfriend picked up at the gam ng convention." He sobered
nmonentarily, sighed. "Hey, Juan, bet you finally got that black belt." He
finished toweling his hair, rubbed down his chest and | aughed quietly.

"Ernie-1 swear, they see you com ng and pull out the biggest whoppers they
got. Island wonmen assassi ns-yeah. | can just see her now, sneaking around the
parl or and slipping arsenic in someone's tea." CGet real. Henri Dupret would' ve
been dead years ago. Chris shook hinmself. "Sure. Arsenic in the tea and a
knitting needle right through the heart." He was still |aughing when Enard
cane back with the robe.

Chapter 9



ROBYN stared out the wi ndow, sighed heavily and pulled the drapes. There
wasn't anything to see anyway: gl oony, dead garden just beyond the small

fam |y dining roomeven at ground | evel, she could barely nmake out the
courtyard with its bare and weedy-|ooki ng shrubs, the black | eaves and a few
frost-bl ackened buds clinging to her favorite yell ow rose bush. The centra
pool and fountain were nothing nmore than a bl ocky shape in the early gl oom and
fog. Down in Podhru there mght be cityw de celebration for the Enperor's
sixty-fourth birthday. Here- "Can't even see Lialla's tower," she grunbl ed.
"Hate this. Just hate it."

"You' re not supposed to say you hate stuff, Momy," |ana remarked virtuously.
She was still nurseless with Frisa gone north, and had spent nobst of the
afternoon trailing around Duke's Fort with her nother. Robyn smil ed.

"Mom was bad, wasn't she? Let's go over and sit by the fire until your father
cones down with Amarni, all right?"

"AI'l right." It tickled Robyn, how sophisticatedly verbal |ana was for her
age. Chris had been a very quiet child-probably because of all the weird shit
goi ng on around him she thought glumy. But Chris had remained a quiet kid
right through junior high, only really breaking out in high school. Not even
then: He'd pretty much cone into his own when they arrived here. Mikes a good
big fish in a small pond. Hey, whatever works, he's doing real good.

lana was sitting primy on the hearth, feet dangling, skirts smoothed neatly
over her knees and hands folded. Little faker, she |l earned that | ook from her
nurse; she's about as primas a-a- Nothing cane to nind. She dropped down next
to her daughter and sl ewed around to warm her hands at the fire.

" Moy 2"
"What, sweetie?"

"Am | - does Daddy not |ike ne?"
Robyn stared at her blankly. "
have to ask?"

I ana was quiet for a long nmoment, clearly seeking the words. "Because Amarn
gets to go with hima lot and | don't. And Frisa said Daddy was upset because
| made feathers and- and-" she shook her head in frustration; the light brown
pl ait slapped her shoul ders.

"Ch, sweetie, Daddy would [ ove you no matter what. That's part of being a
daddy. | love you, don't |?"

"Ye-es. But, Frisa said-said Daddy doesn't |ike when people make feathers.”
"Well, he doesn't like it when other people do, but he still Iikes you, al
right? He didn't get nad at you that time when you got mad and made feat hers,
did he?"

"No-0." She was quiet for a nonment, digesting this.

"I think what Frisa wanted to say to you was nost people can't, ah, make
feathers. And so it kind of scares them"

"Ch." Another silence. Robyn wasn't sure how much of that nade sense to |ana;
some of it, anyway. Enough to reassure the child, she hoped.

"That's why | said you shouldn't get so angry, so you won't scare people.
Under st and?" | ana gazed up at her nother solemmly, finally nodded. "That's why
your nmomy doesn't get really, really nmad-so she won't make feathers."

| ana giggled. "Monmy-feathers!"

Robyn | aughed with her, but her heart sank. | told Jen; you sinply can't spook
this kid. She gave her daughter a quick hug. "Besides, lana, that's no fun way

| -of course he likes you! Wiy would you even

to make feathers. You wait until the weather's nice, and we'll go sonewhere
private, just you and me. And I'll teach you howto do it right."
"Prom se?"

"Sure. Cross my heart." She suited gesture to words, then tapped her daughter
on the tip of her freckled nose. "But only if you promise not to fly out of
your bedroom wi ndow once you know how, all right?" I|ana giggled delightedly,
but nodded and crossed her own heart. "Good. O any tinme wthout Monmy.
Because you could get hurt, lana. And you wouldn't want to scare people here,



woul d you? Because when you scare people, they don't talk to you and when they
see you they go the other way." Robyn frowned. How to expl ain something as
conplex as prejudice to a three-year-old, however bright, w thout scaring her
away from people...

But |ana regarded her, suddenly very w de-eyed and serious indeed. "I know
Frisa said nmaybe Joras would be afraid to put ne on nmy pony if he knew about
the feathers. And then Daddy woul d have to send hi maway. She said people
woul d poi nt and whi sper. "

"Daddy won't send Joras away, lana. Joras likes you too much." Aletto's guard
captain spoils her rotten is what. "Frisa's right, though. Some people would
poi nt at you and whi sper, and you wouldn't Iike that, would you?" |ana shook
her head vigorously. "Good. | guess Momw |l have to teach themit's not a bad
thing, then they won't be afraid. But neantine, we won't tell anyone, okay?
Since it's just you and me that can make feathers-"

"Ch, no," lana said confidently. "Amarni can."

Robyn's hands went cold. "Ch?" Somehow, her voice managed to show not hi ng but
mld interest. "Are you sure about that? Because | didn't know about it!"

"l did. 'Cause he told ne so."

"Told you so? You didn't see himdo it?"

"No, he just said, 'cause he was there when Frisa told ne not to get mad and
do that, and | ater when she went to get our dinner, he said he could nake
them too."

"Ch." She wasn't certain what to think about that: Amarni was after all nearly
a year younger than lana, and his grasp of |anguage still very iffy. Probably
just trying to make her feel better, or not feel alone, or maybe trying to
one-up her. That would be Iike him She was trying to decide what to say in
response to this rather unsettling revelation when the latch clicked and
Aletto came in, Amarni clinging to his back and giggling.

"Me, too! Me, too!" lana shouted. But Aletto was favoring his bad | eg and his
brow was furrowed, his lower |ip caught between his teeth. Robyn pounced and
caught hold of the boy as they passed, scooped himoff his father's back, and
swung himaround in a circle. Amarni shrieked with delight.

"You, sir, sit," she ordered Aletto sternly. Aletto nanaged a breat hy chuckle
and bowed, then |l owered hinself rather cautiously into his high-backed chair.
"Yes, ma'am But only if this handsone gentleman sits next to me-and" he added
loudly as lana junped to her feet and flung herself at him "if this fair
young lady sits on ny other side." He | ooked up at Robyn and grinned. "You're
out of luck this evening."

Robyn rai sed one eyebrow. "Ah. But I'Ill have you later."

"Ch. Ah." Aletto tried to copy her gesture but as usual both his brows went
up. He grinned sheepishly and wapped an arm around each of the children. "I
could use a good rubdown; everything aches tonight."

Robyn nodded feelingly as she took her seat across fromhimat the six-person
pl ain oval table she'd insisted upon as a replacenent for the banquet-sized
nmonstrosity Jadek had kept in here; the smaller table was just right for quiet
famly nights like this one, light enough that it could be noved out for

| arger and nmore formal events-and both cheap and tough enough that the kids
couldn't hurt it. "lIt's all this fog and danp. | can feel the nasty sprain
did to ny ankle a few years ago, and that arm| broke way back in Woning is
absolutely howing at nme tonight. I'll trade you later, rub for rub."
"Ah-hem " Aletto colored. He glanced at lana, who was watching his face
eagerly; at Amarni, who had cl anbered onto his knees so he could grasp the
water cup already set out. Robyn filled it partway for himand watched him
drink. lana pulled her cup over and pushed it into her father's hands.

"It's over their heads," Robyn said. "Relax."

"Relax," Aletto said gloomly. He poured water, handed the cup to lana. One of
the wonen cane in with deep, two-handled cups of broth for the children and
thin-cut bread. Aletto waited until the food was set out, the children
drinki ng soup, the woman gone, then said, "l guess you nust not have heard,

t hen. The guard caught M nett on her way back fromthe market-found her around



t he back side of the household tower, actually. CGetting ready to attach a
packet to a line hanging from Mther's wi ndow, for Msay to pull up."

Robyn gl anced automatically at |ana, who m ght nmake sense of sonme of that;
Aletto foll owed her | ook but lana was intent upon sopping the nost |iquid
possible into her bread, just short of the point when it would break and fal
into the soup, then transferring it to her nouth and | eaving a stream of

dri bbl es across the table top. Ordinarily one of themwould have repri manded
her for it; tonight Robyn nerely shrugged and | owered her voice a little.
"He-it's what | think it is? Zero?" Aletto nodded. "And?"

"They-tal ked to her, over an hour before anyone cane to even tell ne. It's not
pretty."

"I didn't expect it would be. Why you had themdo it that way, after all."
"She was in tears the whole time; good thing it wasn't either of us. But they
got alittle out of her. She says it cones south from Cornekka but not via the
mai n road-"

"We know that-"

"Let me finish," Aletto broke in crisply. Robyn bit back an angry retort: He
nmust really be hurting tonight; ordinarily nothing woul d make hi m so rude.
"She said her famly-their father and nother-were taken sonewhere, they're
bei ng held so she and her sister will do what they' ve been ordered.”

He paused, drank a little plain water. Robyn nodded. "Wich is get Zero into
Duke's Fort. You believe the girl? About her parents?"

"Joras does, that's good enough for ne." He sighed. "Bring it into Duke's
Fort, yes. And spread it around the market. They were given a list of contacts
in the market, just a few people, but one or two nanes on that list surprised

me. | left a copy in our room you can look at it later."

"Anyt hi ng about where or how it conmes into Cornekka? Al the trouble they' ve
gone to up there to keep the Duchy clean, Msarla will need to know"

"OfF course. A nessenger just went out; why |I was late."

"Ch. Sorry."

He nmanaged a faint smile, squeezed her fingers. "It's all right." He | ooked
around. "We're eating tonight, you and |?"

"I hope so. | can go get-"

"It's all right, stay put. Mnett admtted Mdther isn't really ill-nothing as
bad as we thought, anyway."

"Not ill-just hooked. Because of themand their rotten dope." Robyn could fee
her face heating. "It didn't occur to themto tell soneone-you, ne, your

not her ?- about the hold these people have on then? Ask for help instead of
turning your nmother into a junky?"

"Robyn, be reasonable! They're girls, little backwoods comopners, they don't

t hi nk that way!"

"Ch? I'ma little backwoods comoner mnyself, and | used to call our city guard
pi gs! But even |'d have-"

"I know you better than that; you' d never have taken a problemlike theirs to
peopl e you don't trust."

Count five, Robyn ordered herself. Make it twenty. lana | ooked up from her
broth, wi de-eyed, and she nanaged a smle. " 'S okay, kid, finish your soup."
Aletto poured hinself water, hesitated, then took her cup and filled it. "All
right, Aletto, |eave that. \Wat now?"

Aletto drank, set the cup aside carefully. He would no | onger neet her eyes.
"Cods of the Warm Silences, | don't know. "

"You'll have to tell Afronsan right away."

"Cet a nessage to Jubelo and M sarla, once you' ve had the guard wing out of
those girls who's backing them they can find the parents, and then-"

"We tried that! The guard did! They don't know anything! Who'd trust themwth
a secret like that anyway?"

Robyn picked up her cup, set it down again, water untouched. Her stonach
churned. "You're giving up, aren't you? You're tossing in the towel on this



stuff-"

Robyn, | talked to Mother just now | tried! It was-she was about half mad, it
was awful "
"I bet it was. | know how addi cts get when they're strung out." Sudden

certainty tightened her throat. "Aletto? Let nme guess, you told her she could
have it-you gave her that box, didn't you?" Aletto stared at his hands; his
lips twitched. "You ::i. you bailed on this! Damitall, Aletto! How could you
do that? Al the-you knowit's killing her! And you're letting the stuff into
the fort! How s Afronsan ever going to keep it out of the country if people
like you pull stunts like this?"

"I't's not a-we can control what she gets, nake certain it doesn't spread,
control how nmuch comes in, | can't just-I"

"I knew you'd fold! I just knew it!" Robyn pounded the table with both fists;
Aletto and both children stared at her, wi de-eyed. "All right, who's next? Let
it in, sure! Let it walk right through the front door, and who's going to want
totry it next, Aletto? You? Maybe your guard, sure, that would be terrific!
Get themall stoned full-time, and who's out there to watch the borders? Play
into their hands, why don't you?"

"Robyn, | - " Aletto held out a hand. She slapped it away and junped up

caught up her cup and slamed it to the floor. Water splashed; the cup rolled
into a corner.

"Cet yourself hooked, those guys out there would |ove that! Probably what they
wanted in the first placel™

"Robyn!" Aletto staggered to his feet, swore as his weak | eg cracked into the
heavy chair. He clung to the back, lips tightly conpressed; involuntary tears
sprang to his eyes. Amarni stared at him then threw hinself fromthe chair
and around the table. Robyn knelt and caught hold of hiny Amarni was screaning
at her, swinging his arns and pummeling her as hard as he coul d.

"Don't you make ny daddy cry!"

"Amarni, stop that-!" Aletto started after him froze at the end of the table.
Robyn was staring down at the boy's arns-and the |ine of dark, downy feathers
form ng there. She knelt and gripped his wists, pulled himagainst her in a
crushi ng enbrace; stricken blue eyes net Aletto's over the boy's head.
Aletto's mouth sagged; his eyes were wide with shock. "You-what you did-"

"I did-?" she echoed bl ankly.

"Your bl ood-and-and-1 ook at my son!"

If she'd been able to lay a hand on himbut Amarni clung to her now, sobbing.
She patted his hair and said very softly, "Your son? Is that all that matters
to you, Aletto? Not ny shifting, not your daughter-your son, the boy, the

mal e, the heir-!" Her voice was rising; another noment and she'd be beyond
control. He | ooked at her wi thout expression; he rmust hate her just now. |ana
was trenbling. "The children and I will eat in the nursery tonight, Aetto,"

she said quietly. She got to her feet and added, very fornmally, "You may tel
the cook to serve us there. lana, cone with ne. Now, lana."

O dinarily, lana m ght have objected; this was visibly new and terrifying to
her and, subdued, she slid fromher chair, skirted the table and the puddl e of
water on the floor, took her brother's near hand and whi spered agai nst his
ear. Amarni rubbed a fist in his eyes, sniffed loudly, and let hinmself be I|ed:
away. Robyn stayed where she was for a very |long nmonment, eyes fixed on Aletto,
who hadn't noved so nmuch as an eyel ash. lana's quavering little voice broke
the silence. "Momy? | can't make the door nmove by nyself." Robyn brought her
chin up, turned on her heel and wal ked across the room worked the latch and
et the children precede her. The door closed behind themw th a faint click
"Thank you, lana. Let's go, children."” Her voice was trenmbling nearly as much
as lana's suddenly. "We'll have a picnic in your nursery, all right?" |ana

gl anced back at her and nodded. Amarni clung to his sister's hand and quietly
trailed al ong after her

He can't leave it at that, Robyn thought unhappily. He'll come after us and
"1l apol ogi ze-God, did | really say all that to hin? But they reached the



wi de, carpeted stairs, clinmbed them walked down the hall to the nursery in
conpl ete sil ence.

ALETTO wat ched the door close, bit his lip. "Ch, gods, no. Birdy-Birdy, |
didn't nean that, you can't think |I neant-" He started across the snooth tiled
floor at a lurching run and stepped into Robyn's spilled water. Already off
bal ance, he flailed for a chair, the wall, anything, then threw up both arms
to shield his head as he went down. His elbow hit the floor with a w cked
crack; the leg under himfolded. For a very |long nonment, he couldn't renenber
how to breathe. Sonehow, he forced hinself partway back up, but he coul dn't
nmove any farther. Everything hurt, nmuch worse than it had when he carried
Amanmi into the room searing pain flared fromhis ankle. That's-the bottom of
nmy boot, he thought dazedly. My foot can't turn over that far

THE latch to the nursery door was stiff; Robyn needed both hands to work it
She | ooked down at two very subdued children. Daddy will be up in a few
mnutes, it's all right, you two." She set her shoul der agai nst the door and
shoved, hard. The door gave way grudgi ngly and swung back with a ratcheting
creak that set her teeth on edge. "I think we better get someone to oil this
door, what do you think?" No answer. lana tugged at her brother's hand and
drew himinto the room Robyn sighed faintly and foll owed.

It was warm and cl ose, though the fire had burned down to enbers; the room
itself was otherw se dark. "lana?" The children were dark shapes well into the
room bl ocking the glow of the fireplace. "Do you know where the | anp is?"
thought | left it lit when we came down. Qut of oil, | guess. lana noved away
fromthe fire. "I can get it." "That's okay, kiddo. 1'll-" Robyn had taken two
steps into the room the door was torn from her hand and closed with a sharp
click behind her. As she opened her nouth to shout a warning, two bul ky
shadows rose from behind Iana's bed. One caught hold of |ana, yanked her off
her feet and out of sight; the other tossed sonmething into the center of the
room and dove for Amarni. Robyn threw herself frantically toward the boy;
there was a loud "pop!" and a cloying, horrid snmoke filled her mouth and nose.
She was unconsci ous before she hit the floor

SUNDOWN went unseen; the Podhru docks were heavily fogbound and all but
deserted. The air hung heavy and wet; plank wal kways were slick and
treacherous. Men worked to bring boxes and crates of goods in or take them out
to the waiting boats which ferried themto waiting ships. Water sl apped
heavi |l y agai nst pilings, splashed over the | ow platformwhere two row boats
were tied up and a line of nen shifted heavy crates fromthe dock down a

spi ndl y-1 ooki ng | adder. Five ships were due to | eave the Enperor's city at the
turn of the tide, bound for Fahlia, Bez and points beyond.

Ariadne sat by herself in the new waiting area, bags at her side and chin in
hand, staring at the nearest wall. Her free hand felt for and cl osed on her
personal satchel; she kept a grip on the strap, sent her eyes sideways. Over
near the door, Chris and Enardi were still tal king-nore of the business that
had occupied themso totally the past two and a hal f days, she deci ded
drearily. But who was to know he neant this, that he did all the business
hinself? Al the things for which ny fiend of a father enploys agents.

To her left, rmuch nearer the small stove, her maid sat in a |ow chair; Vey
knelt beside her and held her hands. Neither of themwas saying anything at
all, just now Dija was abnormally solem and pale, Vey quiet even for him
Poor child. But Dija wouldn't stay behind. Ariadne was gl ad: She was as fond
of the Rhadazi girl as the girl patently was of her. Honoria-Lucette. | did

i ke both of thembut | could never dare be certain of either, nor dare
confide in them Because of ny father. This girl- It was conforting to be so
fiercely protected and cared for by soneone. If | could have that with a nan.
They say it is possible. Looking at Vey and Dija, she could alnost believe it.
She shook her head inpatiently, dismissed that. |Innocents, those twd. Babes in
the matter of nen and wonen together. One knew better of romance and of nen,



whoever said what about either. Romance: So many sang of how wonderfully
tragic it was to die for [ove- how foolish. Better to live, | would think. And
men: This man of hers said one might fly in a machine that went about the
entire world in an hour, so high one could not breathe without a gl ass bow
upon his head. Or her head, because both nmen and women did this. He mnust
intend to pull the chain, as he hinmself would say.

As if he could pull mne. | have seen a thing or two and heard of others.

She sighed heavily, shifted her chin fromleft hand to right hand, and cl osed
her eyes. Chris was tal king loudly enough that ihe could make out what he was
sayi ng. Wetched nachinery for making ice. If | hear of this once nore within
the next day and half... Chris's short, sour |augh broke into her thought.
"Now, lookit, Ernie. You know what Venoris is like, he's a good guy but he's
out of date, alnbst worse than your dad's buddies. You gotta be tough with
him You know?"

"I know tough," Enardi said wearily. "Venoris wants a contract with us so
badly, but he could never keep up with the need for cabinets. And the netal

[ ining-he can't make that."

"That's no big deal, | don't mnd if soneone else does the tin box and the
main guy puts it together. Hell, | don't care if one ny gets all the parts
fromdifferent places and only assenbl es the iceboxes. Bottomline is,
gquantity and a | ook Afronsan will accept-and let us sell. You were there, you

know what he said, a really class product. Enmperor won't pass it otherw se."
"I was there. No contract for Venoris."

"Hey, Ernie. Tell himwe'll help himgear up for volune production, it he
wants. Then we can do business with him That should keep himfrom hating you
for life, shouldn't it?"

"I't should help."

Ari adne sl ewed partway around and eyed the two sidelong. Chris clapped his

friend on the shoul der and | aughed. "Sure, it will. He's no dumy, he just
needs to get out fromunder his old man's thunb, like you did." He turned and
Ari adne | ooked up as the door opened and a sailor |eaned inside, bringing
danp, chill air and the distant sounds of celebration with him

"Sirs, madamthe Galifrey will depart on the tide, as planned, and the boat
will come in for you and your |uggage shortly." He was gone before anyone

could thank him Ariadne eyed the stack of cases, bags and parcels with
resignation. And this was only a small portion of their goods: Her trunks were
still somewhere in this Bezjeriad, her green velvet and all its accoutrenents
left with Chris's nother in Zelharri. And still, all of this. So nmuch new

owe himfor. She wasn't certain she liked it, being in debt to Chris. But this
is howit is supposed to be, how you | earned. For all he says of wonen in his
wor | d, women here can-not do work and receive pay for it, and live apart.
Unfortunately. Whatever | have, and will ever have, has cone from nen--father
uncl e, and now Chris. She sighed, picked up her personal satchel and settled
the strap over her head and across her chest, nmade certain the bag itself was
confortably | ow on her hip.

Chris had suggested jeans for travel. They are confortable. But | would never
dare wear such trousers in the south. The black breeks I wore in the back
al l eys of Philippe-sur-Mr would be best of all, but they are for private, not
for others to see. Dija had renmarked on them Ariadne had put her off with a
tale, inmprobable to her own ears, about wearing themfor exercise. Dija,

i nnocent that she was, had accepted that without remark. But | did after al
wal k in them and run. And kill. She brushed that aside with no effort at all.
El i m nated, say, rather. As one squashed nosquitos.

The bl acks: The upper garnent was smooth-fitting and fully concealing, the
scarves obscured hair, face and throat. The trousers: Loose, |ightweight, snug
at the ankle, they all owed freedom of novenent women's skirts could never
permt; even the jeans Chris bought for her were constricting in conparison
And the jeans were too snug at the ankle; even if she could fit the knife and
its sheath under the jeans, even if it could ride there unnoticed, she



couldn't reach up and free it. | do not plan to need the knife, or the bl acks,
really. But then, this Ernie never planned to be nmet in an alley by a thug;
Chris did not expect drugs in his chanmpagne or his orange. Ariadne ran a hand
across her leg just above the knee; the strap was snug, holding in place as it
was nmeant to do.

Chris was still giving Ernie last-nmnute instructions. "He does not even pay
heed | am here-not that | care for that." She scow ed at her hands. The rings
on her left hand, now hidden under warm bl ack gl oves, made a sizeable |unp at
t he base of her finger. One ny nother's band, that ny father gave her when
was born. And that Henri Dupret gave Chris to put on her hand when the priest
spoke the words. Forced upon him At least it canme to nme, however | got it.
The other, an intricately wapped silver surrounding a large fire opal. She'd
seen it in the Sikkre market when he took her out to purchase those swords
(and her jeans) and had exclaimed with delight at the fiery, dazzling stone.
And he purchased it for ne, like that. Only because | liked it. Married wonen
in France and Philippe-sur-Mer normally wore eneral ds or rubies, very refined
gens set in gold. But those were nornmal married wonen-properly contracted for
not woo or |ost at cards. Any wonman can wear eneralds, if her man is wealthy
enough. O rubies. They nmean nothing if they are only bought because they are
costly and so others know they are.

She turned a little and watched Chris fromunder her |ashes; he was talking
ani mat edly, waving his arnms, nmoving his head so the long blond tail bounced.
Not what she woul d call handsone, she thought judiciously. Attractive, in a
foreign way. Miuch larger and stronger than nen she'd thought attractive
before. What woman in my skin would wish a man so nuch bi gger than she? The
nmuscl es-t hose she |liked. Men Henri's age generally had bellies instead of
muscles; if not, they sinply sagged. Those nen nearer her own age were nost
often pale and thin. Dissipated. The rich, at least. The rest were already
worn from bad food, too nmuch drink, heavy work in the factories or fields.
Ernie spread his arns wi de and said sonething; Chris clonmped himon the

shoul der with a | arge, capabl e-1ooki ng hand and | aughed cheerfully. The

| augh-yes, it is a good laugh; no malice or ill will init. And the hand is
strong, but | have not yet seen himraise it angrily. He'd |l aughed |ike that
with her, on that trip down fromhis nother's Duchy-once or tw ce. \Wen we
were not screaning at each other for some stupid no-reason reason. My nother
was right; | nust learn control of this tenper. Now that ny father no |onger
conmands ny life-

"Madam Ari adne? Vas tu bien?" Dija had cone up on her unnoticed, and knelt
besi de her.

Her French inproved hourly, Ariadne thought. But she answered in Rhadazi: "I
do well, thank you. Your friend, do not |eave himfor ny account."

Dija's cheeks were pink. "On ny account, nadam "

"On. Do not, though. Since | cannot convince you to return to Sikkre-"

"No, madam " Dija said very firmy as Ariadne paused. "Too late in any event."
"Bah. Your Vey has three horses to | ead back to Sikkre; one could readily hold
you. "

"No, madam Shall Chris conb your hair? Look at the ness he nakes of his own!
And Vey-" She gl anced over her shoul der; Vey was tal king animatedly with Chris
and Enardi. "I like Vey as a friend. But | told you what he was as a boy. Wy
hi s hand-" she held out her own, pal mdown, |eft-hand index finger Turned
under at the second knuckle. "He has changed, at |east as nuch as the Thukar
hinmself. But it's so sudden-I think it would be better for us both to think a
while. "

"Ah." Ariadne nodded. The child is not so innocent and sinple as | feared. She
got to her feet and pulled Dija up, gave her a smle, a half-tumand a gentle
shove. "CGo. Talk to your nan. \Watever el se he may become, he is a friend; one
shoul d take what tine one can with a friend, no?"

Dija snmled gratefully. "Yes. Qui, Madam Ari adne."

The door opened, letting in nore cold air and fog; Edrith cane into the



wai ting room and shut the door hastily behind him hurried over to Chris.
"Here. | thought | would never get through all those people, it's |like one
huge party all the way fromhere to the north walls-on the Iit streets, at

| east. This was on the table, buried under Ernie's papers."” He cast the
Bezanti a narrow eyed, sidelong |ook. "You owe ne."

Enardi shrugged. "Ch? And which of us was scattering papers here, there and
across the floor?" Both turned to | ook at Chris.

"Well, hey, man," Chris growmed. "It's hardly nmy fault we got so rmuch paper
this time around, and nowhere to put it. Ernie, definitely do what you can to
get us that house, okay?"

"For certain."

"Yeah. | know, dude, in your spare tine. Al the sane-"

"I put it at the head of ny list-with the cabi netmaker. But, you know"

The door was flung wide; two comon shi p-hands cane in, followed by a

dar k- hai red, heavily bearded man in officer's jacket and hat. H's English was
accented; neither Mer Khani nor English, but sonething Chris couldn't quite

mark. "I am second master of the Galifrey. Ladies, gentlemen." He renoved the
hat and bowed. "The tide turns shortly, if you will be so kind as to conme with
me now, these men will see to your bags and goods."

"CGotcha," Chris said. He strode over to join Ariadne. "How rmuch of this you
want nme to carry?"

"I have the only bag | need for now " She touched the w de strap. Chris picked
up two of the bags atop the stack, handed themto one of the seanen, took the
one beneath that held his personal gear and bowed her ahead of him Edrith

pi cked up his personal bag, and went out behind him Dija came after with
Ariadne's cosnetic box; Vey took it fromher and took her arm Enardi | ooked
at the remaining pile, shrugged and foll owed.

Ari adne shivered: The danp air seemed to seek her bones; it swirled across the
dock, blurring the close-set light poles. She drew the black scarf over her
hair, tucked the ends across her throat and shivered down into her thick
shaw . Just behind her

Chris was grunbling to Edrith, "Jeez, will | be glad to get away fromthis!
hate fog |ike nothing else.”
"Yah. | wager it's just like this all the way down the Gallic left coast."

"Wirse," Chris said gloonmly. But the two | aughed, and Ariadne smiled into her
scarf. The laughter was infectious. The second mate was draw ng away from
them now only a darker shadow on a too-dark pier. She | engthened her stride.
Behind her, Edrith tugged at Chris's sleeve and spoke close to his ear.

"Somet hing's not right. This guy-second naster?"

"Yeah?"

"He | ooks-familiar."

"You arranged the passage. You nmaybe saw himthen."

Edrith shook his head. "Not fromhere. Just-fanmiliar. Not good faniliar
either.” "Wy ?"

"Don't know. "

"Probably junped his | ast ship and signed onto the Galifrey. Guys do that, you
know. "

"l know. But-"

"Well, then," Chris began. He | ooked up as Ariadne slipped on the planks sone
di stance ahead and swore.

Edrith snothered | aughter. "Her Rhadazi inproves."

That's i nmprovenent? You know what my nother would do to me if | said that?" He
stopped and turned; soneone way back down the pier was urgently calling
Enardi's nane.

"\What message?" Enardi shouted. Chris couldn't quite make out the reply.

Enardi sighed. "All right-a monent! Chris, wait, will you? It sounds

i mportant."

"Il try," Chris called back. Enardi ran back up the dock. Someone el se was



wal ki ng very quickly, comng toward them

Edrith gripped Chris's upper armsuddenly. "Himl" Edrith hissed sharply.

"I sadya harbor, last fall-that nan of Casimaffi's, it's a trap!" The footsteps
were suddenly right behind them conming fast; Edrith's hand was torn from
Chris's armand he gasped as powerful hands took hold of his arns and cl anped
themto his sides; Chris was gone, running down the pier for Ariadne, who was
al ready down the inclined gangway and al nost at the boat.

"Aril Stop, it's a trap!" he shouted. Ariadne let out a squawk; he heard a
scuffle, the sound of a body falling. He couldn't see her or either of the nen
with her. Behind him Dija screaned; someone swore in Rhadazi and soneone el se
in English. Chris threw hinself down the gangway. Ariadne lay at full |ength,

t he second master on his knees beside her. As gloomy as it was down here,
there was enough light for Chris to see the long knife in his hand.

Her |ips nmoved. "Go!" Before he could even draw in enough air to yell, one of
the other men gripped his wist and twisted it up between his shoul der bl ades;
cold metal touched his jaw and settled against his throat.

"You do not nove," a voice whispered against his ear, "and nothing bad
happens. |ndicate you understand." Chris sent his eyes sideways; the nan who
hel d hi mwas just enough shorter that he couldn't see anything but a |arge
hand and the heavy knife-hilt. He nodded, very cautiously. "Sensible. Step
into the boat. Quietly. O the lady-" The second master noved the knife a
little; Ariadne bit her lower I|ip.

Chris was all but trenmbling with fury as he nodded a second tinme; he |et

hi nsel f be guided into the boat. Something slamred into the back of his head,
and he fell. He could hear Ariadne's whispered protest, snmell her famliar
scent; her heavy skirt cradled his face. The boat rocked heavily as it was
pushed away fromthe dock.

Behind them Eddie's voice rose in an astonished yell; a loud splash followed.
Then not hi ng.

"TRAP!' " Enardi heard that nuch; he hesitated, then turned and ran back toward
his friends. Men everywhere; he couldn't see nuch but there was plenty to
hear: feet scuffling on snooth boards, oars slapping hastily into the water.
Eddi e' s shout and an enornous spl ash.

Shapes | ooned up ahead of hi mnot Eddie, but Vey and the maid, he trying to
hol d her, she fighting wildly to get away. "Dija, don't!"

"Vey. they've taken her! They've-!"

"What can you do? Dija, wait!"

Enardi plunged on past them He couldn't see anything out here; the fog had
grown thicker, and at |east one of the |anps was gone, or burnt out. A tall
thin figure | oomed up before him "Eddie, thank goodness-!" he began, then
stopped and caught his breath on a faint, frightened squeak. It wasn't Eddie.
This man was one of the foreign sailors, and in his right hand, very steady

i ndeed, was a | ong, broad-bladed sword. Enardi spread his hands wi de and began
to back away. The foreigner grinned, white teeth shining agai nst a dark beard,
and stal ked after him sword at the ready. "Now," Enardi said nervously. "Now,

you don't want to start a scene on the Enperor's docks.. .." The man only
snmled more widely and began to edge to his right. He's cutting nme off,
pushi ng nme back toward the water! A nonment's panic. He swallowed it. | can
swim Get me near enough to the edge of the pier, and filthy as this water is
["Il junmp before ... He could hear frantic splashing all at once. Eddie. Gods
of easy profit, they threw himin, and he can't swim he'll drown! He had to

go in.



Soneone behind the foreigner: Suddenly, Vey was there, his face grim and
somet hing long, thick and solid in his upraised hand. He slanmed it down

across the back of the man's neck; the sword fell, its owner groaned and
col l apsed onto it. Enardi dragged air into his lungs. "Eddie's out there; stay
close, you'll have to help me get himout." He then turned and dove into the

wat er .

It was dark, the water obscenely cold, the air seemngly even col der when he
surfaced, and his new boots suddenly inpossibly heavy. He trod water, sought
direction and used the noment to bring his feet up and pull the boots off.

Bl ack on bl ack on bl ack-but Eddie wasn't far fromthe pier at all. Enard

foll owed the sound of splashing, of rapid and terrified panting and trod water
again. "Eddie! Eddie? My friend, help nme find you, say sonething!"

"Hel p-me-!" He'd never have known it for Eddie's voice.

"I will!" He judged direction as best he could. H's second | ong overarm stroke
cane in contact with a shock of wet hair just beneath the surface. He clutched
hard, kicked furiously and got a better hold as Edrith came up whooping for
air and flailing wildly. Enardi drew a deep breath and shouted, "Vey, lie flat
on the dock and hold out your arms, | have him Easy, Eddie-" H's own head
went under. He kicked hard and got them both to the surface, tightened his
grip on Edrith's hair and backed away from him his shoul der slamred into one
of the pier uprights, and he swore. Then Vey's capabl e hands were there,
gripping his armand nmoving down it to find Edrith's wist. "You' re safe now "

Enardi shouted; a wave caught himfull in the nouth. Edrith was coughi ng so
heavily it was doubtful he heard. "Vey- wait, here's his other arm hold him
steady. I'Il clinmb up and we can-" But he didn't have the strength for that,
suddenly; his legs felt like iron weights and his hands were too cold to grasp
anyt hi ng.

"I have him" Vey said calmy. "Eddie, | have you, don't fight ne. Ernie,
you'll have to help me, | can't pull himin al one.™

"I-1 can do that." | will have to, Enardi thought tiredly.

"Here." Dija's tear-filled voice. "I can help you hold-"

"No," Vey said. "They've gone?"
"I -bastards!" Dija swore viciously. "They're gone, yes," she added flatly.

"Then we can't do anything for them Dija. Eddie needs help. Wal k al ong the
edge, help Ernie find a | ow place so he can get out."

Wthout Dija talking to him guiding him he wasn't certain he'd have nade it.
Morents |later, he lay flat on the |ow boat platform trenbling as chill air
whi spered across his wet clothing and bare feet, gasping for air, unable to
nove.

Sonmewhere out there, a rowboat had surely reached its destination. Somewhere
in the fog, down the dock, he could hear Vey calmy talking to Eddie, who was
still coughing. Then shouting fromthe head of the dock, and the unm stakable
whistle of the city guard

Hel p: but too |l ate.

Chapter 10

| lost something there, Chris thought dazedly. Eddie's terrified yell and a



spl ash were the last things he could renmenber- now he coul dn't hear anything
but the slap of waves against the side of the boat, the "ploosh" of oars. His
ears rang, which didn't help. The scented lotion he'd bought for Ariadne in

Si kkre's market teased his nostrils; her thighs cradled his head. Probably
have busted it open otherw se. Not that that was going to save him Nasty
thought. Chill, Cray. He eased his right armcautiously forward and somet hi ng
smacked hard agai nst the back of an already sore head; a voice just behind him
snarled a warning. Light flared behind his eyelids and everything went.

This time, he couldn't have been out for nore than a breath or so, and he
coul d suddenly hear Ariadne-her voice high, frightened and very unlike

anyt hing he'd heard out of her before now Please, do not-" She gasped and was
suddenly quiet. A monent |ater, she shifted her |leg cautiously; the nan who'd
hel d her down grow ed warningly. She cried out and her leg jerked. Chris's
cheek was suddenly pressed hard agai nst the inner edge of her thigh, just
above the knee-agai nst smooth, hard nuscle and an even harder thing. Knife.
That nasty frog-sticker she was wearing in Jamaica. She's foxing them has to
be! Letting themthink she's a scaredy-girl type and letting ne know about the
knife. At |east one of themwas thinking. His spirits rose, but only briefly.
Great, he decided sourly. There's three of 'em here, and who knows how many
waiting for us? And if she noves, they cut her throat. | can't move, but if |
try they flatten ny skull. O-oh, hell, with nmy luck, she's really blowing it
big tine.

At l|east the nen hadn't sinply batted them both over the head and dropped them
in the harbor. Which could nmean soneone on their ship wanted to talk to him
first. Hey. Thinking again yourself. It wasn't nuch of a thought: The someone
m ght want to do nore than talKk.

H s head ached ferociously. Lialla' s trick with Thread for fixing a crack |ike
he'd just taken-yeah, he could probably still make that work, but not here: It
took nore peace and qui et than he was going to get here-nore than he was
likely to get fromnow until these guys-Hey. Forget that kinda spook-yourself
t hi nki ng.

The boat was rocking nore than it had been-farther out in the harbor, where
tide or river surge could hit it, maybe turning fromits original course. He
kept his eyes closed and lay very still. Ariadne snelled good, he decided

One of the men behind himsuddenly stood; the boat rocked wildly, then
steadied. Ariadne flailed for something to grab hold of; Chris heard soneone
snarl at her and she froze. Voices above them |ow and urgent, speaking
Rhadazi. But that didn't tell himanything; nost of the Anmericans and English
who canme here spoke sone Rhadazi. At |east one of Dupret's nen on that

Phi | i ppe-sur-Mer dock had spoken unaccented Rhadazi. Don't think Dupret, okay?
Dupret woul d be the absolute worst he could think of-here in Podhru harbor

yet.

Soneone grabbed himby the collar and hoisted himto his feet. He swayed as
everything around himtilted. What little he could see tilted: Qut on the
water it was dark and extrenely foggy, the only really visible objects the
boat he was in and the rowers holding it steady, the ship next to them He
could hear a ship noving past them sonmeone in its bow hamered on the
enornous brass bell that would warn ot her ships away. The nman who held him
tightened his grasp, alnmpst cutting off his air, and held up the knife where
he could see it. then gestured. Chris nodded carefully, and shut his nouth.
Tight. As if yelling at a passing ship for hel p was usef ul

Two very large nmen were hel ping Ariadne up the thick mesh cargo net slung over
the side; she |ooked like a Iinp doll between them Good kid, don't fight 'em
He hadn't expected that many smarts of her. She vani shed into the gl oom high
above. "You next," his captor hissed into his ear; onion and tobacco engul fed
him "And try nothing. Remenber where the lady is, and what | hold."

"Yeah," Chris nmuttered. "Hold me, too, why don't you? My balance is shot." The
knife pressed into his collarbone. It hurt. "Hey," he grow ed. "Cool that, I'm
serious. Wat d'you think I'mgonna pull on you anyway? | can't wal k back to
shore fromhere and the lady's up there, renmenber?" There were two nmen stil



in the rowboat, waiting for himand his knife-holding conpanion to go up. Both
wer e suddenly visibly arned and watching himclosely. Either they're worse

t han those canel -dufusses who tried to nurder ny Y: T, or else |I've got ne one
hel l uva rep these days. It gave his spirits another small boost, but did
absolutely nothing to help himup the net; in the end, his exasperated captor
had to call for help, and two of them haul ed himover the rail and dropped him
on the deck.

Hell with themall. My head's screanming at ne; |'m staying down. Silence,
except for the creak of rigging and the sound of chain rattling-either the
anchor or the boat com ng up. Foot-steps on the planking then; |arge boots
stopped just short of his face. "This is the right man?" A low, very quiet and
i nflectionless voice-definitely one he didn't know. Not Dupret. That's
somet hi ng, anyway.

The man who'd hit himsaid, "The hair, the voice, the men on the dock who cane
with himand this woman-all tally." Good. Did you search hinP"

-Vl ] -

"Do it now" Chris went |linp and let hard hands poke at his ribs, his |egs,
check his boots, run over his pockets and his belt.

"No weapon, sir."

"The stick-1"mtold he carries a stick-"

"I'f he had one, sir, it didn't nake the boat with him" Al right. Tie him
Securely, and | do nean securely."

Chris bit his lip, forced hinself to remain linp. H's arms were rigged behind
hi s back, secured at el bow and wist, his ankles tied but separately.

The boots noved away from his face, scraped to a halt a few paces away. "You,
womrman, " the voice said crisply. "Your nane, and his, at once, please." Ariadne
made a strangled little noise. Silence. "W aren't going to hurt you, why
shoul d we? Someone -ants to speak with your husband, nothing nore."

"To speak-" Ariadne managed that much in a tremul ous voice and unusually
French-accent ed Rhadazi. She whi npered

- sone nonents, apparently trying to gain control. The man

the others called "sir" waited her out. "To speak-and for that,

you do this to him and to ne? That-that nman, upon the docks,

| amcut at the throat, there is-is-there is b-b-blood . .." She

caught her breath on a sob and Chris could hear her weeping-

trying to be quiet about it, not totally succeedi ng.

One of the other nen spoke after a nmoment. "It's her, sir, the Frenchman's
daughter. That's their accent."

"Mmm aye. Ariadne Dupret, aren't you? And this man the merchant Cray?"

Sil ence again. She nmust have nodded. All right. Tie her as well and put them

down in the storage; all the noise you nade, the city guard will be out here
after us before we can get away." There was an edge to the voice now
"Sir, I'msorry. But that Sikkreni recognized ne-"

"I know, all right. No one's fault."

"I didn't even know he'd seen nme before,’
Nerlin didn't nake it back with us."

"Bad | uck, nothing nore. Nerlin knows where to go, just you did if you'd been
stranded. Leave it, it's done."

Bare feet slapped the planks, soneone cane sprinting up. "Si we're passing the
harbor entrance right now, we'll be in open water any nonent."

"Well. Good. So much for the city guard. What of this fog?

"There's enough breeze, we can nanage. Steersman knows north shoreline well
enough, and he says the east wind will pick up around m dnight."

"Good. You all know your tasks, get to them 1'll be in ny quarters if I'm
needed. Get these two off the deck and out sight, just in case."

Feet -bare and booted, all running; the boards shook under Chris's cheek
setting his head to pounding worse than ever. He heard a gasp from Ari adne,

t hen gasped hinself as one of nen grabbed himby the el bows and hauled himto
his feet; agony flared hot through both shoul ders. He had a brief, confuse
glinpse of hurried activity all around him sails being shifted in the gl oom

the man said resentfully. "And



and fog, the mminsail just above and ahead of himbillowi ng in a sudden
breeze; then a dimy lit square of a doorway |leading to a shallow flight of
st eps.

They' d hobbl ed him and the rope between his feet wasn't |ong enough to
properly manage the steps. He skipped down | ast two, nearly overbal ancing the
guards and gai ning hima bl ow across his ear

"Leave off," the other guard grow ed. "Get them stowed there's work topsides."
A lantern hung froma hook beside the | steps, the flane burning very |low, he
could make out the | owceilinged passage and cl osed doors on both sides. The
maal| who'd hit himkneed one of the doors open, let it slamagainst the inner
wal | and shoved hi mi nsi de.

Chris staggered, took half a dozen short, quick steps; badly off bal ance, he
slamed into the far wall, then fell hard, facedown, unto a | ow pile of sacks.
Ari adne | anded on himand the door slanmed shut, throwing theminto total

dar kness. Flour dust rose - the bags. Chris fought a sneeze. "Let ne up
damit!" Ariadne couldn't hear him She was cursing under her breath in ripe,
furious French. If she'd been terrified up there, she certainly showed no sign
of it now.

He sneezed resoundingly; Ariadne jerked away fromhim startled, and slid to
the floor, where she landed with a | oud and probably painful thunp. Wen she
got her breath back, she was cursing again, but now, Chris realized gloonily,
she was cussing himout for scaring her. "Ch, the hell with it," he nuttered
sourly. And sneezed agai n.

* * *

"EDDI E, my good friend. Eddie?" Edrith could hear Enardi's panic-ridden voice
over the soothing nonolog Vey was using to try to keep himstill. He tried
once again to be still, to breathe normally; he coughed rackingly as a trickle
of cold salt water slid down the back of his nose. They were tal king up there,
but he couldn't nmake out the words over the noise he was making, and the
shrill ring in his ears. Hands funbled at his wists; Vey had hi mtwo-handed
by one arm and now Enardi had the other in a surprisingly firmgrip. "Eddie,"
he called urgently. "Listen, we're going to pull you out, but you have to help

us. Use your feet against the piling, push up when | say--now" It wasn't nuch
of a push: He was utterly exhausted, trenmbling now as rmuch fromcold water and
chill air as fromreaction, and his feet slipped on the slimy piling. It rmnust

have been just enough, though; he felt hinself alnost flying into the air and
then he slamed into the planks, face-down. The edge of the pier cut across
hi s shins.

A soft bit of cloth was being rubbed vigorously over his face. He pried his
eyes open. Enardi crouched beside him one of his pale |linen kerchiefs
clutched in his fist, and stared anxiously into his face. "Gods of easy
profit, but you are pale, Eddie. Did you swallow any of that?" Edrith let his
eyes sag cl osed, nodded. "Don't mpove, and don't worry; you're ashore now,
that's the nost inportant thing. W'll get the water out of you in a nmonent."
Edrith nodded again and |istened w thout much interest to the conversation
goi ng on just above his head."Vey, it's been forever since those nen attacked
us. Where possibly is the city guard-?"

Vey shoved to his feet. "The fog has slowed them | wager. the fete. But it
hasn't been as long as you think. Still-1"lIl go look." Edrith felt the dock
sway slightly under himas Vey pounded back up the dock; he gasped and
clutched at the bo; Enardi gripped his arm

"That's just Vey, you're all right. W won't let you back in there, Eddie.
Dija, take that scarf, please, and-"

"Not scarf." Dija sounded near tears. "It is nadami s shaw ."

"Yes, well, she'll understand if you use it to dry Eddie's face an hair and
wrap it around him It's cold out here, and he's soaked.' Edrith sighed very
faintly as warm fragrant wool envel oped hi arms and upper body. "All right,



my friend." Enardi's weight cam down on his back, and the Bezanti began
working his arnms over hi head. Edrith shook his head suddenly and tapped at
the Bezanti'! arm Capable hands stripped himof Ariadne's shawl, haul ed him
his knees and around toward the water; Enardi held himwhile was m serably and
violently sick, then drew himback fromedge of the pier and wapped Ariadne's
thick shawl around hi Enardi's square, capable hands pulled himcl ose and

chaf ed back. "Here, you'll be all right now"

"Al'l right?" Edrith whispered peevishly. "I feel worse than did, you know?"
"You' d feel worse if you kept that water inside you. Dija, don't you go back
into that waiting roomand rouse the dockmaster? Find this poor nman sonet hi ng
to drink so he can wash the fromhis nmouth." The girl's light footsteps
pattered back up dock. The two nmen could hear the rhythm c splashing of water
ting the pier, the nore distant and confused creakings of ships lea' ing the
harbor at the tide. Mst, Enardi knew, would anchor bey the bay once they'd

t aken advantage of the shift in current higher water; they'd wait for the fog
to lift and for good wi nds which cane around mi dnight nost nights this tine of

year.
Suddenly, he could hear men shouting a good distance away back toward the
city. Edrith heard it too. "I think Vey-found guard.” His voice was extrenely

hoarse, hard to understand Enardi pretended he didn't notice.

"I think so. Are you better?"

"Maybe a little. Muuth tastes awful and everything' s-mm Yeah. Dizzy."

"I amnot surprised. The things in that harbor-!"

"Don't tell nme," Edrith replied sharply. He suddenly sounded nuch stronger
and he pushed Enardi away. "Did you see--? Rully! That nman threw nme in therel
Picked me up like a sack and threw ne in that-that-on purpose, you know?"

"I saw. Frightening. | would have been terrified if | had been you. O course,
|'"m Bezanti, so |l swm" He |leveled a finger at his conpanion's nose. "Eddie,
you swore to me you would learn!"

Edrith sighed heavily, spread his hands in a wide shrug. "I - well -
"I was thinking then," Enardi went on severely, "of boats and ships, and

acci dents which befall both, not nmen deliberately trying to drown you!"
"I-yeah. Al right," Edrith replied gloomly. "So | messed up. So throw ne
back in. I-Ernie!" He stared wildly all around, then tried to scranble to his
feet; partway up, he swayed and fell with a heavy thunp onto his backside.
Enardi caught hold of his arm "They've got Chris and Ariadne!"

"I know t hey do."

"What're we gonna-?" Edrith dragged the shaw from his shoul ders. The sounds
of the guard were nmuch closer; he still couldn't make out what they were
shouting, or see themyet. "W need horses, fast ones. A couple of good

l anterns. That

| ousy coast road-but if we can reach Bez before that ship hits he isthmus ..
Eddie," Ernie broke in. "You and Chris have been entirely too | ong out there,
you know? You sound |ike those kinds of nen."

"You forget who | amor was," Edrith replied flatly.

"No. You were a market thief. Now, you are a successful businessman; you have
nmoney and prestige-and the ear of the Enperor's Heir. This is serious, Eddie,
it's not just boys picking pockets! Afronsan can manage this better than you
or |." Edrith shook his head stubbornly. Enardi threw up his hands.
"Damitall, Eddie, even the Enperor won't stand for sonething Like this!

Ki dnappi ng by vi ol ence upon his very docks? And

even if we could reach Bezjeriad before that ship does-which | eery nmuch
doubt -what could we do then? No. W go to Afronsan so he can wire to
Bezjeriad. And then-"

"Hah. The line fromhere to Bez isn't conplete yet, you know that!"

It's near enough. There are horsenen at Duke Lehzin's palace and a hut at the
nearest pole to carry nmessages those | ast

mles. Do you think Lehzin will stand for such funny business as this at his
very doorstep?"

1think it's a large sea, and a broad isthnus," Edrith said grimy. "And



think a ship can evade himif they don't sinply tie Chris and Ari in sacks and
dunp themin the mddle of-" He shook his head violently.

Enardi closed his eyes and shuddered. "Yes. | know that's possible. And if so,
they're already dead, for all we can do. But if they wanted only to kill Chris
toni ght, once there was no chance of doing it quietly as they clearly planned,
why not sinply nmurder themon the spot? Wiy bother to take thenP"

"Maybe." Edrith swal |l owed.

"I'f they were taken as far as the ship, why delay the killing? Wth this fog,
twenty strokes of the oars fromhere is as good as twenty | eagues and in the
very center of the sea, don't you think? But Vey swears he heard nothing save
us, and the sound of oars. No cry, no splash-"

Edrith groaned and clutched at his head. "I don't know what] to think. My
brain is full of salt water, | can't think."

"Then let me. Lehzin is better equipped to block the isthnmus] fromthe north
than you and |, he has good seanen, plenty ships and barges-and he has a good

relationship with the Gallic State on the south shore, I'd wager they'll help
him" Silence "For real, Eddie, we have to tell Afronsan. For anyone to pul
such a stunt-that shows nerve, and | think great fear also. take them here?
They could wait for the three of you to reach one of the foreign ports; who
woul d mi ss you there?"

"Yeah. If they were in some hurry-but what could matter nmuch? Wat's today,
besi des Shesseran's birthday? And why us?"

"You stir wasp nests and ask that?" They could hear Dija's voice; the planks
under themrattled as nen came running.

Edrith sighed. "All right. Afronsan. Chris would kill ne if we didn't. You had

better be right, though, Ernie; I'll hate us both]
forever if we did this wong."
* * *

CHRI S sneezed resoundingly, Ariadne snarled sonmething in French] and he
snapped back in English, "WIIl you like, shut?" Dead, rather nasty silence. He
sniffed loudly and rubbed his nose on his sleeve. "I mean, jeez! Like | can
help it ny face is full of flour?"

"Are you done making justified of yourself?" Ariadne inquired flatly.
"Justi-oh, like it's ny fault we're down here?"

"You say it is mine? DDd | not try to tell you to run? Wuld anyone with sense
not have run fromthat boat and those knives?"

"Well excuse me if | couldn't quite run off and | eave you there to get

mangl ed!" Chris replied huffily. He was testing the ropes that bound his
arms-w t hout any success. "l hate this,"” he nunbled. "It's totally as gross
and unconfortable as last tinme and | really, truly hate it!"

"They threatened ne with the knife to make certain of you," Ariaidne said
sourly after a monent. "You had only to run-" "Sure. Pardon nme, but | don't
operate that way. Besides, before | could even say boo, that clown had ne in a
hamrer| ock and that big ugly frog-sticker of his shoved up agai nst ny
carotids, no way | was goi ng anywhere." Another nasty silence. "lI'msorry" he
added; he didn't sound it and probably Ariadne didn't care. But if she'd been
abl e to deci pher three words of that- He only just resisted the urge to slow
his speech as if to the nentally slow. "All right, by the time | saw you were
introuble it was too late. They were ready and we weren't, and the guy had a
knife at nmy throat. | try not to mess with guys that have a knife at ny
throat, and besides, | didn't think you wanted to take a bath in ny bl ood,
okay?" Another silence. Chris managed to edge up onto one el bow and get his
face out of the flour sack, which hel ped enornously. Probably figuring howto
get at that knife and take that bath, he thought crossly. But when Ariadne
finally spoke, she sounded wary or possibly curious: The hold was so dark, he
could barely make out where she was, |et alone see her face. "You-would really
not have sinmply left ne?" Hey. | told you, didn't I? | don't |lie about things,
in case you still haven't figured that out-and ny nother didn't raise me to
run when things get tough. You, her, Jen-anybody | care for in a spot I|ike
that, I1'd do what | could for "em" "Ch" She was nmoving down there, cloth



shifting agai nst himas she edged up the sacks slowy and carefully. Her scent
was faint nearly buried under the odor of rye flour, salt-soaked wood, and a
few unpl easant things he preferred not to identify- still evident, part of
her, really, and rather pleasant. "Here," she said quietly after a nonent. Her
hai r brushed against his chin and then his ear; her breath tickled the hairs
on the side of his neck. "My knife-they did not | ook for weapons on ne, |

still have it, but | cannot reach it. Can you free it for me?" "Yeah. Hey, you
really did that good, playing all scared like that."

"I thought it better. After all, if one keeps an eye to the main chance --" "I
know, get'em off guard so you can wipe the floor with "emlater on. Believe it
or not, | usually take better care of nyself than this.”" He shifted his

wei ght; flour tickled his nose. "Hold still, okay? I'lIl try." It took sone

work, getting rolled over and facing the other direction, with nothing but his
knees and el bows for |everage; he was panting when he finally got into
position and he'd scraped his chin on the sacking. It stung. Ariadne's hard

el bow thunped into his back a noment | ater, and he snarled. "OM Hey! Watch
those ribs, okay? I mght get to use those!"

"Be silent!" she hissed sharply. Chris sighed and conpressed his lips.
Ariadne's skirts slid along his thigh, then her soft, |ow boot slipped into
his left hand. "There. That is the leg."

"Hold still. This may take a mnute." He was fighting giggles, all of a
sudden: both of themtrussed like turkeys and rolling around a dark hold, him
groping his way up her leg. Bad Fifties horror novie | ove scene. Right.
Where's the zipper nonster? He bit back laughter; Ariadne would think he was

| aughi ng at her and take offense. Get the knife into your own hands before you
get her seriously pissed, okay? His fingers slid along the back of her knee;
she junped and he woul d have sworn she was fighting giggles herself. Tell ne
she isn't ticklish! God, all we'd need. He edged hinself down a little farther
and his right hand brushed the | ower strap; he gripped it, walked his |eft
hand up and around her | eg. She edged toward him Hi s hands were getting nunb:
hard to get themto grip the hilt. It proved inpossible to raise his arms
enough to free it. He set his jaw, tried again. This would be hard enough on
anyone's shoul ders, and his were mserably sore fromthat clown hauling himup
and hyperextendi ng everything. Payback's a bitch, guy, he thought in the
direction of the deck. "Try something," he whispered. He curled into a bal

and the knife noved a little; Ariadne edged down the-bags. "Cot it."

But before he could get a better grip on it, her fingers tugged at his
nunb-prickly fingers and took the bl ade away fromhim "Hey!" he protested.
Ariadne's voice cane right against his ear; it tickled. "Can you cut ropes

wi t hout seeing them by feel, with a very sharp knife? I know | can do this,
and | wish not to lose skin to anything lea than ny own skill. Do you object?"
"Lady," he assured her, "I don't like knives even with ny hands free and both
feet under ne. Just don't cut anything I'mgoing to need to get us out of
here, all right?"

"I know this knife very well and |I know what | do-and | cm nothing but rope,"
she replied stiffly. He felt cool fingers slide between his forearns and down
toward his wists; the knife came right behind them Doing it by Braille.

Swell. He closed his eyes and swal | owed.
She poked hi m once but not badly; he doubted he was even bl eedi ng but he was
too nunb fromthe shoul der down to tell. Mnents later, the ropes on his

wrists parted. She edged up behind himand sawed at the ropes that held his

el bows. The knife tugged at his sleeve; he bit his |lip and kept quiet, put as
much outward pressure on his el bows and the ropes as possible. Wen they
finally came apart, he rolled onto his stomach and let themflop. "CGod, I

t hi nk ny shoul ders are broken," he groaned.

"Never mind that, tine nmay be short. Do your hands work yet?"

"Kind of ," he admitted.

"Good. Take the knife, undo first your feet and give the fingers tinme to waken
before you attenpt mnmy hands. | also prefer to | ose nothing useful."
'Yeah-right." He groaned again as he rolled over and sat up. Ariadne hissed;



he col |l apsed onto his side as soneone cl onped up the corridor. Heavy boots
mounted the steps and ran onto the deck; the boards overhead groaned and dirt
sifted down on them Chris was already working his feet free; he flexed his
hands, then ran his left over Ariadne's bonds to find a safe starting point,
and slid the knife between turns with his right.
She fortunately wasn't tied anywhere near as tightly as he'd been. "Here," she
whi spered. "Hand it to nme again, to free ny feet" Before he could reply, she
snatched it back fromhimand bent down to work on her ankles. "Good. Thank
you. "
"I -well, hey, why not?" He kept his voice light, but he was thinking as fast
and hard as he ever had. Cetting | oose was a very small first step. Stil

If the fog's thick, we may have a : fiance of getting across that deck
wi t hout anyone seeing us. And off the ship. Ask the lady if she can swm He
coul d have | aughed al oud, all at once. Geat line, silly novie-and this
woul dn't be -early as nasty a first step as the cliff the two pirates and the
girl had gone off. "You swim right?"
"I swm" Ariadne replied calmy. "You plan to get us off this ship?"
Think it mght be a good idea. What with themin a hurry to get out of Rhadazi
waters as fast as they can and with the fog as bad as it was, we mght pull it
of f. There could be a guard up there at the hatch, though-and guys on the
deck. "
"W m ght evade nmen on the deck, if we are quiet and carefu
and they do not expect us there. You are right." She sounded entirely too cal m
for his liking: He already knew she could act. If she panicked at any point
before they got into the water and away fromthe ship- He shook that off.

"d ad you approve. So, why don't you lend ne that knife again, and I'll get us
out of here." He laid his hand, pal mup, against her knee.
Sil ence. She'd gone very still. "No," she said finally. "Not you." Chris swore

under his breath and edged toward her; she backed away. "Wait and listen," she
said softly. "This knife-I amfamliar with it. Wth knives, not just this
particul ar one. And you do not even carry a blade of any kind."

"So? | can use one if | have to."

"You have?"

"No. But if it's going to be himor ne, he's gonna die every tine-"

Ariadne's hand gripped his forearm "No. Listen, let ne say it all. It is not
himor you in a place like this. He sees you and the knife and he has only to
yell, the others cone at once. And we have gai ned not hing."

"I know that. You gotta sneak-"

"Sneak is nothing; you stab in the wong place and he yells, and again we have
not hi ng. "

"Yeah-wel | . Maybe | pick the right place." He reached agai n; she backed away
fromhim

"Listen to me! To cone quietly behind an unsuspecting man and put the knife
where he will be dead before he can cry out- can you do this?"

"Ch, sure,"” Chris replied sarcastically. "Can't everyone?"

"No-but | can."” He couldn't see her face; her voice was without inflection and
sormehow all the nmore convincing for it. "Because | have done it before.™
Silence. Chris suddenly couldn't recall how to breathe. She seened to cone to
some decision all at once. "In French Jamai ca, upon the back streets of

Phi | i ppe-sur-Mer, agai nst noble and vi ol ent men who deserved far worse than

t he quick and painless death | gave them" She drew a harsh breath, then added
flatly, "Five times."

* * *

THE dock was suddenly swarming with nen-nost visible through the fog as dark
shapes, though one of the nearest held a | antern which shone on Shesseran's
red and gold. Edrith got stiffly to his feet and hel ped Enardi up; he was
keenly aware both of themwere dripping harbor water and no doubt reeked. The



| ook the nearest guards gave the two and then each other wasn’t reassuring.
Vey cane forward. The guard with the lantern asked, "These are the nmen?"
'These are ny friends," Vey said steadily. "The men who attacked us are
gone-that way." He pointed down the dock and out toward the fogbound harbor
"You say you are in the Thukar's guard?"

I am one of Thukar Dahven's men," Vey replied. If he was irked by the other's
pat ent suspicions, he didn't showit, and he cast Edrith a warning gl ance.
Edrith bit his lip and sent his eyes heavenward. "l carry no papers because
was on a personal errand to Podhru, though I was al so hel ping guard the
merchant Chris Cray."

“Why shoul d a merchant need a guard?" another of the guards asked sharply.
"And where is this man you say you hit?"

Vey sent Edrith another warning | ook and Enardi's hand tightened on his
friend s upper arm "Sir. My friend here was in the water and in danger of
drowni ng; | don't know when the man | hit got up and ran. As for the other
matter, Lord Afronsan knows why the merchant needed protection. He knows the
mer chant - and these nen-personally.”

Enardi let go of Edrith so he could dig through his jacket pocket; he pulled
out a thin, soaked leather wallet and turned to let what the lantern Iight

fall on the contents as he tried to separate them finally asked in an
exasperated voice, "Is it not possble for us to go back into the waiting room
where there is decent light and warnth? W two are chilled right through.™
Their interrogator shrugged, gestured for two of his men to bring up the rear
and led the way. It was much warmer inside; the lights were turned up to ful
and Dija was talking to the harbormaster, arguing over the luggage still piled
agai nst the back wall. As Vey came into the room she hurried over to him and
wr apped her arns around his waist, burying her face in his shoulder. He
slipped an arm across her shoul ders and gat hered her close, but his eyes were
fixed on the chief guard's face. The guard in turn was watching Enardi sort

t hrough his wet papers.

"Here," he said suddenly, and held out a folded square of pale blue. The guard
took it reluctantly, held it away fromhis uniformand carefully opened it.
Enardi gave himtime to read what he could of the water-streaked contents,

then said, "I am Enardi, principal of CEE-Tech and Fedthyr's son. As you can
see, that is a conduct to Lord Afronsan: | suggest you take us to himat once;
we will certainly answer your questions, but | am deeply concerned for our

friend Chris and his lady. The nmen who took them went out into the harbor;
fear the ship is already on its way west."

"Perhaps."” The guard eyed himnarrowy, then handed back the piece of paper
Enardi winkled his nose fastidiously, but folded it and returned it to his
wal let. "All right!" he shouted. His men cane to attention. "One of you, take
these four to the Heir at once, and wait in case there's any orders. You,

har bormaster! Get us boats - five of them and nmen to row who will take
orders. Men who can take care of thenselves, if possible; there could be
trouble out there if we find the right ship. Take | anterns and check all the
ships in harbor." Soneone was nuttering to hinmself. "I know, it's an

i npossi bl e task, but the Heir would set us to it anyway, so start now Once
t he harbor's checked, nove out beyond the narrows and find any ships you can
Master, you have a nanifest of who was here before the tide shifted? Get it,
so we can see what of them mi ght be m ssing.”

Dija stirred in Vey's arns. "I won't go, | won't! If madamis there, if they
bring her back-!"

"We'| | both stay," Vey assured her calmy, and she subsided agai nst hi monce
nore. He | ooked across her head, met the captain's eyes. "I can tell you what
happened, and you'll want a description of the two they took."

"Good enough. W need a description of this ruffian you struck as well, see if

we can't find him" The captain's |lips thinned; he; was clearly thinking of
the crowds in all the major and nost of the narrower streets, celebrating



Shesseran's birthday. He finally led the way across to the wi ndows and Vey
went with him taking Dija. One of the other guards tapped Edrith's shoul der
"I'f you're ready, sir," he said

Sir. Edrith bit back a rude retort, shed Ariadne's shawl, and shoved
salt-water-spiky hair fromhis forehead. "Mre than ready. Let us go."

W THI N steps away fromthe docks, the fog began to thin, slid past themin
pal e ri bbons. Cool air touched Enardi's right cheek and ear; he shivered. The
east wind was comi ng down the Pod River Gorge; it nust be later than he
realized, or the wind was early. At this rate, that ship will be halfway to
the isthmus before we even find the Heir, he thought gloonly. The guard who'd
ordered them out spoke briefly to his compani on, who sprinted up a narrow side
alley. "He'll get word in, they'll be waiting for you, with any luck," THE
captain said. He sounded alnost friendly. Edrith merely nodded; his mouth was
still set and the | ooks he'd cast Enardi since they'd entered the waiting room
all said, Told you so. In truth, Enardi was hinself still put out by the
suspicion that had greeted their story - as if any man woul d make up such a
foolishness to tease the city guard, he thought indignantly. And if this was
the treatnent Eddie had received from Sikkre's guard all his life, no wonder
he distrusted the guard. But there was no point to alienating this man. They
were still far from Afronsan's ear.

That was well thought, sir,"” he said politely. "Thank you." The guard nerely
nodded; they covered the rest of the distance quickly, via |l ess crowded back
ways, and in silence.

To Enardi's surprise, once the city guard turned them over to house guard at
the massive civil service building, they were shown onto the second fl oor and
to the right-the Heir's private apartnments. The roomthey entered was a snall
one, lowceilinged and extrenely cozy. Afire burned in a small hearth at one
end; several deep chairs were drawn in a half-circle around it. A |ong,
pol i shed table took up nost of the opposite wall, with a narrow doorway in the
corner leading to a hall that vani shed into darkness. Two chairs were drawn up
at the far end of the table near the door, and a brass sconce of severa
candles lit the remains of a nmeal. It was close and wonderfully warm and the
faint smell of spiced neat still lingered. As the door closed behind them
Afronsan cane through the opposite doorway. He stared, clearly shocked, at his
two visitors.

"They didn't say you were wet! Wait." He turned and | eaned r_-ough the
doorway. "Al essya, ny dear, please have wi ne brought, and towel s!" He | ooked
over his shoulder. "Unless you would prefer tea, or coffee?"

Anyt hing hot, | think, sir," Enardi said when it becane clear Edrith was at a
| oss for words. Afronsan turned back to call down the passage and Enard

el bowed his conpani on

"We interrupted his dinner!" Edrith whi spered, aghast.

Afronsan cane across the room "Here, nove over to the fire, warm yoursel ves.
The guard said trouble and gave your names so of course | had them bring you
at once-but he didn't say what trouble."

Edrith was persuaded to stand before the flames and heat his back; Enardi

knelt on the heated flagstone hearth and held his hands to the fire and as
Afronsan took a chair, he made as concise and quick a tale of the matter as he
coul d.

He | ooked up. Afronsan's face was expressionless but his eyes were dark and,
Enardi thought, quite furious. He caught hold of the ornate rope hangi ng next
to the fireplace and yanked, hard, then junped to his feet and crossed to the
door, giving it such a tug it slamed into the wall; he beckoned to the house
guard standing just outside. "Metripan, go down to the tel egraph office,

pl ease; make certain it's switched on and the night operator there, then cone
right back, 1'll have a nmessage."

"Sir." They could hear the man's boots poundi ng down the hall. A woman came in
fromthe other direction, carrying a tray. Steamrose fromone of the pots.
Enardi staggered to his feet, but Afronsan was already there, taking the tray
fromhis Fahlian wife. Ash-colored hair tunbled over pink-clad shoul ders-1ike



Afronsan, she was dressed plainly, and even the small brooch pinned to her
shoul der seened to be there only to hold fabric together. "My dear, it wasn't
necessary to bring this yourself."

"It's all right." Her voice was high and resonant. She smiled at him and then
at the two nmen by the fire, and if she was surprised to find two soaki ng wet
men in the Heir's private dining chanber, it didn't show on her face. Edrith
glanced in surprise at Enardi, who was nonmentarily at a | oss for words.
"Frolia's bringing the bl ankets and everyone else is eating, | didn't want to
disturb them" She canme across to the fire and held out her hands-small, soft
hands. Enardi bowed | ow over them

"An honor, Lady Al essya." He sent his eyes toward Edrith, who bent his head;
he had to put out a hand to keep his bal ance,

"It's all right," she said quickly. "Don't stand on ceremony, |'m just going."
She laid a hand agai nst Afronsan's cheek in passing. "Don't be all night, if
you pl ease,"” she murrmured and went back down the hall. They could hear her

tal king to someone just out of sight and noments |ater, an ol der worman cane
in, arms piled high with bl ankets. Afronsan nmade a nove toward her but checked
and turned as soneone knocked at the outer door; Enardi went to take the
stack, and set it on the nearest chair. He shook the top one out and draped it
over his shoulders. Edrith eyed the blankets warily. Enardi hissed at him
handed hi m t he shaken-out bl anket and took another

Edrith sighed as he wapped hinself in thick blue wool and | eaned agai nst the
snoot h bl ack stone wall of the fireplace. "I didn't think 1'd ever be warm
again. But-"

Enardi shook his head and whi spered rapidly, "My friend, don't insult the Heir
by refusing his hospitality. Blankets wash, you know. "

"I -yeah, okay," Edrith whispered back hastily as Enardi hissed at hi m again.
Afronsan was still in the doorway, talking to a small nman who was gesturing
enphatically down the hall. A thatch of black hair fell over his eyes; he
shoved it back. Afronsan held up a hand for silence, turned away from him

"He tells nme the wire is down. Wait." He spoke to the boy in the hall once
nore, then closed the door and cane back to the fire. "lI've told himto send
riders. Breaks do happen.”

"There's been no wi nd. Soneone m ght have-" Edrith hesitated. He was cl asping
and uncl aspi ng hi s hands.

"I't may have been cut," Afronsan agreed. "I've also sent guards in case of
that-and a man who knows how to tap into the wire beyond the break. The wire
was wor king at midday; | received a nmessage from Lehzin about then. We'll know
soon enough." He was clearly aware of the tension over by the fireplace.
"Messengers will go out by road al so. Erdron just now said the fog has lifted
the wind's come. There was a French sloop in the harbor this afternoon. He's
sent to find out if it could be persuaded to sail for Bez." He cane across,
sat and began pouring dark, steaming liquid into cups. The snell of very
strong coffee filled the room "Tell nme what you can of these nen."

Enardi noved cushi ons and forced hinself to sit on one of the polished wood
chairs. Everything we could possibly do, he is doing, he told himself firmy.
Qut of the corner of his eye, he could see Eddie's leg, jittering up and down
under the bl anket, the way Chris's did when he was fighting inpatience or
anger. Eddie's face, when he glanced up, showed very little. He gave his
friend what he hoped was an encouraging smle, then obediently launched into a
description of the man who'd tried to drive himinto the water. Afronsan drank
coffee and heard himout. "No one you knew? No recogni zabl e features? Not hing
to prove himours, English, Mer Khani-?"

"I knew one of them" Edrith said suddenly. "From down south, the Incan
Enpire-he was drinking in a tavern, |sadya harbor, with one of Casimaffi's
captains, but I've seen himfrequently before that - and heard plenty about
him He uses several nanes. The Italians | know want himand they don't care
if he's alive. He speaks English; | don't know if he's English or Mer Khani

or if he just speaks it." He turned to Enardi. "You saw him Ernie. The one
who cane into the waiting roomto call us out?



"I saw him and al so heard him Watever else he may be, his English has a Mer
Khani accent." He | ooked up at Edrith, who cast his eyes up. "You know | have
a good ear for these things." He | ooked back at the Heir and shrugged. "But
the man who had nme at sword point was not a Mer Khani. He was very dark, like
the Italians who canme |ast spring, perhaps. He didn't speak."

"We'll find out," Edrith said grimy.

"Ch, yes," Afronsan replied mldly; his words carried all the nore weight for
that. "I think we will. Here," he added as he set his enpty coffee cup aside.
"This came a while ago, a gift from Duke Lehzin for ny brother's birthday
celebration. Sone trade he made with the English, he says." He held up a
flask: It was not very large, oblong, snmooth clear glass with indentations for
thunb and two fingers. The cork was fixed with red wax and an ornately | ooped
silver ribbon. Afronsan gave the ribbon an expert tw st, shattering the wax,
and drew three tiny cups toward himso he coul d pour

A startled sound interrupted him Edrith was staring at the bottle. He dropped
t he bl anket and caught hold of the Heir's wist. "Don't sir," he whispered.
"Don't drink that." Afronsan | ooked at the hand gripping his for a very |ong
monent. He shifted the bottle to his other hand and set it aside, and only
then | ooked up; his face was utterly w thout expression. Edrith let himgo at
once. "l-I"msorry, sir. | didn't nean-" Afronsan sinply |ooked at him and
waited. Edrith picked up the bottle and turned it in one |ong-fingered hand.
"That's an English seal, the red and silver, but this bottle isn't English,
sir." He | ooked down at Afronsan, who was still watching him perhaps waiting
for himto make sense. "You couldn't mistake a bottle like this for any other
It's unusual ."

"You recognize it, | assunme?"

"I't's French, sir-the bottle is, at |least. Made over there. Chris told you
about Henri Dupret-his lady's father? Bottles like this are shipped from
France to French Janmaica by the hundreds, |'ve seen them And the stuff in
it-1 wager it's fruited brandy, and it's also from Janaica, sir. Because Chris
and |'ve both seen it before-1 watched crates of the stuff | oaded onto a ship
call ed he Chat, bound from Philippe-sur-Mr for France."

"You think this is his?"

"I can't swear to it, sir. But it's the wong kind of coincidence. And if it's

Dupret's-then 1'll wager anything you like, sir, that stuff is |loaded with
Zero."
Chapter 11

I T was suddenly very warmin Afronsan's private dining chanber and so qui et
Enardi could hear his heart pulsing - nuch too fast. Afronsan studied Edrith
for sone noments, then held out his hand. Edrith handed himthe bottle,

wat ched hi m anxi ously. The Heir's nouth turned in a very slight smle. "I
don't intend to drink it, friend; | take your word the stuff may not be
as-whol esone as it |looks. Pull the cord, please; three tines." Enardi nodded
and reached for the cord; Afronsan was already out of his chair, striding
toward the inner hallway. He |eaned through it, shouted, "Al essyal There is a
second bottle of the brandy, have it brought here at once!" A pause; Enard

| ooked bl ankly at Edrith, who shrugged. "At once! It's-gone bad | think!" He
cane back into the room crossed to the other door. "I'd rather not frighten
her." He flung the outer door open, |eaned out and | ooked both ways. "Qdd. No
one." Edrith cane over to join him "Sir-it's not-?" Afronsan glanced at him
"The usual man is on an errand for me, of course, but normally there would be
someone in the hall." "If | might suggest, sir," Edrith said uncertainly,
"given that bottle, you might close and bolt the door." "Nonsense!" But
Afronsan | ooked up and down the hall once again and now there was a deep
groove between his brows. "I think -" he began, and now he sounded nearly as



uncertain as Edrith.

"Better a little foolish but safe than the alternative, sir," Edrith
suggested. "Don't you agree?"

"Mmm " The Heir closed the door. "There's no bolt for this door. just the
short privacy bar."

Edrith flipped the forearm|ength piece of wood around and

intoits rests. "lIt's enough for warning, anyway, sir. And for caution."
"Mmm " Afronsan nodded, then di sappeared down the inner hallway. Edrith
shivered and went back to the fire. "Wat the man nust think of ne, Ernie.

Pr esunpt uous-!"

"Eddi e, you know himbetter than that. But-do you really think-?"

"I don't know what, that someone poisoned the Heir's brandy, and m ght be

pl anning to murder him right here and now? It does sound pretty wild, doesn't
it?" Edrith spread his hands wi de and managed a rueful snile. "But over dinner
tonight, wouldn't it have seenmed equally wild, an attack on the Enperor's very
docks?"

Afronsan cane back at that noment, the unopened brandy gripped in one hand,
four household nmen and a guard trailing behind him he was talking in a | ow,
rapid voice. "All right. You know where to go," he said. "Get soneone back to
me at once, the nonent anything's known." The household nen left, two back the
way they'd cone, the other two out the main entry and down the hall, pulling
the door to behind them it hit with a crash and creaked sl owly open again.
Afronsan and the guard stopped just short of it; Edrith edged around behi nd
Enardi so he could see into the hall-enpty. He nmet Enardi's eye, shook his
head.

Afronsan was still talking rapidly. "As quickly as you can, first the
Enperor's private house by the north wall; take three nen with you, well

arnmed. Tell himhere, wait." He strode over to the windows and sat on the | ow,
| ong bench, drew over a bl ock of paper and pen, flipped open the large ink
pot. He scribbled noisily, then ripped off a square sheet of paper and blotted
it deftly. He held out the sheet; the guard shoved it inside his tunic. "That
will get you either to the Enmperor, his first wife or his steward. Bring back
any bottles like this one-wait. Let ne think. Any bottles of liquor recently
sent to nmy brother, or gifts that mght contain drug. Find someone else in the
guar dr oom before you go and send himand two others out to the Enperor's
estates-just in case there was such a gift sent there. Any brandy-here, wait."
He scribbl ed another note and handed it over. "And warn them what's happened
here. Better to be safe than foolish." The guard nodded, turned and ran
Afronsan followed himto the door, closed it behind him "There are two nen
wat chi ng the door," he said. He turned as someone tapped on it and an ol der
man clad all in black stuck his head in.

“Sir-word just cane, the men who rode out to test the tel egraph? The |ine was
del i berately dropped, they say. And they were attacked."

"Rei nf orcenment s-"

"Yes, sir, already attended to, before |I was sent here with the nessage. To

bring back a prisoner, I'"'mtold, or nore than one. Aubrion sent back word your
nmessage has been sent to Bez and confirmation received fromLehzin's nan at
the other end. Aubrion said they' |l stay out there until day, in case of

nmessages or nore sabotage. And |I've sent word down for the workmen to nmend the
wires once it's light."

"Good. And?"
"I just came fromyour wire office, sir. Your test nessage to the Thukara in
Si kkre went through some hours ago-we had confirmation. But just now, | had

them send word to Zelharri and :he line to Duke's Fort isn't working. And

i medi ately after,

when we attenpted Sikkre again, it didn't respond.™

* * *

A smal | conpany of well-nuffled and heavily arned horsemen rode through the
gates of Duke's Fort-five of the Duke's special guard assigned to patrol the



roads and borders and at their head, their conmander, Gyrdan hinmsel f. Just
behi nd him surrounded and cl osely guarded, two nore nen, heavily shackl ed.
Once inside the outer wall, Gyrdan beckoned to the boy who manned the gate and
eased hinmself stiffly down fromhis saddle. Cose and bar the gates, Hesiom
we won't want these two wandering off. Once you've done that, fetch Joras if

he's still about or Garret otherwise, tell themI've two nen for themto
guestion and a boxful of yellow rope rings for himto | ock away." He | ooked up
at the stone-faced prisoners. "Unless you think your Duke will object to our

taking his property?" he asked; broad sarcasm edged the words.

The nmen sinmply gazed back at himarrogantly, he thought. That woul d change
before the night was over, if he had any say. Hesi omtouched his sleeve
tentatively; words poured out of himin a boy's tremul ous, worried voi ce.
"Sir, | daren't close the gate, x leave it, the healer's been sent for. The
Duke's fallen-" He fell silent as Gyrdan chopped a hand, sent his eyes
sideways to indicate the prisoners. "Sorry, sir."

"Don't be," Gyrdan said; his eyes went to the upper wi ndows and his voi ce was
rather absent. "I wondered at all the lights in the famly wing. Well then
bar the gate against any fool's nove by these two, but stay at it so you can
et the healer in when she cones.” He turned to his nmen-the pick of Aletto's
fort guard. "You, Lysne, take charge out here. I'll go in, see what's aniss.”
He was al ready noving, his ground-eating stride taking himacross the
courtyard and into the fort.

It was unnervingly silent in the | ower passage, nearly dark since only two

| anps had been lit and one of those was guttering. Gyrdan took the stairs two
at atine and energed into bright [ight and chaos. Lights everywhere; nost of
the kitchen servants huddl ed at the top of the back stairs and the rest were
hal fway down the broad hall; the par-Duchess stood in the open doors to her
apartments, her face yell owi sh against the black of her high-throated gown,

t he back of one hand pressed agai nst her nouth. Everyone junped as a sharp
outcry came fromthe Duke's apartments.

Gyrdan shoved through the crowd, tapped at the ornate double doors, and pushed
theminward without waiting for a response. The roomwas no | ess bright than
the hall; the fire had been built up, making it unbearably hot to one just
coming in fromthe chill autum night air. Aletto' s nan Zepi ko bent over the
enornous bed, a dripping cloth between his hands. One of the younger househol d
men had been trying to ease the boot fromAletto's right foot; his hands were
stiff, fingers splayed as if he'd just snatched them back fromhot coals. H's
face was utterly white

Aletto's was a greeni sh shade; eyes were screwed tightly shut, hands tw sted
inthe cloth. His right | eg had been propped on a stack of cushions. A black
swelling ran down the right side of his face; the back of his right hand was
badly scraped and still seeped a little blood. "Here!" Gyrdan said sharply as
he strode over to the foot of the bed. "Let me deal with this!" The servants
hastily retreated.

Al etto opened one eye at the famliar voice. "Gyr. Didn't expect you. dad-to
see you, though." "Wat's wrong?"

"Foot. Turned-it." Aletto's voice was a pained whisper; Gyrdan had to |ean
close to hear him "Wong way."

"Doubt there's any right way, ny Duke," Gyrdan replied. "How bad is it?"

Al etto shook his head very cautiously, caught his Up between his teeth once
nore and let his eyes close. "Either of you-lI know the healer's sent for but
where's Yzakk meantime? He's no true healer but he's dealt with as bad as this
for others in the guards."

Aletto's man set his wet cloth back in the bow. "W sent for himwhen we
brought the Duke upstairs; he's gone to his nother's house up north--"

Ah, hells, he picked a tinme," Gyrdan growl ed. "The healer?" "W sent at once,
sir; the festivities in Sehfi, though-" "Al'l right, all right, | know.
Enmperor's birthday, worse luck, we had to go all the way around the town to
get into the fort- never mnd. Make certain sonmeone's down at the doors to
escort her up here at once when she's found. Meantinme-clear the room will



you, Zepi ko? You can stay if you'll keep quiet. Wager your Duke would Iike
some of that." He noved up the bed, laid a hand on Aletto's forehead and | et
it slide down to his undamaged cheek. "What was i njured-anything besides the

f oot ?"

"Don't think-so. My face, the hand-that's just bruises. Fell-pretty hard."
Aletto swall owed hard, tried to snmle. "Boot's way too tight."

"Swol | en, of course; wager your ankle would like a little fresh air and room
both." He drew his belt knife. "How fond of these boots are you, sir?"

Aletto | aughed weakly, gasped and bit his |lip again. "Like thembut not nearly
as much as ny foot."

"Good." Gyrdan was as gentle and careful as he could possibly be, easing the
soft |l eather away from skin and cutting without sawing at the stuff; not that
it mttered. Aletto turned paper-white and passed out as soon as he took hold
of the foot. Just as well, Gyrdan thought grimy, and worked as quickly as he
dared. He tossed aside the ruined boot and bunched the soft, already |oose
wool foot-wap. On the outside of the Duke's ankle was a bl ood-dark knot hal f
the size of his fist, and the whole foot was swollen. Gyrdan gl anced at
Aletto's face; reassured the man was still unconscious, he put his ear close
to the joint and worked the foot cautiously back and forth. It didn't seemto
be broken-painful, of course, but not as bad as a break at the joint would be.
The heal er should be able to get this under control in a matter of days.
Gyrdan straightened, dug both fists into the small of his back as stiff,
aching nuscles protested, then noved up the bed to push dark, sweat-soaked
hair fromAl etto's face. He wung out the wet cloth, laid it across his Duke's
brow and went over to the door. Servants and housenen everywhere out there,
nervous little clutches of them all watching himanxiously.

"Duchess Robyn," he began. One of the cooks came running fromthe nursery, her
hands knotting her apron

' They' re gone! The Duchess and the children-they came up here, | heard them
she said they' d take dinner in there tonight, but they' re gone!" She was
gasping for breath. Aletto's man caught her by the shoul ders and gave her a
shake.

"Tal k sense, woman!"

She pulled | oose and glared up at him "I am Zepi ko! There's a-a dreadful
mess in there, a strange and horrid snell, and they're all three gone!"
Gyrdan cast his eyes heavenward, then waved his arns as the cook's
announcement seened likely to cause full-blown hysteria.

"Al'l right, all right! Some quiet out here, please! Your Duke's in a good dea
of pain right now, | doubt he needs this sort of worry atop everything el se!
Especi ally when there's bound to be a sensible explanation. You and you"-he
pointed at the trenbling cook and the woman who had just come up to wap an
arm around her shoul ders-"organi ze a search for them they could just be
somewhere el se. You"- he turned to the servant who'd been trying to renove
Aletto's boot-"go down to the courtyard, tell the men there they'll need to
manage without ne for now, bring me any new word on the healer." An idea
occurred to him "Check the stables, doesn't the Duchess sonetines take the
babes down there of an evening?' He turned a full circle, eyed the nen and
worren scattered along the hall. "The rest of you-l know you' ve tasks, better
see to them " He turned on his heel and wal ked up the hall to the nursery.
The cook was right-the roomwas a shanbles, and not the kind children would
make. There was indeed an odd snell to the air-but it was faint, nearly gone.
"Idiot," he growl ed. "Leaving the door open, nuch aid that was!" Well, the

| ady wasn't here- anywhere in this end of the fort, surely, because she'd have

heard the excitenment. They probably heard it out there on the curtain wall, he
t hought sourly. Duchess Robyn, though: It was very odd, her and the children
nowher e about, and on such a chill night. There'd be some explanation for it,

no doubt. But the others could deal with that; he had enough to do at the
nmonent. He started back to the Duke's apartnents, turned as soneone cane
poundi ng up the stairs. The boy he'd just sent outside came racing up to him



"Sir, the healer's conme, she's on her way up. But-the carriage. Duchess
Robyn's carriage? Hesiomat the gate?- he says she left sonme time ago. At

| east-"

"At |east?"

"He thinks she did," the boy said doubtfully. "It was her carnage, you' ve seen
it-"

"Yes? So?" Gyrdan longed to grab the boy and shake the words from him

"When the top's drawn over as it usually is this time of year? You can't
really see inside. He says-Hesi omsays the carriage came out of the stables
and he could see soneone the right size in there, in a dark hood and heavy

cl oak. She-he thinks it was the Duchess, but she never spoke-just held up a
hand and waved it at himas she went by."

"Went by-goi ng which way?" |If she'd just taken the children into Sehfi for
some part of the festival, she'd be returning any tine. The town wasn't that

| arge, the celebration not that exciting, and this late in the evening there
woul dn"t be much for children. The boy caught his breath.

"She turned-right. Down the main road."

"Right?" Gyrdan frowned; the boy watched himwarily. There's nothing that
way. "

"She-takes themfor rides sonetimes, sir. Wen there's been-" The young face
was even redder, all at once; he sent his eyes quickly toward the room where

t he Duke | ay, then away again. "Wen they' ve argued."”

"Ahhh." Gyrdan sighed heavily and cast his own eyes heavenward. So there had
been a spat. "Well, no doubt she'll be back any tine now, all three of them
danp and half frozen fromthe fog." The boy hadn't thought of that, clearly;
he suddenly | ooked relieved, and Gyrdan realized he'd been very worried. Wat,
does he think Lasanachi in the fort, running off with the wormen and chil dren?
he wondered dryly. Well, if Robyn and Aletto had been spatting, it would be
like her to absent herself for a while. All the sanme ... "Do ne a favor, wll
you, lad? Tell Hesiomto find a replacenent for his watch and send himup to
me," The

boy nodded, turned and ran.

* * *

ROBYN cautiously opened her eyes; she couldn't tell anything about her
surroundi ngs save that she was indoors sonewhere. There was an underlying fee
of negl ect, dust everywhere and too nuch quiet. It was very dark, and whatever
she was lying on was rough and scratchy. Carpet, but not very clean. The |eg
under her had gone to pins and needles. She noved it and the other cane with
it: Both were wapped in several turns of thick, harsh rope. Her arns-the
same. Something lay across her throat, sone kind of flat bit of snpoth netal

A chai n? Sonething dangling fromit that had slipped inside her bodice. |
don't wear neckl aces; where did it come fron? Sudden certainty: I'mnot in the
pal ace any nore.

Ful | menory returned between one breath and another: that |ast nonent, two
enor nous shadows that becane nen-men in the nursery, waiting for them One
hol di ng 1ana, the other snatching at Amarni- Her blood ran cold. "Ch, God. The
kids! | gotta get out of here, gotta find them get us out of here." The ropes
were too well tied; she didn't even bother with them If she could shift,
ropes and bonds shouldn't matter. Shift- But as hard as she tried, it wouldn't
respond. The place that made the shift

was there, but sonmething thick and foggy shrouded it.

* * *

UNLI KE t he boy who'd taken the nmessage to him Hesiomwas a reasonabl e

| evel - headed young man. The Sehfi heal er had come up with him and was | aying
out her pastes and liquids on the bed, Aletto's man watchi ng her closely and,
Gyrdan thought, jeal ously-the woman was able to do something for the Duke he

couldn't. Aletto was awake once more but he lay very still, eyes closed and
lower |ip between his teeth. Gyrdan gestured for the boy to wait in the hal
for himand bent over the bed. "Sir, you' re in good hands now, |'ll come back

inawile, if | may. News for you."



"Mm of course." Aletto's words were hard to understand; he kept a grip on his
lower lip the whole tinme and his forehead was heavily furrowed. Gyrdan went
out

Hesi om | ooked nearly as anxious; his dark, heavy brows made one thick |ine
above a long, freckled face. "Sir, the lady's carriage-"

"Yes, | know, it's gone. Unpl easant night for a drive, I'd have thought, but I
understand there was an argunent."”

%

"Yes, sir, | heard that." Hesiomjunped as a faint cry came from behind the

cl osed doors. "Thing is," he went on after a nmonent, "it didn't strike ne odd
then, but nowI'mnot so certain that was the lady driving. And the little
"uns: You know how they are, sir. Odinarily, they'd say something or call ny
nane, being friendly, you know, sir."

"They didn't this time?"

"I didn't see themat all, sir. Just the-the person | thought then was Duchess
Robyn, all bundl ed against the cool air. Now | just don't know It was dark
and she didn't say anything at all, just-just waved and went on. CQut the
gates."

"And turned away fromtown and the cel ebration," Gyrdan said.

"Yes, sir. I-that did strike me alittle odd; there's not nuch that way,
especially late, and on a night like this, man can't see any di stance at all
where's the pleasure in a drive? But before | could worry about it nuch, word
cane out fromone of the kitchen | ads, the Duke was flat in the fanmily dining,
his ankle all turned under at an ugly angle, and that drove everything fromny
mnd." Asmall silence. "I'msorry, Sir," Hesiomadded in a small voi ce.
"Mmm? Ch. Not your fault, lad. No, | was thinking. Never m nd, go on back
down. You'd better find Joras for ne, or Garret, if he's not busy with those
prisoners. Send himhere, | need him" Hesi omnodded, turned and sped away.
Gyrdan si ghed and went back into the Duke's chanber.

The heal er-an extrenely old village woman who'd nmoved to Sehfi only recently,
when the town's | ast heal er di ed-was gathering up her things and putting them
back into an enornous roll of a satchel. Aletto' s eyes were open and, while he
was still quite pale, he no | onger seened to be in as nuch pain. The woman had
securely wrapped the ankle in nmasses of dark cloth; Aletto's oddly shaped toes
stuck out the end. She runmaged through her bag and cane up with a fl at

| eather flask. "Here, you," she said abruptly and shoved the bottle into

Zepi ko' s hands. "A neasure of that powder dissolved in a cup of water, three
times a day. See he takes it all down, the foot will heal faster and cause him
much | ess disconfort." She brushed past himand cane up the side of the bed,
shoved her fists into her waist and scow ed down at the Duke. "And you, sir,

if you' ve sense at all you'll stay flat in that bed for the next five days at

| east. Walk on that foot and the powder'll do you no good in this world."
"I"'mnot walking onit," Aletto whispered. He managed a hal f-smile. "Thank
you, healer."

"Bah. Thank ne by tending it properly. You' ve got this nman, your | ady-enough
people to run your errands for you. You," she said, rounding on Zepi ko agai n,
so suddenly he stunbled and nearly fell onto the bed. "Soneone nust be with
himat all tines-if he needs the privy, one of you is there to hold himup. No
wei ght on that foot."

"No weight," Zepiko said flatly. He | ooked extrenely irritated as he picked

hi nsel f up. The heal er turned on her heel, scooped up her |arge bag and
settled the wide strap over her head and across her chest, sketched Aletto a
very abbreviated curtsey and |l eft. Zepi ko scow ed at her back

"Go after her, Zep," Aletto said weakly. "G ve her three silver, will you?"
"Three," Zepi ko grunbl ed, but he nodded and went out. Aletto sighed and | et
his eyes close. "Gyr?"

"I"'mhere, sir. The staff's gone back downstairs, everything's quiet once
nmore. You | ook better, so I'll |eave you."

"I feel better." As if to prove it, Aletto opened his eyes. "Not good, m nd



you, just-Gyr, would you do me a-a favor? Go to the nursery, and ask Robyn if
she'd-if she'll-" H's voice trailed away; his color was very high

Gyrdan spread his hands w de. "I heard about the argunment, sir."

"Mmm Yes. No privacy in the fort. I-was trying to catch her when | slipped.
just wanted to-"

There wasn't any help for it. Gyrdan shook his head. "I'msorry, sir. |I've

al ready been to the nursery |ooking for her; she's not there."

"Ch." Aletto considered this; his forehead puckered. "Ch?" "Not there. Nor the
children. The carriage is out-" "She-surely she didn't take themout on a
night like this?" "I thought you'd know better-wait, sir, if you're going to
sit, let ne help you." Gyrdan canme around the bed and got his hands under the
Duke's arms and eased hi mup, then noved down to edge the pillow back under
his foot. "I spoke to the boy at the gate who saw the carriage go." He nade a
succinct story of it. Aletto's frown deepened.

"She turned right? But-oh, no. She-she wouldn't." Gyrdan

waited. Aletto shook his head. "Surely she wouldn't have set out

toni ght for Sikkre-but if she was truly angry with nme-"

"Woul d she have done that, sir?"

"She's threatened it before this. Gyr, would you get ne paper

and a pen-the desk, over beyond the hearth. |If someone woul d

ride out to the tel egraph tonight, send a nessage to Sikkre for

e - "

"OfF course, sir." Gyrdan fetched what Aletto needed, waited for himto wite
the nessage and fold it into quarters. "I'Il find soneone right away, we'l

get it sent within the hour."

"Good." Aletto let his father's old armsnmaster hel p hi m get

flat once nore. He edged his shoul ders unconfortably, finally

sighed and closed his eyes. "That stuff she poured down ne

tastes awful, but | think it's working. Bring ne the confirmation

nmessage as soon as it cones, wll you?"

""OF course. Sleep in the neantine, sir, why don't you?"

"Mmm Think-1 will." Gyrdan thought so, too. The Duke seened to be already
asl eep when he turned back for a last | ook at the door

* * *

It had been hot all day in Sikkre, and the heat rerained well after sundown,
rising frompacked earth or stone streets, comng in waves fromthe inner
wal I s. The Thukara had spent nmost of her day in a sweltering office, typing up
the points she woul d negotiate the next afternoon for a deal between an
Italian trading famly and the mining consortium northwest of the city-raw
silver in exchange for even finer blade steel than the Rhadazi had, faceted
topazes in several colors and brocades in wonderful patterns and extrenely
subtl e shades that had the Waver's @uild itching for the opportunity to
duplicate them

Just after sunset, Dahven had come | ooking for her. "My dear woman, why don't
you di sm ss these poor people and let themat |east have a toast to the
Enperor's birthday? And conme watch ne eat, if you're intent on starving
yoursel f." Jennifer opened her nmouth to protest, then grinned and shoved away
from her desk.

"You're right." She stood, clapped her hands together. "All of you, this is a
test! See how fast you can clear the roomfor the

mght, go join the party out there!" A ragged cheer greeted this, sporadic
appl ause. Jennifer |aughed, flapped her hands at them "G wan, shoo! I'll see
you all tomorrowand it's a | ong one again, sorry, folks, so don't celebrate
too hard!"

"Enj oy yourselves," Dahven added. He wrapped an arm around Jennifer's

shoul ders and said, "I hope you were done, because |'mtaking you out of this
sweat - box right now. Food and a little conversation, please, a trip up to the
tower to | ook over the market lights and the festivities, and an early night?"
Mrmm " She stretched and yawned hugely, like a cat, then slumped agai nst him
"Yeah. Great idea. Wait-hold it." She slipped free of himand went back to her



desk.

"No papers," Dahven began warningly. Jennifer shook her head, bent over and
cane up with her bo in her |left hand. Dahven's eyebrows went up

"Got in the habit of carrying it," she said mldly. "Don't know of any good
reason to leave it behind yet, do you?"

"Don't exactly see any probl ens-"

"Nothing locally. At the nmonment." She smiled at him "In another nmonth or two,
"Il need it to maneuver around the halls." She ruffled his hair. "Don't | ook
at me like that; |I feel fat and awkward, that's all. You knew it was coning."

"Fat," Dahven scoffed easily. "Fat, ny-
"Shhh." Jennifer shushed him cast a sidelong glance at two of her young wonen
clerks who were busy stacking string-tied folders in the mddle of their desk.

"Shell -1ike maiden ears, all right?" She waved at the girls, |et Dahven |ead
her out into the hall. "Wat's for dinner-or do you know, either?"

"Staff said a surprise, in honor of," Dahven said. "Shesseran, of course," he
added in response to her raised eyebrows, and, darkly, "I hope that doesn't

mean Lowen's going to start playing with the food once nore."

"Doubt it. She quit experinenting with the nmeals when | turned up pregnant,
remenber ?"

It was, as always, exquisitely cool in the dining hall-alnpbst cold after the
heat of the office, Jennifer thought. Wonderful. For the first time all day, |
finally feel awake. She settled into her chair, laid the bo on the floor next
to it, eased the soft backl ess shoes off with her toes. Dahven took his place
next to her, slid lowin his chair and balanced his chin on steepled fingers;
wat chi ng her, expectantly.

Sonet hi ng-what did he expect her to notice? "Very nice- roses in a bow, the
cloth Birdy's girls enbroidered for us under them new candles, our matched
silver goblets, goodness! The whol e nine-what's this?" She | eaned forward,

wr apped her hand around the bottle standing next to the roses and exam ned it
closely. "Yours?" He shook his head, waited. "N ce bottle, anyway. Wuere's it
fronP"

"There were actually two bottles in the basket, there's a note-here." He
fished through his pockets and finally cane up with a square of thick

rough- edged cream paper

"I'n honor of Enmperor Shesseran's natal day, with his thanks for val ued service
to Rhadaz-and with additional thanks fromPrince Afronsan."” Jennifer's
eyebrows went up. "From'Prince' Afronsan?" He'd never once addressed hinself
by the title, not : ? her or around her. The hair at the base of her neck
prickl ed. Really?"

"What it says," Dahven replied. He sprawl ed even lower in his chair, chin now
in one hand, still watching her

"And this being the Enperor's day, we're to toast him | gather."

"Not bad so far." Dahven freed his hand so he could offer her silent appl ause,
then hooked it back under his chin once nore.

"Wth this-whatever it is-stuff.”

"Brilliant. | knew I'd wed brains."

"Yes, and didn't you need them" Jennifer responded dryly. H s |ips shaped her
a kiss, and he grinned. "Even though 'Prince' Afronsan is well aware | can't
drink because |'m pregnant-and that we both have excellent reason to never
accept gift w ne?"

"Brandy," Dahven corrected her. "OQherw se-"

"And, " Jennifer shook a finger at him "if you'll allownme to finish, sir,

al t hough brandy starts out as w ne, you know, and- oddest of all, | received a
wire fromAfronsan this afternoon, which made no nention at all of any gift."
She paused; Dahven nerely smiled blandly and waved her on. "Thank you, kind
sir. | meant to tell you, the tenporary tel egraph station is finally set
up-two of them actually. One at the | ast pol e heading north-west, com ng out
of his offices, the other at the southwest end of our line. He said there
can't be ten days' work separating the two, and that's factoring in possible
bad weat her and breaks."



"I knew he was threatening to put in tenporary stations-"

"Not just a threat, you know Afronsan; he couldn't wait to use that nachine."
"Anyt hing inmportant, or just chatter?"

"Mostly chatter-a few points about a woolen mill that may be slated for the
coast near Bez." She turned the bottle around once nore, tipped her head to
one side so light could fall on it and she could study the seal nore closely.
"' Pages of chatter- well, two pages and a hal f, anyway. Plenty about the
Enperor's natal day celebration in Podhru, and chatty enough that if he'd
really sent this, he'd have said sonmething about it-if only that he was aware
I wouldn't be drinking any and to apol ogi ze for the tenptation.” "Mmm Wel|
you'll notice | didn't crack the seal." Dahven took the bottle fromher. "It
appears to be English-but | wasn't aware the English made brandies. And |'m
rem nded of something Chris said-what was it about brandi es?" He frowned.
"Can't renenber."

"Not surprising, considering how many things he said while he was here."
Jenni fer touched the bottle with one finger, drew it back and stared down at
it. "Maybe 1'd better wire the Heir, tonight. | nean, this and a note |ike
that with it-who el se do you think m ght have one?" She | ooked up. Dahven
slowy shook his head. "You, me-and every other Duke in Rhadaz? Maybe?"

"I't sounds mad." Dahven sat up and drove both hands through his hair.

Jennifer frowned; a hal f-subnerged nenory ... "Look, |'m probably wong about
this stuff." She unhooked his near hand fromhis hair and snoothed it. "He
could have just got one of his clerks to send a note and bottles out; | know

he's trying to delegate nore small stuff these days. But let's ask-just in
case, all right?" He groaned, nodded. "Good. God, it's been a hot day!"
Dahven grinned. "You had to pick sun-washed roons for your offices, didn't
you? You eat sonething, and we'll figure out a nmessage for the Heir."

"One for Robyn and Aletto, too," Jennifer said. "Aletto said he was going to
station a man at the end of their wire-"

"It mght even be up to the fort wall by now " Dahven captured her hand. "But
you eat first."

"That's an easy promise to keep; |'mstarved." She gl anced toward the kitchen
"Speak of which, what's taking themso | ong down there? You don't suppose
Lowen got creative after all?"

"Deliver us." Dahven got up and wal ked over to the door that led to the |ong
hal | which eventually cane out in the kitchens; as he opened it, Jennifer
heard a hi gh-pitched babble, shrill and frightened-soundi ng wonen, a nman
shouting them down. She turned in her chair, cane halfway to her feet. Dahven
shut the door. "Something's wong down there-1 can't decide what." He slid
past the waterfall and ran toward the entry. Jennifer was on her feet. Dahven

held up a hand, listened intently, then turned back
"Don't know. | can hear plenty of yelling down that way. Could be soneone at
the guard station- Wait here, I'Il go check."

"You only think I'mstaying in this roomw thout you!"

Jennifer replied vigorously. She knelt, scooped up her bo and rounded the
table at a barefooted run. "Renmenber last tine | got

caught in here alone?" He cast her a startled | ook, conmpressed his lips. "Cone
on, let's get out of here, the damed room s w de open."

But before she could reach him Dahven began backing into the room one arm
outstretched to catch her. "Gelt's whistle --did you hear it? Attack from
out side, armed nen! And," he added softly, "it's coming this way. | can hear
shouting out in the courtyard-ours or not, | can't tell-" She heard it too:
then the unm stakable flat crack of rifles and the higher, sharp snap of
pistol fire. Comi ng fromoutside and down the Iong hall both. "G sterns,"”
Jennifer said crisply as he hesitated. "Cisterns," Dahven agreed. "CGo, wait
for me." He bounded across the table as Jennifer skirted the pool at the far
end of the room She listened intently at the door there before opening it,
and the bo was up and ready as she unlatched it, then eased it stealthily



with her foot. No one there-this tine. She drew a deep breath and expelled it
hard. Dahven was back at the serving doorway to the kitchen; a plain sword
belt hung from his shoul der. He glanced her way; she nodded and he cl osed the
door, then ran over to join her. Jennifer led the way into the boxlike,

wi ndowl ess storage room Her jaw was set, lips tightly conmpressed; her heart
t hudded heavily against her ribs. | know they've cleaned this place, nore than
once. | swear | can still snell Anselm s blood. And the stuff they'd drugged

her with. She tightened her grip on the bo; Dahven handed her his sword belt
and knelt to lay his ear against the floor hatch that led to the pal -ace
cisterns. Jennifer glanced over her shoul der. Louder out there ...she took a
step back, juggled his swords and her bo in one hand, pulled the door to. He
al ready had the hatch up

"Carry the belt for ne, can you, Jen? And-here, wait a no-nent." He pressed
her toward the steps, made certain she had the hatch under control and ran
back into the main room returning before she had a chance to open her nouth,
the small box of blue-lights kept at the far end of the table clutched in his
hands. "Go, I'Il follow. " He shifted the box and held it against his ribs,
took the weight of the hatch on his shoulder. It came down with him plunging
theminto utter blackness.

Jenni fer stood very still, halfway down the steps, breath held, bo braced
agai nst the step below to hel p her bal ance. She coul d make out very faint
sounds the way they'd come, she thought; a step above her, Dahven was fiddling
with the box catch. Thread, she ordered herself. She wanted to shiver-dislike
of encl osed pl aces, nostly, though it didn't help she'd cone this way before
in-call it unfavorable circunstances, she thought. Thread. Sonething to
concentrate on-and a useful weapon. She shifted into awareness: no one bel ow
them at least. No one in the little storage roomyet, either. The

wat er- Thread and its New Agel i ke sound overwhel med nearly everything el se,
with the great stone pools so near.

She regai ned normal perception as blue-light flooded the narrow, steep
passage. Dahven held out one of the thick glass balls for her and eased his
sword belt out of her other hand. She gl anced back up at him he had the open
box bal anced on one hip, the sword belt slung over his shoul der and a | ong,

sl ender sword in his hand. "You first," she whispered, and edged asidt to |et
hi m pass. "Don't want you falling on ne with that nasty thing out."

"Me, either," he whispered back. "I can light the steps for you and be there
if you fall." He grinned as he slid by her; Jennifer stuck her tongue out and
made a hi deous face. "Anything down there? O could you tell?"

"Just water-no one waiting."

"Mmm 1'Il keep this ready anyway." He went down the long flight of stone
steps sideways, cat-footed, elbow high. The sword glittered. Jennifer juggled
the blue light, finally shifted it into her left hand so she could get a
better grip on the bo. It seened forever down to | evel floor once again.
Dahven gl anced her way and gestured with his chin toward the arched doorway
into the cisterns, five paces away. Jennifer set her blue-light on the |ast
step, took a good two-hand hold on the long staff, and waited. Dahven stopped
just short of the arch to set down the box of blue-lights, to ease the sword
belt fromhis shoul der and draw his second bl ade; the belt hit the floor with
a muted thunp. Jennifer caught her breath harshly as he rounded t he doorway
and vani shed into the enornous hol di ng chanber, but he was back al nost at
once. She left the single blue-light where it was, picked up the box and

foll owed himthrough the arch.

"You all right?" he asked in a | ow voice. Jennifer nodded, not trusting her
own. Dahven laid his swords on the floor and drew her close. "Certain?" She
nodded again. He | ooked around, |ed her a short distance to the broad stone
lip of the nearest pool. "Sit, I'Il be right back." He went back for his
swords and back

through the arch to retrieve the belt; he had both bl ades snugged under one
arm and was fastening the belt around his hips with steady hands as he cane



back.

"What - what now?" Her voice was a little high, maybe. Not shaking. Good. He'd
have enough to worry about, w thout fretting about her

"Now? W wait a little. Once everything is clear up there, and Gelt finds the

dining roomenpty, he'll send men down here. Only logical place for us to go,
after all. And if no one conmes looking for us after a while-well, then we'll
wait until dark and go out the far end, just like we did the first tinme you
left the Thukar's pal ace." He cupped her cheek with his hand. "I'msorry, |

know how you di slike places such as this."

"It's better than being used for a pincushion, or target practice," Jennifer
replied dryly. It struck her as outrageous, all at once. "Someone's actually
i nvaded the pal ace!"

"Sounds unlikely, doesn't it?" Dahven replied. "Even the Lasanachi didn't get
that far against Dro Pent. O course, they didn't have guns, either." Silence.
"I"ve been thinking-that brandy. The cel ebrations for the Enperor's birthday
tonight, all across Rhadaz. If one of the foreign |l ands really does want
Rhadaz, as Chris thinks, the timng couldn't be better."

Jennifer frowned. "But we're still back to which one? | nean - the note could
have been anyone."

"The bottle has an English seal."

"Yes, but the English don't export liquors. Not here, at least. | think the
Mer Khani offered us beer or ale, early on. O course, the French distil
liquors -"

"Littl e brown sand gods," Dahven said suddenly. "I renmenber now Dupret.
Remenber what Ariadne and Chris were tal king about, that first eveni ng?"

Jenni fer nodded. "Il-wait-about things being done to the Zero at his distillery
and then it's sent to France, and Chris- Chris said, sonething about boxes of
flavored brandies...." She sighed. "Dupret's brandy. But he doesn't trade with

Rhadaz, and the French have barely begun to work with us. So how did that
stuff get an English seal and make it here?"

"Dupret." Dahven rubbed his chin against her hair. "In | eague with the
English, the Mer Khani, the Gaelic States-?"

"Or VuhlenP" Jennifer put in. "Lialla says he's bringing in Zero, remenber?"

Dahven swore under his breath. "It gets nore tangled and ridicul ous by the
hour !

Jenni fer shook her head. "I know. The wire | send to Afronsan later tonight is
going to include sonme pretty pointed questions for Chris."

* * *

CHRI S at the monent had several pretty pointed questions of his own-his head
ached with them He glanced in Ariadne's direction, let his eyes close as she
shifted her weight. Al these hours in darkness, he could actually nmake out
her face if she stayed within armi s reach-which neant she could see his, too.
He wasn't entirely certain he wanted her to read his face at the nonent. After
all, she had the- Chill, Cray, he ordered hinmself hastily. Rem nd yourself
you' d rather have an assassin on your Side tonight than a weepy girl-type
you' d probably have to cold-cock in order to get her off the boat quietly. H's
stomach hurt Those afternoon tal k show TV peopl e back home woul d be all over
me- Men Who Marry Terrorists and the wonen who cut them

Sonehow he managed not to junp as Ariadne's breath tickled the hair on his
neck; her hand edged up his shoul der and caught his earl obe and she spoke very
softly. "How many hours do you think it has been?"

Chris edged around and replied in kind: "Heard the m dnight bell up there.
W're noving pretty fast, too."

"So. W could be near this Bez-when?"

"Before daybreak, with a good set of sails, good wi nd and guys who know their
job." She kept her hand on his ear, withdrewinto herself for a | ong nonent.
Leaned back once agai n.

"Then it is time for us to act." She | ooked at him searchingly. he thought.
Seeing if he was scared, probably. "You are ready?"



"Nearly. Gme a mnute to get ny arns and | egs | oosened up agai n, okay?"

"Well thought." She let go of him noved back and seened to flow to her feet
and across the room Chris started after her, then checked the novenent as his
left foot tried to cranp. She wasn't goi ng anywhere, though: Faint |ight

com ng through cracks between the boards maki ng up the bul khead bet ween
storage and hall showed her clearly. She had her head turned, ear to the wall
nost |ikely. After a |ong noment, she nodded, then bent forward, hands worKking
at her lower back. Chris stretched out his left foot until it quit protesting,
then drew his knees up to his chest one after the other, swung his arms back
and forth and tried to work the kinks out of his neck. He clasped his hands,
stretched them carefully. No gross popping noi ses, please, guys. They'd hear
it up on deck and she'd kill ne. He glanced at Ariadne, who was comi ng up from
a deep squat. Literally. N ce thought. He sat down and worked his feet out of
t he soaked boots, pulled up his thick socks and went over to join her. Ariadne
nodded and

noved to the door, slid the blade into the narrow crack between door and door
janb, all the way down and then high as she could She shook her head, |eaned
against the crack to listen intently. Chris held his breath. Nothing noving
out there. After a

nmonent. Ariadne turned and tugged at his shirt; he bent down so he could

whi sper against his ear. "No one there. A man at the head of the steps,
however, on the deck." Ch, yeah? But Jennifer could have told himthat, and so
could Li. Just one nore thing Ariadne hadn't bothered to tell him about. Well
hey, maybe Dija

got her a market charm who knows? Ease up, he ordered hinself.

Ariadne tugged at his earlobe to get his attention. "I open the door; you wait
at the end of the steps. | manage that one."

He opened his nouth, closed it again. No point in arguing this again; besides,
she had the knife. Ariadne gripped his forearm

with her free hand; he laid his hand over hers and squeezed. A brief flash of
teeth answered hinm the hand fell away. She eased the door open, paused, then
noved into the open. Chris took her place in the doorway and stared; she'd
been wearing dark stuff anyway, for travel, but now everything except her eyes
was swat hed in those |ong, black scarves. Bl ack gl oves, the dark

skirt - no boots, dark stockings. She went up the stairs without so nuch as a
whi sper of cotton agai nst wood and nary a creak and vani shed, a dark, small
shadow nmovi ng i nto darker shadow.

The ship was creaki ng enough, out there, to cover his own noises - if they got
that far. Chris watched as she di sappeared up

into darkness and bit his lip. He didn't have anything in the way of a
weapon; if she screwed this up, he'd have to fall back onto his judo. O which
there isn't nearly enough. Something he could use as a bo-in that roomthey'd
just left, or maybe in this hallway . . . but before he could even properly
formul ate the notion, Ariadne was back, crouched down on an upper step and
beckoni ng urgently. Chris drew a deep breath and went as fast and quietly as
he coul d. Not as quiet as she'd been-not bad, considering his big feet and
greater size.

She withdrew in a crouch onto the deck, well in the shadow

of the shed roof covering the steps, used her hands to indicate he should stay
low, too. Like I'"'mthat dunb, lady. His irritation vani shed when his knee cane
down on sonething soft. H s hand went out, touched a bearded face; he snatched
it back at once. He'd never felt a dead nman before, but there was no m staking
this one.

She tugged at his shirt, |eaning across the body and murrmured agai nst his ear
"Three nen that | can tell on the deck; one above, in the sails. Do not | ook
up-your face will show, and it is nuch paler than his." She found his hand,
pressed a dagger hilt against his palmand closed the fingers over it. "That
was his. How do we | eave this ship?"

Chris set his free hand under her chin and turned her head in the right



direction. He eased hinself a little higher, settled back on his heels and
cautiously pointed.

She nodded and was on her feet, bent |ow and noving swiftly and silently
across the deck. Chris glanced in the direction of the bow and the hel mtwo
men there at the wheel, he couldn't see anyone el se. Maybe one man in the bow
that was usual when sailing at night w thout a nmoon. No one the other way-that
he coul d see, at least. The guy in the rigging mght hear or see him GCo.
Just-just go. He felt enormous and awkward, all pal e hands, heavy feet,

buf fal o-gaited; there was too much cloud for nobon or stars but it was never
totally dark at sea, and it seened inpossible he'd make it all the way to the
rail. H s forehead was slick with sweat by the time he gained the m nim
shelter of the railing. He crouched there, fighting to breathe quietly; his

| eft hand was al ready exploring the side. "Good," he whispered. "Cargo net
right there-feel it?" He took her hand, guided it to the rope, then |eaned
close to her: and breathed agai nst her scarves: "Easy now, go as far down as
you can and wait for me. We don't even want to get separated out there."

"No." She was gone, over the side, working her way silently down. He edged his
way around so his back was to the rail, the knife in his hand, watching.
Not hi ng. No one. Count of five- still quiet. He jamed the dagger through his
belt at the small of his back, prayed it wouldn't poke him and slid sideways
over the rail, feet searching for holds. A very small hand gripped his toes,
gui ded theminto place; she had stopped just out of sight Chris | ooked down at
her and nodded. Ari adne began a slow, cautious clinb down the w de nmesh of

r ope.

Morents |l ater they were both clinging to the | ower edge of

the net, fingers and toes curled around thick, wet rope. Chris | ooked down.
Still a bit of a drop-he'd never cared nuch for even | ow diving boards. At
least it isn't the ten-neter. Ariadne watched him her |lip was caught in her
teeth and she | ooked rather anxious, he thought. "Sure you can sw n?" he

whi sper ed.

"I-can swm" She tw sted around to eye the distant black H ghlands. "But that
far and in a sea-"

"I can get us both to shore,’
pani c?"

"I-?" For a noment she |ooked truly outraged; she shook her bead. "I waste
tine. | can do what | nust. Go, I'Il follow"

"Nope. W go together, count of three. Keep your feet together, arns close to
your body, legs straight. You'll go deeper that way but you won't mneke a

spl ash." She nodded, watched his face as he counted and, at three, drewin a
deep breath and I et go of the net.

The water was cold, and it seened to Chris he went down forever. Thank CGod for
all that skin-diving. At lest his brain wasn't freaking that his |ungs
couldn't hack it. He broke the surface, shook hair and water out of his eyes
and blinked rapidly to clear them Ariadne trod water rather awkwardly a few
feet away, her back to hiny she was watching the ship continue toward the Bez
straits without them Chris swamtoward her

Ariadne grinned at himand her eyes were alight. "Her name was on the stern in
so large letters even the blind could read them Wndsong. Have you heard of
it?" Chris let his head fall back as he trod water; he had to fight not to

| augh out |oud, the ship was too close for that. A giggle escaped, all the
sane. Ariadne swam closer to him "What?"

Chris assured her. "Can you junp in and not

"Heard of it? Ch, lady, haven't | just]" Picked us up, only just four years
too late and outside the wong city, going the wong way-no big deal
Chuffles, old buddy, know what? | just found another reason to get out of this

in one piece and it's called Nail Your Ugly Hide to the Nearest \Wall.

Chapter 12



JENNI FER | ooked up as one of the household wonen handed her a cup and only
just managed to stifle a grimce as her eyes nade contact with the gruesone
turquoi se-and-gilt walls of the blue room The wonman woul d probably think her
Thukara was scow ing at her. And, Jennifer thought as she | ooked at the drawn
face and overbright eyes, burst into tears. Half the kitchen staff was stil
hysterical. "Thank you, Hi nerra." The wonan inclined her head, turned and
left; two guards went with her. Hinerra's daughter, Jennifer recalled, was one
of the new kitchen girls. Whnderful. Her eyes rested on the door just closing
behi nd the servant: Royal blue and turquoise, gruesome fat, smrking gold
cherubs in some kind of relief work, reaching down for the |latches. Ugh. Those
two. That blue. It's a conspiracy, these guys are trying to keep ne so busy |
can't redecorate the damed room
Ri di cul ous thought-not even renotely funny; all the sane, it brought up a grin
from somewhere, and nonentarily | oosened the tightness in her chest. | fee
like a few hysterics nmyself, at the nonment. She sniffed the liquid, then
si pped cautiously-berry, slightly sweetened, no booze or other cal mi ng agents.
One or two of the older wonen with country backgrounds couldn't be nade to see
her reasoning or the midwife's on the subject of al cohol and babies. This poor
kid of hers had one involuntary black mark on its record already, thanks to
Dahven's brothers and the dose of Zero she'd been fed; she wasn't going to add
any deliberate blots on her own if she could help it. Yeah. You and your peach
dessert w ne-just one swallow, now and again . . . You don't even like it that
much. Stick to water, like a good girl. She sighed, closed her eyes and
slunped lower in the chair, then finished the fruit drink and settled the base
of the cup onto the three-sided table by feel
Men were everywhere; three guards inside the blue room She didn't like it
much, but Gelt wasn't in a negotiating nood; when she'd tried to argue with
himhe'd said flatly it was this or one of the tower roons, where she could be
safely |l ocked in. Hah. He only thinks I'd go hang out up there again, she
t hought sourly. Once, four years ago had been enough for a lifetine.
Dahven was hel ping with the search, out there sonmewhere with the guard conbi ng
hal | s and checking all the rooms. She didn't like that, either, but he and
Grelt had both gone nale and protective on her, and she'd finally backed down.
They were right, anyway: She had nore than herself to | ook out for. She
shifted, crossed her legs-only barely above to do that with the extra weight,
she realized noodily-and swng her free foot back and forth. Geat exanple you
‘"re setting for those kids in guard suits, lady. Half the guard in here | ooked
younger than Chris by several years, and she'd bet nobst of themwere scared
hal f silly behind those poker faces. She ought to sumon the energy, sit up
Yeah. Foreigners in the Thukar's palace. As Chris would say, like | could
make them forget that. Rully.
| should be hungry; we never did get dinner, and I was starving when we got to
the dining room She shifted awkwardly, drew one bare foot up under her, and
rubbed her back against the rough cloth of the chair; the growi ng itch between
her shoul der bl ades flared, subsided. Watch-she funbled at her shirt pocket,
swore under her breath as she renmenbered setting the heavy thing on her desk
when it and the shirt underneath stuck to her skin.
The door opened; she sat up. One of the younger wall guards in very new
sand- col ored breeks and tunic came across blue carpets and knelt
sel f-consciously at the foot of the dais. Eyes averted, he held out a |ong
ri bbon of paper. Jennifer resisted the urge to snatch it fromhiman even
stronger urge to order himto knock it off that she knew was created by |ack
of food, worry and the cl ashing shades of blue that never failed to set her
teeth on edge. "It's all right, relax," she nunbled. Sone of the newer guards
really made her feel silly-all this bowi ng and scraping. Dahven was going to
have to talk to the new under-arnsnaster shout this protocol stuff. "Gve,"
she added, and extended a hand. That narrow paper cane fromthe tel egraph
of fice; the Mer Khani had provided it, and the nan who headed the Sikkren
tel egraph office was too frugal to waste it. "At ease," she added dryly; the



boy seened | ocked in place. "In fact, you can go if there's no answer-"

"They said wait," he replied earnestly, then blushed. "Urn, |I mean, Thukara,
par don-"

"Never mind," Jennifer broke in hastily. "It's perfectly all right, | don't
eat guards, you know. Go sit-over there. I'Il call when | need you." Her eyes

wer e runni ng down the sheet.

The nessage was actually quite short-frustrating because of it: THUKAR AND
THUKARA BEWARE LI QUOR @ FTED YOU ALSO WAS ATTACK ON W RE TO BEZ AND Sl KKRE SO
SUGGEST YOU SEND ARMED MEN TO CHECK W RE YOUR END AND WARN THEM RI DE WARY END.
She sighed heavily, turned the paper over-nothing. No who, no why-well, the
Heir likely didn't know either. She thought a nonent, beckoned the boy over as
she pulled the little table closer; the cup went clattering across the dais.
She was printing rapidly, large block letters on the back of the nmessage as

t he boy knelt once nore.

"Here-what's your nane?"

"Japyr, ny-"
"Good," she broke in hastily. "Japyr. Take this back to the wire office, have
themsend it immediately.” It was even nore terse than Afronsan's: RECEl VED

BOTTLES. DI D NOT DRI NK. PALACE ATTACKED TONI GHT. OK HERE. WLL CHECK W RE
SIKKRE. The boy practically ran fromthe room

t he doors banged behind him Jennifer got to her feet. "One of

you-go find Gelt or the Thukar. | have news for them"

But the door opened and Dahven came in; one of the household nmen foll owed
bearing a | aden tray covered by a heavy, creamcolored cloth. "Lowen's
conpliments."” Dahven held the snmall table steady so the guard could set the
tray down. "Thanks, Feriman." The guard inclined his head, left. "She's afraid
you' ve al ready wasted away," Dahven added; he dropped heavily into his chair
and drew the cloth aside. "A lot she knows."

"Yes, well, that isn't all fat, renmenber? She also insisted | nmake certain you
eat, and that | help you." Jennifer sniffed a deep, two-handl ed cup of clear
steanmi ng broth, snagged a thick slice of brown bread and tore it into ragged
chunks, dropped theminto the soup and drank. Hot, alnbst too hot to drink
chicken, with parsley for flavor and nothing el se. Wonderful. | love this
stuff before she starts nmessing with it. "She apol ogi zed because it wasn't
much, not what she'd pl anned-"

"This is fine, honestly." She couldn't tell the head cook she preferred plain
stock; the worman woul d be hurt. She blew on the soup, drank nore. It warned
her throat, released the tightness in her chest she hadn't even realized was
there. "W had a wire from Afronsan." Dahven | ooked across his soup nug; she
repeated it, as close to word for word as she could renmenber.

"Ch, wonderful! Think anything el se can go wong toni ght?"

"Drink your soup; you're supposed to be helping me with all this food,"

Jennifer replied mildly. "I sent a reply, just to let himknow we were stil
alive."

"Yes. Well." Dahven tore his bread in half and dribbled honey on it. "The cut
wires will have to wait until daylight; we haven't anyone to spare right now "

"The wire can wait; if it's been cut, the guys with the scissors are probably
waiting for the repair crew "

"Grelt says the palace is clear; there's going to be an arned guard on our
apartments toni ght, though, and he's got men up there installing a heavy

i nside bar right now The city-well, who knows? | haven't heard in a while but
the city guard was conbing the streets | ooking for the nen who escaped the
pal ace; | heard there was gunfire out there."

Jennifer spread butter on a bit of bread and tucked it in her

cheek, poured chilled water into her cup. "Any other exciting

news?"

He shrugged. "Nothing at the nmoment. Seven nen dead, three injured-but not
nearly as bad as |1'd feared when | heard those guns. Seven prisoners," he
added shortly.

"Prisoners-really! Wo? | nean, what-?"



"You sort them out," Dahven snorted. "Seven nen, and not one of them

tal ki ng-but as far as any of us can tell, there's at |east six different
nationalities among them" * * *

IT was very much a party on the streets of Hol maddan City: Vuhlem had sent out
casks of ale, beer and wi ne at sundown, to be stationed at the four main city
squares and shared anong the popul ace. For once, the weather was cooperating
and as the night sky grew dark, it was al nost tenperate-the wi nd was gone, the
air dry.

Three young wonen in subdued dark bl ue caravaner breeks and thick brown cl oaks
t hreaded their way down one of the main thoroughfares, skirting several nen

pl ayi ng drums, tanbors and a'luds. Bl ack-clad wonen stood all around them
clapping in time and watching a long Iine of dancing men. Alittle farther on
two nmen danced openly with their young w ves. Ryselle shook her head. "If ny
father could see this, he would die of it."

Lialla laughed. "As nmy friend Chris says, you w sh,"

Ryselle grinned. "It would certainly upset his stomach. And our young friend-|I
wonder what he would say if he saw them"

"I wonder," Lialla replied dryly. The three skirted yet another street band,
and nade a wi de detour behind a mob waiting for the Duke's free w ne.

Sil was clapping her hands in time to the nusic. "Yes. If we'd had any sense,
we woul d have never let himout of the building this afternoon.” She thought
about this. "If we had real sense, we'd let himreap his own profits fromthis
notion of his."

Rysell e snorted; they turned down on of the narrow alleys. "Have you tried
stopping a Hol maddi mal e? But |'d have sat on himwhile you draped himin

chai ns. Young fool ."

"Better yet, 1'd have locked himin the privy and |left himthere the night,"
Sil replied cheerfully. "I still say sensible women would | et himgo and get
hi msel f killed."

Li al l a shook her head. "And if he's caught? The Duke would start pulling his
teeth or set that Triad on him and only then kill him"

"Mmm After he's naned nanes. You do know how to choose a pl easant thought,"
Sil replied.

"I blame nyself,"” Lialla said after a nmoment. "I had to mention the brandy in
the first place; | could ve kept ny nouth shut until after he was gone, at
least. O kept him"

"Don't blame yourself, Li," Sil said mldly. "If you hadn't said anything, we
m ght not have found out where they took that Gray Haven cache. | can't quite
bl ame hi mhe wants to do sonething, you know how boys are. And he had to go
back or be counted a deserter, and Vuhl emwoul dn't be pl eased about that,
either."”

"Name me one thing that would please Vuhlem" Lialla said gloonily. They
reached the end of the alley, emerged into bright lights, music and nore
people-a different mx of all three, since they were nearer the city barracks,
away fromthe commercial areas. "He's too young for the guard, you know, they
made hi ma messenger boy, but it's nothing official. He's not held to the sane
rules.”

"Let's hope not," Sil said quietly as they skirted yet another group of male
dancer s-younger and nostly guard-clad here- and a group of adnmiring girls. A
small mlitary horn and drum band played for them "If he's caught with his
hands in those G ay Haven bottles, he'd better have a good lie ready." She was
qui et as they slid between dancers and nusicians and out into the open again.
"So had we better, cone to that. In case they catch us."

"I did tell you |l could do this al one-"

"I know you did, Li. | remenber ny answer, too."

"And that's the last thing the boy said, isn't it?"

Lialla snorted, stepped into shadow and fished in her tunic. She pulled out a
tangl e of |ong chains, several small, odd-shaped pendants. "Here, take this."
"Bl urring-charn?"



"Shhh-yes." Lialla separated the mass of chain into three separate chains,
draped one over Sil's wist and handed the second to Ryselle. "You know how
this works? Put the chain around your neck but keep the charm away from your
skin until we get -ear the barracks. 1'Il tell you when to slide it under your
tunic, so it's touching flesh. It'll keep you unnoticed for as |ong as we need
to be here-so long as you don't run into anyone. But you don't just want to
suddenly di sappear in the nmddle of the street.”

"No. Oh." Ryselle laid the charmon her open hand and gazed at it curiously.
"Athing this small-?"

"Just so." Lialla closed her fingers over it. "Better if you don't let people
know you have it; they aren't exactly illegal, but guards don't like to see
people with them"

"They don't?" Ryselle obediently drew the chain over her head.

"Thi eves use them"

Rysell e nodded. Two days of city-she still felt very much like a goat in deep
water. Sretha was right; a city isn't just a village grown |arge. At |east

t hese woren didn't |augh at her for her foolishnesses. But there weren't any
thieves in G ay Haven-what woul d anyone steal ? She bit back a sigh. Besides ny
fool brothers and their friends, who stole the Duke's goods.

The street was wi der here, all at once, not quite as well lit, the men al npst
all young and the wonen-Ryselle's eyebrows went up in astoni shnment as she
nearly ran into one of them She nmust be half frozen, so much of her bosom out
of her dress-and what is all that black stuff around her eyes? Lialla and Si

t ook her

arnms and drew her on down the street, then into shadow between two di m
blue-lights. "Alnost there," Sil whispered. "Keep quiet here, all right?"
Rysell e nodded; Lialla turned and ran |ight-footed between two | ow barracks,
stopped at the far end of the skinny alley, then crouched | ow and noved al ong
t he back side of the right-hand building. Open wi ndows here, hard-packed dirt
and the snell of horses-no lights at all except for reflection against an
inner wall froma blue-light even farther inside. She waved her hand, waited
until the other two wonmen caught up with her

Sil edged to the fore and | ooked around, then touched Ryselle's shoul der and

i ndicated direction: the thick hedge the boy had nmentioned that separated the
line of barracks fromthe stables. Lialla's fingers closed on her shoul der

she held up her own charm dropped it inside her tunic. Ryselle shifted hers,
hesitated. She didn't feel that different-that |ess visible. She swallowed,
eased away fromthe wall and went crouching into the darkness. The hedge was
very prickly; a cautiously drawn breath assured her it wasn't used for the
purpose the men in her village would have put it to. She edged along it, hand
feeling for sone hole-two, three, four paces. A hard-packed path and a gap

Thr ough t hat

It was extremely dark back here, the snell of horses very strong; she could
hear | aughter fromthe street, back the way they'd cone, see the outlines of
the barracks roofs fromthe Iight out there. Lialla was with her then, and a
nonment |ater, Sil.

Sil's face was invisible in the deep shade of the hedge. Ryselle's just
visible if Lialla |leaned closer to her. The village wonman rai sed her shoul ders
in an el aborate shrug and nmout hed. \Wat now?

Li al l a nodded her head toward the building they'd just left and nout hed, Wit
and see. She was playing it by the nmonent hersel f-the way her |uck had gone
ever since she'd first come to Hol maddan, the boy was out there in the street
partying, or he'd already gone to sleep, and he'd had no intention of stealing
a bottle of that brandy for her. The stables: She shifted into

Thr ead- awareness. A man in the stables, anbng the horses- asleep or nearly so.
No telling if that was the boy, if he'd come and gone-if the bottles were in
there-if anything, | had to talk about getting hard proof against Vuhlemwhile
that fool boy was in earshot, she thought gloom ly. Asking for trouble.
Trouble for nore than Kepron, if someone stunbled across them | should have
made themlet me cone alone. Well, she'd tried; at the nmoment, she was rather



gl ad of the conmpany. A faint southerly breeze stirred the hedge and brought
the warm familiar odor of stables with it. | can just imagi ne poor Jen out
here, the way she hates the snell of horse.

Ti me passed. Lialla stretched cautiously, extended her Thread-sense again. It
was getting late; the boy was probably on the street somewhere or already
passed out in his bed. Furtive nmovenment in the stable, then, but not fromthe
man she'd found earlier: He still slept. This-she still couldn't tell one
person from another with Thread, but there was no doubt in her mnd, the slow,
careful way he was noving in there-what man with acceptabl e business in the
st abl es woul d be skul ki ng around that way? Kepron-you young f ool

Li ght stabbed fromthe nearest w ndow of the barracks, then spilled over

har d- packed, dry ground between buil ding and hedge. Lialla raised a hand to
shield her eyes and blinked rapidly; Sil tugged at her sleeve, indicating the
hand urgently with her chin. Lialla tucked it inside her dark sleeve as a
two- handed oil | anp, turned high, was set down with a thunp just inside the
open wi ndow. Two enornmous nen suddenly bl ocked the light; a nmunble of voices
reached them grow ng clearer by the noment as the nen neared the w ndow.
"-only did what was necessary, sir."

"Al'l the same, the Duke is grateful for your help, R pliden. He'll send a cart

for the boxes at first light, and there'll be a bit extra in the pay packet
for you and your nen this nmonth. Duke Vuhlemlikes to reward initiative |like
yours."

"Wl | -thank you, sir."

"The crates are in a safe place?"

"Qut there-no guard but there's a nan on duty at all hours."

"Good enough. Well-" The Duke's man stretched expansively; the shadow of his
arnms crossed the hedge and the wormen went quietly flat onto the dirt. "I'd
best be gone."

“I'"1l light your way, sir.
kni f e.

Ryselle started violently, gripped Lialla's armhooves clattered into the
stabl e and across | oose planks. And then a high-pitched, startled yell from

i nside the stable; the wonmen went face down and utterly still as the two burly
guardsmen ran fromthe building, through the gap in the hedge and into the
stabl es. Another yell, indignant and unm stakable: Lialla cast up her eyes and
swore under her breath, then touched Ryselle's armto get her attention and

i ndi cated the hedge with the | east nmovenent of her head. She eased herself
slowy back toward the main branches, as far into shadow as possible. Ryselle
edged herself in the sane direction; Lialla could just hear furtive novenment
behi nd her that she hoped was Sil. Three nmen energed fromthe stables: the two
guards with the boy caught up by his arns and dangling between them He
clutched sonmething to his chest. The far guard, a bear of a man in Vuhlens
col ors, stopped short, dragging boy and guard captain perforce to a halt. He
snatched a bottle from Kepron's hands and bel | owed, "Explain yourself, boy!"

The lantern noved; Lialla felt cautiously for her

Kepron's voice was girl-shrill and trenmulous. "I wasn't-I nmean, | didn't-! |
nean, sir, |--1"
"Silence! | can see for myself; Captain, you' ve a thief in your conpany! And a

thi ef who steals from Duke Vuhl emyou surely knew t hose things were Duke's
property, boy! Well? Wll?

"I-well, no, I-I mean, sir, yes, I-"

"You know what stealing that sane Duke's property cost other nen of |ate,
boy~?"

"I-but, but sir, I-" Kepron sounded very near tears. The Duke's man | ooned

hugely over him his captain snagged both his arns and gave hima ferocious
shake. Ryselle had to grab her lower |ip between her teeth; her stomach hurt
like she'd swall owed a stone fromthe fear that they'd be found the nonment
that man took his eyes off Kepron. At the sane tine, she was fighting a
dreadful urge to laugh. Serve the little fool right. He | ooked just like her
br ot hers-she bit down hard on the corners of her nouth and cl osed her eyes.
Al at once it wasn't the least bit funny.



The captain spoke up, his voice stern but mld conpared to the Duke's man.
"Just tell him Kepron, don't dither so! Zerygos, he's a boy and it's the
Enmperor's fest-night, can't you tell he's already half drunk? |I can vouch the
boy's normal |y honest and honorable, like his father before him Gve hima
chance to tell his side of things, why don't you?"

"Bah!" Zerygos spat, turned on his heel and stonped off toward the barracks.
Kepron staggered; without the captain's grip, he'd have fallen. The captain
gave hi m anot her shake, nothing as fierce as the |ast one.

"Al'l right, boy. Partly my fault, | suppose; | thought everyone knew not to
touch those crates, but you were gone when we brought themin, weren't you?"
Kepron nodded cautiously. "All right. Buck up, then; I won't let the Duke's
men eat you. But let this be a lesson to you, boy! A guardsman doesn't sneak
things, or steal-not in this conpany, he doesn't!"

"Sir. I'msorry, sir." Kepron had gone weak-kneed; his whol e body sagged,;
Rysel |l e watched, fascinated, as his near hand took on a life of its own, edged
up under his tunic and withdrew another bottle; it slid fromhis grasp and
fell less than an arms length to land in soft dirt next to the worn path. The
captai n was | aughi ng, covering whatever sound the thing mght have made.
"Aye-well, all right. Not the worst thing you mght've done, considering who

your father was. Remind ne, 1'Il tell you some of the scrapes he got into.
Wonder to me our captain or the Duke hinself didn't have the skin off the man
once a week. Well- conme on." He pushed through the hedge, pulling a very

visibly reluctant Kepron after him The outer door to the barracks sl anmed
behi nd them but didn't catch; nmonents later the Iight faded as he picked up
the lanp and carried it with them Another door slamed-it was once again
qui et and dark in the yard. The outer door creaked slowy open, with a faint
grow of rusty hinges.

Rysell e worked her way from under the hedge and came up into a cautious
crouch. Lialla's hand tugged at her sleeve; the Wel der breathed agai nst her
ear, "Careful!"

Rysel |l e nodded. "He dropped one." She went forward on her hands, feeling the
ground. Just short of the gap in the hedge, she found something cool, snooth
and heavy. Her fingers wapped around it; she twi sted around so Lialla could
take it. "Now what ?"

"W can't-is that one of the bottles?" Sil whispered. Lialla held it up; Sil
touched it. "Good. Then let's get out of here."

"Can't," Lialla whispered back. "Hi s captain won't be able to protect him if
Vuhl emi s nan decides to really question him"

Rysell e gripped her forearmhard. "You can't go in there! You said you
woul dn' t-1"

"I never said that." And | don't want to, Lialla thought grimy. But that
doesn't mean | can't. "Go if you want." They shook their heads in unison
Lialla swore under her breath. "Then wait out here; stay close together, those
charns shoul d keep you hi dden. You even think they're |ooking for you, don't
wait to find out. I'Il be fine." Both wonen gave her a clearly disbelieving
look. "This isn't the place to argue, all right?" Before either could say
anyt hi ng el se, she edged around Ryselle and into the gap in the hedge. Both
hands were deep in Thread by the time she reached the barracks wall next to

t he door, and she was already drawi ng down the thick yellow blurring stuff to
weave into a conpact net.

Thread: A net like this should protect against discovery by anyone short of a
Silver Sash Welder-or a Triad. But she had one snmall addition: Lialla stood

still for one |long nmonment, concentrating. Not a shape or a sound-nore of an

al nost-scent. | think. Whatever it was, it still lived under her ribs-she
could still Shape it: Light ran down the blurring-Thread and filled in the
nmesh.

No one could see her now perhaps a full Triad, but she'd have been aware of
one of those | ong before now WVuhlems isn't anywhere in the city; | can tell.

She di smi ssed that; she'd have enough troubl e seeing where she was going
because everything was laid over with Light and blurred or distorted. Don't



trip over the furniture.

There was just room enough for her to turn sideways and slide into the room
wi t hout touching that ill-oiled door.

Wal | -over there, and bare floor between. Good. The inner doors-three of them
al ong the one wall-were closed tight. But she could just make out voices now
Kepron's a little too high and fast, and so very carrying; now the runbl e of
his captain's as she cane up to the wall. Vuhlems man was growing like the
bear he resenbl ed; probably scaring the boy half silly. But it sounded like he
m ght be backi ng down. She wrapped Thread around her fingers in an el aborate
cat's cradle and brought her hands toward her face. Mnbling suddenly becane
cl ear words.

"You can see the boy nmeant no real harm He sinply saw the bottles and was
tempted. And we did recover the brandy, after all."

"I"mvery sorry, sir," Kepron said. "I didn't know | thought it was the
conpany's, and they-the nmen gave me wine tonight, and | thought-it felt so
good, | thought maybe a little nore, and | renenbered those-"

The captain | aughed, and he fell silent. "There, Zerygos. Wren't you ever a
boy and drunk a first tine?"

"Well-by all rights I should report this. You know that stuff isn't-"

"Yes, | know what kind of brandy it is,"
think it's inportant to the boy?"
Silence. Lialla smled grimy: Keep the dirty secrets fromthe babies, right?
"Well, then," Zerygos said grudgingly. "l suppose you can deal with this young
fool. Make certain he remenbers this night, nmnd now, Ripliden! No good sayi ng
he's young and drunken and forgiving himthey don't learn fromthat!"

"I know. I'Il see he's properly punished, Zerygos."

"Good. And I'Il see those crates are noved in the norning. Were's the

i nventory you made in that village?"

"You want it now? All right. Kepron, you're dismssed for now, but you're
confined to barracks the rest of the night. You and I will discuss this in the
nor ni ng. "

"Sir. Thank you, sir." Lialla tensed as footsteps crossed the roomon the far
side of the wall and a door opened. It wasn't any of the three into this room
t hough. A nmonent |ater she heard Kepron tearfully curse under his breath.

Qui ck search-no one besides the boy close to this main chanber; he was com ng
her way. Lialla dropped the Thread/ Light shielding, pulled the charmfrom

i nside her shirt, and dropped it in her pocket, just as the boy opened the
door. He gl anced back into the roomhe'd just left, listened intently a
nmonent, then started |ight-footed across the main room toward the outer door
H s face was grimgoing for the rest of the evidence, Lialla realized. And
probably for the first time in his life aware there m ght be serious
consequences if he were caught.

"Ssst! Boy!" Lialla hissed softly. H s whole body jerked and he spun on one
heel; his face was utterly white. "W have to get out of here, conme on!" She
grabbed his arm he jerked it away.

"What are you doing in here?" Hi s whisper was shrill; he clapped a hand over
his mouth and goggl ed at her. Wen he spoke next the whi sper was barely
audi bl e, near as she stood to him "Wy are you here at all? | have everything
in control-!"

"Yes, so 1 heard," Lialla nmurmured. "Sone control! W' ve got the bottle you
dropped out there, that was good thinking, but the Duke's nman is probably

hal fway back to Vuhlemwi th the inventory of those crates by now GQGuess who
he'll want to talk to when that top box comes up a bottle short?"

"I-" The boy's nouth sagged; he pulled it closed with a visible effort.

"You forgot they'd have a full count, didn't you?"

"Someone el se m ght have-"

the captain said neaningfully. "D you

"Sure, anyone coul d' ve taken one. But they know you did, they caught you,
renenber?" He renmenbered all right, Lialla thought grimy. "Never mnd, just



let's get out of here." Scared as he was, he was still going to argue, she
realized. Her fingers sank into nuscle; he winced. "Look, kid: Come wllingly,
fight now, or I'lIl put you to sleep on the spot and drag you." He glared at
her, but there was no real strength in his anger; his shoul ders sagged, the
fire went out of his eyes and he nodded. She fished in her trous pocket and
drew out a charmlike the one she and the others already wore. "Put this on
it'll keep you unnoticed until we can put sone distance between us and that
Duke's man. Unless you'd prefer to see how Vuhl em decides to pry infornmation
out of you?"

Kepron cl osed his eyes and swal |l owed hard. He drew the chain over his head

wi t hout further coment, stood quietly while Lialla slipped it under his shirt
and into place against his chest,

then let her lead himout the back way and into the dark

* * *

IT was very dark on the north shore of the Sea of Rhadaz. Chris and Ariadne
huddl ed under the edge of a low, crunbling stone bank, backs to a wave-pitted
boul der: It was hard on the skin and still unpleasantly danp from high tide,
but at least it partly blocked the erratic breeze comng fromthe east.

Ari adne | eaned bonel essly agai nst him her cheek on his chest, her wool cloak
wr apped around both of them Chris had shed his halfway to shore when the
sodden wei ght became a serious problem There wasn't quite enough cloth to go
around, full as her cloak was and close as they sat, but at least it was good
wool , Chris thought, warm even when wet. G ve or take that damed w nd.
Ariadne's icy little fingers nmoved against his shirt, sending a chill right
through him "Here," he said softly. "Let me, okay?" To his surprise, she
simply nodded and let himtake both her hands between his so he could rub them
gently. "Hey. Worst is over, okay? You did real good out there."

Morent ary sil ence. She fetched a deep breath. "I nearly- drowned you."

"Nah. You did all the right things. Honest." She had, too, he thought
admringly: admitted early enough on that she was half frozen and conpletely
exhaust ed-whil e she was still capable of listening to him At his suggestion
she'd quietly rolled onto her back so he could tow her ashore. She'd been a
burden, small as she was, but she'd listened to him kept quiet, held her
breath as | ong as possible so she'd float better. "Good thing | swi mbest on
nmy back," he added lightly. She didn't need to know that was a lie, or how
near he'd been to total exhaustion by the tinme they hit the surf line. Ariadne
nmer el y nodded.

Her hands really were frigid and she was way too tense- fighting not to
trenble, he thought. Bad timng, all around.

He couldn't renmenber this stretch of coast, not coming into it fromout at sea
and in the dark. No |lights anywhere-but there'd never been much life al ong
this southern stretch of Rhadaz. | just hope we're past Disaster Central, and
that dammed Horde. Al she'd need is a good dose of Wirdies on Donkeys right
now. It figured they had to be well beyond the spot where their conpany had
been attacked four years earlier, though; the highlands cane down to the water
differently about there, making a steeper rise fromthe beach. Here, if either
of themcould work up the energy to nove, they'd be able to clinb right up
onto dry ground. Besides, that ship had been noving at a pretty good clip;
they'd be well past any point that far east. Yeah. So now what? he wondered

bl eakl y.

Anywhere al ong the shore was out, once day came-those guys could niss them any
time now and decide they were worth finding again. Wnder who has the hit out
on us-this time? And why? Revenge; on himfor know ng too nuch-on her from
Dupret. He disnmissed it; probably they'd find out, all too soon. The road-he
didn't really like the thought of wal king barefoot to Bez, however far it was.
Besi des, those guys could land in Bez, send mounted nmen back al ong the road.
Who do you dare trust? Soneone in guard uniformm ght be in Chuffles' pay, or
her dad's.

If he could find the telegraph line, pull the stunt like they used to in the
ol d westerns, where sonme guy clinbed a pole and sent a nessage- Sure. |f |



knew Morse code back hone, never mind what they' re using here. Don't even know
local for S.OS.

"Better," Ariadne nmunbl ed agai nst his chest. He let go of her hands; she
tucked them between her and him

"Sorry we can't have a fire," he said after alittle.

"I understand. It is all right."

"I"ve got Mer Khani matches in a waterproof tin, it's just we could be seen-"

"1 know. "
"Once it's light enough to see where we are, we'll find soneplace safer, out
of sight and I'll start one then, swear."

"All right." She didn't sound very interested-scary, he thought. She didn't
feel cold enough for hypotherm a-he didn't think

"If-" He hesitated. "If you can sleep, go ahead. I'Il keep you warmas | can
and 1'll watch."”

"Thank you," she whi spered. She slept alnpst at once; Chris settled hinself a
little better against their stone wi ndbreak and | ooked down at wildly tangled
hair-all he could see of her. He drew her closer; she murnured sonet hing and
snuggled into his warnth and, greatly daring, he | eaned down to kiss her
forehead; it was cold and tasted salty. Poor kid. If this was her old man's
doing, | swear he's toast, he promised hinmself grimy. I'"Il pull his card
nmysel f. He shifted cautiously, easing down the rock a little so they'd both be
nore confortable; something clattered on the stones. He freed a hand, felt
cautiously. The dagger he'd carried all the way to shore had eased its way
free of his belt. He grimaced, carefully felt for the hilt and noved it where
he woul dn't accidentally cut hinself if he fell asleep

Knives. He really disliked bl ades, any of themevery pocket knife he'd had as
a kid had left its scar on his fingers somewhere. Geat. | wind up with a girl
who's kinky for "em O at least, not afraid to use them At all. Wat she'd
said, back in that dark little cabin, about using her knife-it sounded as
goofy as Ernie's story about the sewing circle and terrorist society. Yeah
Then she went out and used it to cut that dude's throat, every bit as quietly
and efficiently as she'd said she coul d-oh, jeez. He

felt sick. WIIl | ever dare close nmy eyes around her?

* * *

"ARE you done yet?" Edrith inquired dryly. Enardi's tousled, danp head energed
froma thick drying cloth and he sighed happily.

"Clean, yes. And finally warm And-"

"And clad in short order, | hope," Edrith broke in. He was sitting on a | ow,
cushi oned bench that ran the I ength of one wall, watching as his friend drew a
clean shirt over his head. One leg jittered up and down as if it had a life of
its own.

"You worry too nuch, Eddie." Enardi reached for the trous Vey had brought from
Kamahl *s. ' The clothing only just got here, renenber? And everything that can
be done to find Chris is being done.™

"I-yeah. | know," Edrith said gloonmly. He ran his hands down cl ean, creased
trous that had cone from his |uggage, pressed down hard on his knees. The
motion in his right |leg stopped. "What-so what's next?"

"You know as much as I, my friend." Enardi snugged his belt and drew on the
heavi |l y enbroi dered vest, then sat down to wap his feet. "Once the Heir's

cl erks have statenents from Vey and Dija about what they saw, then they ask us
the sane things. And then we are taken to roonms for what is left of this

ni ght."

"Great." If anything, Edrith sounded even nore unhappy. "I hope they're better
than the last room| had here."

"I don't doubt they will be. You aren't unknown this tine, after all-"

"Yah. I'mstill in the nmdst of trouble, just like when Dahven's brothers' nen

caught up with us."
"Yes, and | ook how well that turned out-eventually." He bent over to draw on
his boots, cane up rather red-faced and short of breath. "There, you see?



Ready at last." Enardi bundled the still-danp and salt-stiffened cl ot hes
around his other boots and stuffed themin the bag atop Edrith's. "I think we
may | eave that here, for the noment. Come on. Back to that fire."

"You just go?"

"W both 'just' go, as the Heir said we should." Enardi gave his companion a
shove.

The hal |l way was dark and notably cool er than the bathi ng room had been
Edrith, who was in the |lead, canme to an abrupt stop and, when Enardi woul d
have passed him held out a warning arm Voices-soneone was shouting furiously
out there, and not Afronsan. Just ahead of them a wonman |eaned out of a
doorway and cane cautiously into the hall

Enardi edged around Edrith and quietly went toward her-it was Princess

Al essya, as he'd rather thought. As he came up, she turned and | ooked at him
bl ankly, then with recognition; she held a hand to her lips for silence and
noti oned himnearer. Al at once, the shouted words becane very clear

"Al cohol! Liquor sent to ny palace and to ny city estate! To think of |iquor
as a gift | would appreciate is terrible, but now!l learn fromyou that it is
additionally tainted by the yellow foreign drug! And why are such products
here at all? Because ny Heir has opened his arns so widely to these
foreigners, they now believe they can do whatever they choose!"

Enardi's eyes went wi de, and he hastily clapped both hands over his nmouth. The
Enper or!

Afronsan's even, quiet voice came in the ensuing silence. "My brother, please.
Let me explain to you the measures-"

"Measures." Shesseran spat the word; his voice rose to piercing. "Masures?
They dare seek my death, they plot against the House of Shesseran, and
you-what brilliant strategy have you, Afronsan? Tell ne, please, how you wll
appease these barbarians next!"

"They are not all barbaric, ny brother; even you have said so. | am doing al

| can to discover which nation, if any, is responsible-"

"Whi ch? What does it matter if it is these arrogant English or the brash Mer
Khani - or the French, the Lasanachi, or all of themtogether? The thing is
done! | warned you, Afronsan! This is what conmes of throw ng our borders open
and letting such peoples conme into Rhadaz with whatever things they wi sh!"
"My brother, you know they don't-"

"Ah? No? And what of this yell ow drug? And these weapons-guns? You tell them
no, but so softly they do not even pretend to hear you! But you do not care
what is brought here to ruin our peoples and our way of life, do you? So |ong
as you obtain nore of these foreign nechanical playthings-"

"My brother-"

"Silence! | amnot finished!'" Shesseran's voice echoed down the hall;
Afronsan's | ady sagged into the wall, and Enardi caught hold of her shoul ders.
"You will only tell ne again how useful these things are, as you al ways do,
but this time | will not hear your excuses! For five hundred years, we have

managed our affairs as did our fathers before us, and we have renmai ned a
strong peopl e because of it! Wiy is there now need for change? The foreigners
are blinding you to common sense, Afronsan!" Silence. Wen the Enperor next
spoke, his voice was under control, but not by much; it was still high and
peevish. "Well, there will be a return to common sense here; | can see where
nmy hand is needed, to gui de Rhadaz back into the proper ways. You will return
to your papers and your clerks in the norning, brother, and you will refrain
frommeddling in any other affairs whatsoever, if you know what is good for
you. | will deal with this crisis at once-as you should have done | ong before
now " Silence again, broken by the sound of nmen crossing the roomand the | oud
sl am of the outer door.

Enardi cast a worried | ook over his shoul der; Eddie was all round eyes and
saggi ng jaw. Al essya stirred, squared her shoul ders determ nedly and Enard

| et her go. She gave hima brief smle and a | owrmurmured "Thank you, " then
wal ked into the main room Enardi heard the Heir-or would he remain Heir,



still?-sigh heavily. A very |owvoiced conversation which he caught none of.
Edrith tugged at his sleeve urgently, and he felt his face warm eavesdroppi ng,
and on the Enperor, by all the gods at once. He began backing away, letting
Edrith pull himalong. But Afronsan's voice stopped them "M young friends-?"
And then Al essya was in the doorway, urgently beckoning them Afronsan was
paci ng the roomw th | ong-egged, nervous strides; he stopped as the two
younger nen hovered uncertainly in the entry. "I amsorry you were party to
that." He managed a smile, but his eyes were worried indeed.

Enardi shook his head. "Sir-"

"Never mind." Afronsan resumed pacing. "Well. This is- unfortunate. And this
time, it may be a while before | can persuade himto sense; he's threatened
lately that he'd close the borders and | fear he may try that this tine; close
t he borders, shut down the harbors- W don't dare let himfind you in

Podhr u-si nce you actively deal with the foreigners."

Enardi shook his head; he'd gone quite pale. "Sir, please, we'll |eave at
once."

"No-wait. Let me provide a way out of the city for you. And let nme think for a
few nonents how best to arrange matters so | don't |ose contact with either of
you. Particularly if he does seal the ports."” He crossed to one of the chairs
near the fire and threw hinself into it, stared at the toes of his low, soft
house boots for sone time. Al essya went back down the hall and Enardi heard a
di stant door close behind her. He and Edrith renai ned where they were,

anxi ously watching the older man as his |lips nmoved and he held up a hand and
began turning fingers down one at a time. He sighed, got back to his feet.
"Well, his timng isn't good, but | did partly expect it, so it could be
worse. Even if he decides to block all the ports, order foreign ships out and
confine any Rhadazi who's involved in foreign trade, he won't achieve that
tonight: | doubt he'll begin before tonorrow, if then. Wich gives us tinme-"
The Heir's voice trailed off; he shook hinself and addressed his conpani ons.
"I"'msorry; discussing the matter with nyself. W know there were nen after
you tonight; they may still be |ooking. So | suggest both of you and your two
friends remain here as nmy guests for what is left of the night, get as nuch
rest as possible."” Edrith opened his

mout h, close it again. "Tonorrow we may have news about Chris and his |ady,
and I'lIl have somet hing arranged to get you safely out of Podhru. Fahlia, |

t hi nk, would be best. Al essya's father would shelter you."

He | ooked up; Enardi managed a smle and inclined his head. "Sir. O course
we'll do as you suggest. And | truly appreciate your aid just now, with
everything el se on your nind-"

"Everyt hing? Ah, yes." Afronsan sighed faintly; he | ooked extrenely tired al
at once. "Well, mny brother can be reasonable if | approach himat the right
monent." He got to his feet, pulled the bell-rope and, when one of the
servants opened the outer door, added, "Your friends should be waiting for
you. Go, sleep if you can; I'lIl send word in the norning."

The door cl osed behind them Afronsan ran ink-stained fingers through his hair
and col |l apsed into the chair once nore. Tired-/ could sleep for the next ful
day, and still wake tired. Well, there wasn't time for sleep just yet. There
wer e nessages which needed to reach certain ears in Bez and Si kkre, and down
in Fahlia. In case ny brother decides the tel egraph nmust go even before he

cl oses the borders.

One couldn't blame the old man, really; he nust have been affronted to his
very soul by that brandy. But whoever sent it to himwll owe ne for what he's
done.

Chapter 13

Chris came awake with a start and bit back a groan as outraged nuscl es



protested. He'd managed sone sleep after all: Last thing he'd renenbered was a
very dark night sky and nowwell, the boulder at his back fortunately shaded
them from what seenmed to his aching head an excessively bright early sun

Ari adne had slipped down during the past hours and now slept with her head on
his leg; her fingers still clutched his sleeve.

He shifted very slowy, flexed his arnms, rotated his shoul ders. Leave the |egs
out of it for now, let the poor kid sleep while she can; bet she won't fee
much better than | do. At |east she wouldn't have the headache he did; a night
propped agai nst a danp rock hadn't hel ped anythi ng. Hope the guy she took out
last night is the one who cl obbered nme, he thought sourly. Everything else
ached, just not as bad as his head at the nonent. He cautiously flexed his
fingers-they felt like fat sausages. Start a fire with those-sure. Ariadne
stirred, nunbled sonething, and shifted slightly under the cloak. He thought
she still slept- decided not to lift the cloak to check on her. That would | et
light and cold air in, and she was surely warner down there than he was at the
nmonent; there was a thin haze of fog on the water and the air definitely felt
foggish. At least there wasn't any breeze off the water yet. Small favors.

He eased his free armout of the thick wool and tried to work the nuscles at
the base of his neck. After a few mnutes, his left fingers alnost felt |ike
they were his again and he could turn his head enough to | ook north, toward
where the road nust be. It was higher and farther away than he'd thought | ast
night: He couldn't see the tel egraph poles, like he'd hoped. The shore was a
fairly narrow strip of sand here; there wasn't much of a dry space between the
| edge and the high-tide nmark. Hope there isn't a super high tide today. He
couldn't begin to renenber when high tide would cone, but a neap tide would
take a dark moon, and that was several days away. More small favors. Gosh.
Still massaging his neck, he tilted his head back and began studying the

hi gher ground.

e Ariadne stirred; her grip tightened on his sleeve. She groaned very softly
and began flailing at the cloak. Chris found the | ong seam and nurnured,
"Watch your eyes, lady, it's bright out here. Cool, too."

"Watch ny-? Ah. | understand." Her hand cane down hard on his thigh as she
pushed herself to sitting; Chris closed his eyes and fastened his teeth in his
lower lip. The whole leg felt bruised, her hand |ike an iron bar. Thought you
were in shape, guy. Ariadne's wildly tousled head broke free of the dark, danp
wool ; she shoved the tangl ed mass out of her face, two-handed, then snatched
the cl oak cl ose around her chin. "D eu, what cold!" In the early light, she

| ooked haggard; the corners of her mouth dragged. "A-you said there could be a
fire?" She sounded wi stful

"Yeah. Said that, didn't 1?" He managed a smile. "W oughta get off this
beach, anyway, we won't look like part of this rock once the sun gets a little
hi gher. Besides, | can't begin to figure out where we are fromdown here." He
eased onto his knees, closed his eyes as his left foot tried to cranp. \Wen he
opened t hem agai n, Ariadne was studying him and he thought she | ooked
worried. "Little stiff," he adnmitted ruefully. "Nothing much."

"As you say," she replied. She didn't |ook convinced, though; and when he
tried to ease his way fromunder her cloak, she gripped his arm and shook her
head.

"You are still wet and it is terrible cold outside; we will manage this
t oget her. "
"Yeah-wel |, know what? | sure won't argue with you on that one." In fact, it

took both of them hel ping each other to get onto their feet, and it was
several long minutes before Chris | ocated a place on the bank behind them | ow
enough that he could scramble up it; he had to lift her. Ariadne huddl ed
against himfor warnth as he turned to survey the | and around them

"There is nothing here," she whispered. "Nothing at all."

"Ch, it's not quite so bad as that," Chris replied easily. "There aren't any
villages, but | knew that already. There are plenty of streams al ong here, so
we'll find water. And I'mnot great at it, but my nomdid teach ne a little
about how to forage, so maybe | can find us a little sonething to eat." Maybe



Ariadne was trenbling; he wapped his arm around her shoul ders and pul |l ed her
closer. "We'll be all right. Let's get you a fire, that'll help. OCkay?"
Sonehow at the nonent, he couldn't feel too down: Unless he was very m staken
they were much closer to Bez than he had noped-not that many nmiles fromthe
pl ace Aletto's conpany had canped four years earlier, waiting for Casimaffi's
ship to take themto Podhru. He'd know better once they got up to the road.
That woul d have to wait, of course, until they had a chance to get dried
out-and warm But there were a couple of dead-1ooking trees, not too far away
or too nuch of a clinb even for a couple of gruesonely stiff people. Small
stuff that would nake a quick, hot fire.

It wasn't at all easy wal king uphill together over rough, uneven ground and

| oose rock; Chris's wet trousers were chafing his |l egs and while the cl oak was
no | onger actually dripping, it was heavy and unconfortable. But the sun felt
war m agai nst his back, the sky was clear, and just beyond the trees he'd

pi cked out, the ground leveled off and in a couple of places dropped into
shal | ow hol | ows.

He left Ariadne in the nost sheltered of these, clearing a place for a small
fire; he'd have left the cloak with her but she turned stubborn for the first
time since they'd left the Wndsong so abruptly. "I am bel ow any wi nd here;
you need it to hide your shirt and hands fromsight. If that ship comes back-"
"Yeah. 1'd draw themright to us. Good idea." He drew the thick fabric close.
"I won't be long, it really can't be nuch of a fire, you know. "

"I know. Go."

The wood he found was tinder-dry, and what little snmoke it rmade drifted north
and flattened out alnost at once. "Ckay," Chris said as he knelt next to her
and held out one wing of cloak. She edged back under it and sat cross-I|egged,
hands outstretched to briskly crackling warnth. "Let's see how dry we can get
first. After that, | can clinb a ways, see how close the road is, see if |
can't figure out how far we are from anywhere safe."

Ariadne | aughed grimy. "Yes. Safe. There is such a place?"

"Wl | -hey. Yesterday, |I'd have said the Enperor's city. Today-all the sane, |
know people in Bez | really, truly would trust with my life. If we can get to

them we'll be fine. Now," he sighed faintly, eased hinmself down onto his
backsi de and pushed his feet toward heat. "Wal king night be a problem both of
us wthout shoes and all-1 nean, mny feet are tough-"

"I have gone enough places w thout shoes that ny feet will manage."

Manage. Wat she said about swi mm ng. And high places. Well, she wasn't as
heavy as Robyn; if need be, he could always carry her. "Well, then," he said

aloud. "Once | figure out where we are, water's the next thing." "Yes,"
Ariadne replied sinply.

Chris | ooked down at her; he felt a sudden surge of pride. "You know you
really are amazing."

She shook her head, glanced up at himand quickly away. "No. |-one does what
one has to do."

"Well, sure. You know that, and so do |I. But npst people do a | ot of whining
about it in the neantime-ah, conpl aining."

"Ch. Well, but-what good does the conplaining do, if it does not make things
different?" She shook out the hem of her skirt, balanced it across her knees.
The [ ong Mer Khani machi ne-knitted stockings were torn in several places, and
she made a vexed noi se over them then sighed. "Well, | could not wear themto
wal k in without the shoes. Turn away your head." Chris turned his head as
ordered; his face felt rather warm Fabric rustled; her el bow caught himin
the hip. "There-Men." The ruined stockings lay in a wad between her feet, and
her legs were bared to the knees-coppery brown, as though her shins got nore
sun than her face.

Don't stare. Don't even | ook |like you want to touch, Chris rem nded hinself.
Ariadne gave him a quick, sidelong glance, let the skirt down a few inches,
and edged her feet nearer the fire. The silence stretched for sonme tine,
broken only by the crackle of fire, or the snap of a branch as Chris broke

| arger sticks across his knee. The sun noved toward midday, warming the little



holl ow to the point that Chris was able to spread the cl oak across two
medi um si zed stones at the back side of the hollow He turned for another | ook
out to sea: no sails in sight anywhere. He turned around so the sun and fire
could dry the back of his shirt "You also," Ariadne said suddenly. "You do
not - - whi ne? conpl ai n about things." He turned his head cautiously, net her
eyes. "There is blood on your neck, a little fromyour hair. You were hit that
hard, |ast night?"

He reached back carefully; his fingers canme away red. "Didn't know But it
felt like he broke my head in two, quite honestly."

She edged over to kneel in front of him gazed into his eyes anxiously, then
held up a hand. "How many fingers are there?"

He bit back a smile. "Four fingers and a thunmb, ny name's Christopher Robin
Cray, you're Ariadne Dupret, and it's the day after the Enperor's birthday,
whi ch nakes it-"

She laid the fingers over his nmouth, silencing him and shook her head.
"Ariadne Cray. My wetched father, he is Dupret. Let ne see where that
canaill e broke open your head."

"Look careful," he warned. "And don't touch."

"Do not touch. Hurts like hell, okay?"

"I do not touch," Ariadne replied, alittle stiffly. He could feel her breath
stirring the hair at the base of his neck and he bit his |lip; but she was as
good as her word. "It is a swelling and a cut, but not so bad as | thought-I
think it is not. Your eyes are normal, anyway."

"Yeah. Renenber how far | swamlast night with that; it can't be as bad as it
feels.”

"Perhaps. Wth water, | could clean it at least."
"Yeah. Well, leave it alone for now, please; | have a nasty headache but | can
manage. He didn't crack ny skull in half, and :: won't turn green and gross

before we reach Bez."

"Only so long as you swear | can tend it then," Ariadne said flatly.

"Well - you or soneone with the stuff to clean it up. I'mnot gonna go around
with a headache like this any |onger than | have to. Trust ne, okay?"

"Trust-" Ariadne stopped, considered this, then suddenly |aughed. But Chris
couldn't find out what she thought was so amusing.

The sun was hi gh when he kicked dirt over the |ast coals and checked for stray
enbers. Ariadne stuffed the tattered stockings in one of the skirt's deep
pockets and began pi cking her way up the bank. Chris joined her a noment

later, then led the way uphill. The ground flattened out not far ahead. "Hey.
Look there- telegraph poles, and road." He turned to help her; she waved him
"Go. See if you can tell where we are. | amfollow ng." But

as he turned back to start clinmbing again, Ariadne tugged urgently at his
trouser leg and pointed east. "There-that way! | hear horses-"

Chris dropped down, bringing her with him "Ch, hell, my damed | uck! Well,
but they could be-" She shushed hi mvigorously.

The road bent away fromthe sea and ran down a hill to the east, making it

i npossible to see anything; Chris could now al so hear horses-several of them
comng at a wal k. Resting, or |ooking for soneone? He eased up cauti ously,
ducked back down as the first rider came around the bend; a nonent |ater, he

i gnored Ariadne's fingers on his sleeve and edged up to | ook once again. At

| east a dozen of them he thought-and two wore the distinctive red and gol d of

t he Podhru guard. "Ckay," he whispered. "I think they're all right. You wait
here and I"11]-"
"You are not certain? What am| in this place without you?" Ariadne demanded

inalow furious voice. "1 go also."

He couldn't really argue with that; she wouldn't stand a chance out here on
her own. He hesitated. The lead rider, a dark-haired man in plain brown riding
| eathers, reined in not far fromthemand stood in his stirrups, then turned
and held up a hand. "We'd better walk themall the way to water; it's been a
long night." H's voice was resonant, carrying-unforgettable. Chris was on his



feet and hal fway up the slope before Ariadne could react.

Soneone on the road shouted; the lead rider turned, then disnmounted as Chris
cane onto the road. Ariadne clinbed up the bank and stunbl ed; one of the nen

| eaped fromhis horse and ran to steady her. Chris turned to give her a nod
and a reassuring snle, then held out a hand to the lead rider. "I don't know
your name, but you're Afronsan's man, | saw you in his office two days ago,
renmenber ? You cannot believe how glad we are to see you."

The Heir's man gripped his hand. "It is the nerchant Cray, isn't it? | am

H wan. W were told to watch for any-any sign of you." He glanced in Ariadne's
direction and prudently |l owered his voice. '"W didn't expect to find you
anywhere along here, let alone alive. Can you ride? The Heir sent urgent
nmessages for Bezjeriad and also there is word for you."

"We can ride," Ariadne said. The guard had brought her up; Chris wapped an
arm around her shoul ders.

"Right," Chris said. "If you were trying to catch that ship- Wndsong, by the
way-good luck; it's |long gone. W swam ashore | ast night-hours ago. O course,
they m ght conme back to | ook for us, you never know "

"W ndsong-you are certain?" He glanced at Ariadne, who nodded firmy, then
turned and | ooked over his conmpany. "You and you-you've good eyes. Stay here,
watch for activity out there or on the road, keep hidden. I'll send fresh
mount s back for you once we reach the city." Chris managed sonehow to pul
hinself into the saddle wi thout aid; he wasn't certain he could stay there for
very long if H wan set a fast pace. Ariadne let herself be hel ped up, tucked
her skirts deftly between bare | egs and saddl e, and kneed the aninmal forward
so she was next to Chris. H wan remounted and | ed the conpany up the road,
still at a wal k.

"We'| | get you to Bezjeriad, sir, but it won't be quick, I'mafraid."

"I't's quicker and easier than barefoot on this road," Chris said.

"Mmm There's nowhere to change horses along this road, and these have cone
all the way from Podhru." He freed a water bottle and passed it over to Chris;
one of the other riders handed his bottle to Ariadne. "And there's no food,
just water. Plenty of that, though.”

"Water is enough for now, " Ariadne said; she drank, then pulled a wad of
handker chi ef from her pocket and wet a corner to blot her lips with.

"Water's wonderful ." Chris took a long swallow "All right. Wy don't you give
me your nessages, then we can tell you what went on last night."

It took nost of the nmorning; the Bezjeriad end of the tel egraph was in sight
by the time he finished. H wan sent three of his men into Bez with the Heir's
nmessages for Duke Lehzin and to get fresh horses for the men | eft behind.

"Wat ch your backs, and don't be distracted or put off short of Lehzin
hinself!" A fourth man went with themto carry a nmessage fromChris to
Fedthyr. "We'll wait here," H wan added, "to guard the tel egraph until Lehzin
sends extra guards; also in case there is any reason whatever why the nerchant
and his lady will not be safe in Bez." He |ooked at Chris, who was al ready
easing himself stiffly fromthe saddle.

"Yah," he munbled. "What |'d give for a hot tub right now" Ariadne slid to
the ground, clung to the stirrup to hold herself upright, then tottered into
Chris, who wapped both arns around her. "C non, |ady. W got a warm pl ace
here to sit down for a while, and | got a nice long wire to send."

* * *

THE second-floor hall of Duke's Fort was unusually quiet for mnidnorning;
Gyrdan cane up the broad steps two at a tine and tapped at the door to the
Duke's apartments, pressed inpatiently past Aletto' s man when he woul d have
hel d the door to a crack. "Move; |'ve nmessages for your naster."

"Gyr?" Aletto sounded groggy; Zepi ko pushed his way around Gyrdan and the bed
to help the Duke sit up and shoved pill ows behind his back. "Any-anything at
al | ?"

"News," Gyrdan said; he held up a sheaf of messages. "Nothing particularly
good, though." He eyed Aletto critically: The younger man's eyes were

red-ri med, as though he hadn't slept properly and he was clearly in pain.



"The tel egraph is operational at our end, but it nust be down el sewhere; your
man says he can't raise Sikkre or the Podhru station. The-" He hesitated, drew
a deep breath and said rapidly, "The lady's carriage hasn't been found, but ny
man rode well down the road toward Sikkre and he says there's no sign of
tracks that way."

Aletto shook his head. "I don't understand. She can't have gone-where could
she go? There's no other road going west from Sehfi that a carriage could
travel . "

"I know, ny Duke. | gave him sone extra nmen and sent him back out a short
whil e ago. They'll find her. Don't worry, sir," he added. "There's bound to be
a sensi bl e explanation."

"OfF course," Aletto replied; Gyrdan wasn't convinced, and he didn't think he'd
convinced Aletto. He set the pile of nmessages on the bed. "There's nothing
urgent in these, I"'mtold."

" Good. " i

"One |l ast thing, though: You renenmber | told you last night we took two nen
and a quantity of Zero, up near the Cornekkan border?"

Aletto shook his head. "Can't renenber, Gyr. |I'msorry."

"Not surprising, sir. W still haven't |earned anything fromthem but |I've
got nen working on the problem Thing is-I'mcertain they' re Vuhlems nmen."
"Vuhlem s-" Aletto sighed, briefly closed his eyes. "It doesn't surprise ne;
you saw the message ny sister sent, didn't you? She says he's behind the Zero
com ng into Rhadaz; she was hoping to |l earn where he got it."

Grl's mad, Gyrdan thought, but he kept the thought to himself. She hadn't

listened to him either. "I'msure she's right," he said grimy. "But we'll
get proof."

"Good. Let me know." Aletto's man handed himwater; he drank thirstily and | et
the man ease himback down flat. "lI'msorry, Gyr; |I'mnot nmuch conpany at the
nmonent . "

"Anyone can see you're hurting, sir. | haven't anything el se at the nonment
anyway- but you'll know as soon as | do." Aletto nmerely nodded and waved a

di sm ssive hand; his eyes were dosed, and Gyrdan thought he was al ready half
asleep. He let Hinself quietly out of the apartnent and went back down to the
barracks. Better make certain, he thought, that those boys were doing a proper
job of questioning Vuhlem s nmessengers.

Down the hal lway, a door latch clicked, very quietly; the par-Duchess |eaned
out and gl anced warily up and down the hall. She ducked back into her
apartments, emerged nonments later with a small bundl e wapped in bl ack
scarves. She hesitated in the doorway: Aletto's man was on his way across the
hall, down the main stairs; he was pulling a thick cloak around his shoul ders.
She watched his head until it was out of sight, then wal ked qui ckly down the
hal | and tapped on the door of the Ducal apartments, let herself in and cl osed
t he door behind her.

Aletto stirred, opened his eyes. "MnMther?" They said you were hurt, | ast
night." She set her bundle in one of the chairs by the fire and cane across to
him Her face was very pale, and at the nonent the resenbl ance between nother
and son was quite strong. Lizelle's lip trenbled. "You shoul d have sent for
ne."

"I-didn't want to worry you, Mdther."

Li zel | e nanaged a watery smle. "You mean, you thought | wouldn't come, after

yesterday. |1-" She turned away, clutched her hands hard agai nst her breast.
"I"'mnot certain how well | can Weld, any nore-1 was never much good at
healing. But once it's dark, if you like, I can-1'll try to help you."

"Thank you, Mther." Does it hurt-nmuch?"

"It hurts. The healer left a powder, it makes ne sl eepy but doesn't seemto
hel p ot herw se. "

I-" Lizelle caught her breath, swallowed |oudly.

Mot her ?"

"Never mind. | heard about the quarrel-last night. The boy- Amarni -?"
Aletto groaned. "I didn't knowbut I'd never have left it at that-"



"I heard what you said. The whol e househol d knows, of course.”

"CGods," Aletto nurnured feelingly.

"You know there aren't any secrets fromthe household, Aletto. But when |
heard what you said to her-that it was her fault-"

"I never neant it; | would ve taken it back-ah, what use?"

"No, listen. Please." Lizelle turned back to face him "I should have told
you-a long tinme ago. It didn't seeminportant. It's- you can't just inherit
that kind of-of talent fromone parent. However Robyn had it, at |east-we
can't." She hesitated; her hands seened to have a life of their own, knotting
and unknotting. Aletto stared at them seeningly fascinated. "Your father was
able to shift, he had the talent but he chose never to use it. It was there,
all the sanme. It's-that was why Light took himthe way it did; it responded to
the talent, not just to a man falling into it. You have that because of him
and so does Lialla, of course. It's why she Welds-the way she does. And
because of you and Robyn, your children-" Her voice faded to nothing. Aletto's
eyes were closed, his face so expressionl ess he m ght have been sl eeping or
dead, but a single tear beaded his |lashes. Lizelle turned away and bit her

lip. "I"'mA etto, I"'msorry. There just-there was never a reason to tell you
before; it didn't seemlikely you d-that you would marry or get children. And
t hen, of course, | didn't know about Robyn- Ch, son, please don't-" She drew a

shuddering breath, crossed to the bed and sat on the edge, took his head

bet ween her hands and held him Aletto | eaned agai nst her for sone nonents,

t hen pushed away; his eyes were red. "You're in pain, | shouldn't have-"
"It's all right. | can bear the pain, I'mgood at it. This thing-" He sighed,
very faintly. "I don't think I can bear this. | don't know where she went,
what she's thinking-she nmay never know | was trying to conme after her, to
apol ogi ze-!"

"Shhh. She knows you, Aletto; she'll realize when she begins to think
properly. Your Robyn isn't the sort to hold a grudge, and you know she | oves
you. She's probably on her way back, she and the babes.™

"I-yes. Well-" He shifted, gasped and |lost color alarmngly. Lizelle caught
hold of his arm "Let me-1 can get you sonething, ease the pain-"

She stopped; his lip was caught between his teeth and his face haggard but his
eyes narrowed. "The stuff you use? Your Zero Robyn warned ne you mght-"

"M ght what? Try to help you?" 'Modther, you've ruined yourself with it-"

"Aletto, no! | need it-!" She closed her eyes; her shoul ders sagged. "I'm
sorry. | didn't mean to-never mnd. But | would never offer you-that. It's-I
brought you a bottle-"

Aletto sighed. "I don't drink, either; you know that, Mther"

She shook her head, held up a hand. "Please-let me finish? This isn't--it's
not what you think. It came yesterday, early, a gift fromthe Enperor and his
Heir, for the Duke's house, to cel ebrate Shesseran's birthday." She crossed

the room cane back with the bundl e of scarves and unwapped a small, finely
bl own gl ass bottle. "This is yours, the box came to me, a bottle and one for
you, there's a card, somewhere. |I-1 had a little last night to toast
Shesseran's health, like the card asked-just a swallow or two. Aletto, you

know | don't believe in drink! This isn't wine, it's like fruit and then it
fires the throat, warm ng and soothing all at once-" Her voice faded away.

He took the bottle she pressed into his hands, turned it over and frowned at
it and then at her. "I can't drink, Mther-1 don't dare, you know that."

Li zell e sighed. "You've told nme so nany times how you and Robyn won't any
more. As if you couldn't control yourself, son! But-1 told you yesterday how
nmy back hurts so | can't even stand some nornings? Well, that one swall ow of
this last night- the pain was gone conpletely, and it wasn't anywhere as bad
this nmorning."

"Ch. Mother-!"

It's true!" she snapped; her face softened; she laid one trem ng, cool hand
agai nst his cheek. "My poor son, don't you relize what it does to ne to see
you in such pain? This isn't like the wine you used to drink, you could never
drink this like wine. You'r Amarni's son, Aletto; | know you're stronger than



Robyn thinks But | wouldn't have brought this to you just to drink. Only
because it hel ped me, and | thought-"

"I know. It's all right, Mther."

"It's not all right. At least try this, please. For ny sake." She stepped
back. Aletto shook his head and tried to hand the bottle to her but she backed
away, scooped up her scarves and wal ked towards the door. "I'Il cone back
after dark-to see if | can Weld for you. Keep that, please, son. Just-you

m ght change your mnd. Keep it, in case you do."

He want ed not hing nore, suddenly, than to be rid of her-her raddl ed,
dragged-down face, her anxieties. Her drugs, which set Robyn and ne at each
other last night in the first place. "All right, Mther. Leave it here; 1'Il
think about it." He set it on the chair Zepi ko had left next to the bed and
managed a smile for her. "There-better?" She blew hima kiss and left.

The smile slipped. Amarni, his father, a shapeshifteri It sounded utterly
unreal . But Robyn: He drove his hands through his hair, fell back on the
pillows and stared at the ceiling. Were was she? Wat was she thinking? She
must hate him to take the children and just-go. "\Werever she is, | can't do
anything about it-1 can't even nove fromthis blasted bed!"

She coul d' ve gone to Sikkre-Gyrdan's man coul d be wrong about the cart tracks.
She had to have gone that way; where else is there? Back to her own world? She
couldn't-he didn't think so, at |east, but just now he was m serabl e enough
for anything awful to seemlikely.

He shifted; his ankle throbbed ferociously fromjust that tiny nmovenent. "Ah,
hells." He hadn't felt a nood this low or this black since the afternoon Jadek
beat himin front of half the household and old Merrida. Mother's magic
potion-but it might work. Better than that nmess of the healer's. | could try
it, | suppose. It's some kind of strong drink, if it's a toast for the fete,
but just one couldn't hurt. He turned his head, eyed the bottle. Swall owed and
made hinself | ook away fromit. A nonment later, he was staring at it again.
Such a small bottle. The Heir knew he didn't drink and why; Shesseran didn't
hold with wine or anything like it. They'd never have sent ne this if it-if |
coul d- The thought trailed off; too much effort to think it through

He coul d renove the wax and the cork, see howit snelled. If it was w ne,

wel |, he'd recork it and have Zepi ko di spose of it right away. Somehow, he was
cautiously halfway on his side, the bottle in his hands, the English seal a
shattered pile of red wax on the edge of his covers. The cork- He drew a deep
st eadyi ng breath, glanced toward the door as footsteps neared. They went on
by; not his man, then. O Gyrdan.

It wasn't wine; it snmelled |ike wonderfully ripe peaches, something el se that
stung his eyes and warned his nostrils, and then his throat. Just a taste-a
swal  ow. Well, perhaps a second. He sat very still, assessing the stuff as it
slid down his throat and warned his belly, then snmiled faintly and closed his
eyes as he brought the bottle up again. H s nother was only partly right; he
could still feel that ankle, but he didn't really care any |l onger. Warnth
wrapped him a surge of euphoria: He didn't need them any of them He could
do anything, he, hinself. As for Robyn- "Ahhh-to hell with all of them" he

| aughed, and took a third, very deep, swallow
* * *

Alittle light trickled through thick, dust-laden drapes-just enough that
Robyn coul d make out the size and shape of the room where she'd wakened hours
before, and the boy who held a spoon to her lips. The room was an ugly,
utilitarian block w thout furnishings except the rug she sat on. The boy was
younger than her Chris, and visibly scared half silly. Trying to tough his way
t hrough. Robyn shifted her weight carefully, tried the bonds that held her
wrists behind her, and the boy drew back at once, "Sit still,"” he ordered
flatly, "or-or 1'll go and | eave you to starve!"

"Al'l right." She spoke cal my, soothingly-keep themrel axed, make themt hi nk
of you as a friend. She'd read that somewhere, or seen it on TV. Get themto
identify with you. "I can't harmyou, not like this." She drank broth fromthe
spoon. "I'm awfully thirsty," she said finally, tentatively. The boy set the



spoon down and held up a cup. She tested the contents cautiously-it was water,
nothing nore so far as she could tell, at least. "Thank you. That helps a lot.
My-can you tell ne if ny children are all right?"

For a long, frightening noment she thought he woul dn't answer. Maybe he had a
reason he couldn't say-? But he set the cup aside, glanced at her, away again,
finally nodded once, curtly.

"Can | see then®?"

"I-" He bit his lip, bent down to pick up the soup spoon again. "I don't
know," he said finally and Robyn thought he sounded very unhappy about it.
"They didn't say."

They. She thought about this as he fed her the rest of the broth. "They" could
be a ot of people, just like "here" could be al nbst anywhere. He gathered up
the enpty soup plate and the spoon, got to his feet. Robyn swall owed the | ast
of her pride. "Before you go-um Al that liquid, you know? | need a toilet."
He really was young, she thought, and the thought anused her: Even in the dark
little room she could see himflush bright red. He set the plate down once
nore, eyed her warily.

"You swear you won't-try to escape?"

"I don't see how !l could," Robyn replied frankly. "Do you?"

He stood motionless, considering this, apparently; finally, he wal ked behi nd
her and knelt to untie her wists. As she drew her arns in front of her and
began massagi ng her hands, he ski pped back, gathered up the enpty vessels and
was at the door in one swift novenent.

"There is a privy, there-" He indicated with a nod, shifted the cup and plate
to one hand and backed toward the door.- "If you take off the chain, they'l
b-beat nme-but they'Il kill you." A nonent |ater, he was gone, the door shut
hard behi nd him Robyn caught the unm stakable click of a latch

The privy was where he said. It was nusty, as if the sanitation hadn't been
kept up any nore than the dusting had. She didn't think this place had been in
use for sonme time. "W have to be close to the fort, but where?" No answer.
We: Were the children here al so? She had no way of telling. She tugged at the
chain around her throat, at the bit of silver which hung fromit. Take if

of f-she wasn't sure she believed the boy. But she wasn't goi ng anywhere

wi thout lana and Amarni. * * *

I N Podhru, the streets were quiet at this hour before sunset; signs of the
previous night's cel ebration were everywhere. Fog shrouded the harbor, where
one of Afronsan's nen was questioning the harbornmaster again.

Beyond the gates of the city, there was little novenent; along the
Podhr u- Si kkre road which paralleled the nearly conpleted tel egraph line, a

| one man rode toward the Thukar's city at a gallop: Vey had |eft everything
behi nd, including his change of clothes and the spare horses, accepting
instead the | oan of Afronsan's fastest mare and a |light saddle. He carried
not hi ng but his own weight and a thin nmessage pouch personally handed to him
by the Heir at midday. As the |ight faded, he crouched | ow on the mare's neck
and cal cul ated di stance: There were two places along the road he'd be able to
change horses, thanks to the Heir's badge; he woul d need both changes and the
luck of every god available, if he was to reach Sikkre by m dday the next day.

In the civil service building, the man who was still the Enperor's Heir sat in
the growi ng dark, a cup of cold coffee forgotten between his hands as he
consi dered the situation: Shesseran was still furious; he hadn't yet

di sinherited his brother, but he'd already sent orders to imediately cl ose
all ports to outside vessels and expel foreigners; Afronsan suspected ot her
orders had gone al so, to keep Rhadazi ships in port when they came home, and
possibly to make certain arrests-the nerchant Cray certainly among any such
nmen taken

But Shesseran had agreed to | eave the tel egraph al one. Thanks to the wire,
Afronsan already knew Chris Cray and his lady were still alive-that Lehzin had
bl ocked the isthnmus but too | ate; Wmsong was | ong gone. Casinmaffi woul d again
say he'd been used, of course-if anyone dared confront him

Vuhl em Afronsan considered the nmessage received several days back fromthe



Thukara, passing on word fromthe sinduchess Lialla. He personally didn't
doubt Vuhl em was using the foreigners for his own end, and that he woul dn't
scrupl e at drugs. But Shesseran-he and Vuhl em had school ed together; the
Enperor woul dn't hear a word against his old friend.

The Heir al so knew Vuhl em Vuhl em was one of those col dbl ooded men who saw
only his own wants and the qui ckest path to achieve them But to join in a
plot to take over all Rhadaz? Afronsan coul dn't decide, and he still had no
real proof against she man. Nothing short of utterly solid proof would

convi nce Shesseran

Afronsan set aside his co;d coffee and lit the lanmp, found a pad of paper
There were nessages to go out at once-|est Shesseran change his mind about the
t el egraph before norning.

To the Thukara-yes; that young guardsman of the Thukar's had nost of them but
he had a little nore to tell her. To Lehzin; another the tel egraph office
could pass on to young M. Cray and his lady. He could only hope the Bez Duke
appreciated all he'd done to inprove outside trade, that he'd help the Heir in
this tour-to a certain point, at least. And getting M. Cray and his |ady out
of Rhadaz, across the isthnus and safely on their way to Fahlia, wasn't much.
Al essya's brother the Duke could send them on south; the Gallic railway
abutted his Duchy.

He' d have to send the rest of CEE-Tech away within the hour; Fahlia could help
them al so. If Shesseran had been aware of their presence earlier, there'd
have been a true disaster-but he hadn't hern. And no one on the Heir's staff
would tell him

"My poor brother," Afronsan nmurnured as he finished yet another nessage and
blotted it. Shesseran had been one of the finest Enperors Rhadaz ever had. But
he was growing old, and ill, and so set in his exceedingly strange ways he was
easy play for the foreigners: Look how he played into the hands of those who
dealt the drug Zero by closing the ports! Rhadaz surely would have allies
anong the foreigners-either against any who would take over a |l and the size of
Rhadaz, or sinply those who fought the drugs. |If Shesseran seal ed Rhadaz

agai nst outsiders once nore, no foreign ships would bother to make the |ong
journey to Bez. And whi chever of themintended malice would have a free hand
It would take a strong man to gui de Rhadaz through the days to cone, and
Shesseran was not a well man: Hi s hands trenbl ed uncontrollably at the best of
times, and when he raged, his lips turned faintly blue. Afronsan knew ne nust
tread with care, lest another such rage be the death of his brother; this was
no tine for the chaos brought on by a change of heads under the ancient crown.
Messages-he wote down the last of those to be wired to the Thukara: CHRI'S AND
ARl SAY TELL YOU THEY ARE FI NE, ON WAY SOQUTH VI A FAHLI A. WATCH FOR CASI MAFFI
SH PS OFF S| KKRE COASTLI NE, ALSO HOLMADDI SHI PS OF ANY KIND. REPLY ASAP VI A
W RE, BROTHER MAY REMOVE SAME AT ANY TI ME, AFRONSAN

* * *

THERE had been celebration in the city of Hol maddan the night before, but no
one woul d have known it: Al signs of the Enperor's fete, and any other street
trash, had been efficiently cleared away.

A |l one caravaner wonan noved qui ckly down the near-deserted street, along the
outer wall of the caravaner's storage; she slipped through a | ow postern and
into the stables, found her way across the floor by feel and took the blue-Ilit
steps by twos.

There weren't nmany people in the shared second-fl oor space this night: Geen
Arrow had pull ed out the day before and the small coastal branch of G ay

Fi shers wasn't due for two nore days. The near hearth was dark and reeked of
soaked ash; a low fire burned in the far hearth.

Lialla got to her feet as Sil tossed back her scarf and came across the floor
"News? Any at all?"

"More news than a rational woman can sort through,” Sil replied flatly. She

| aughed suddenly. "But since none of us are rational! Vuhlem s guard is
seeki ng the boy, but not openly; there's word been quietly put about the
market, here and there." She net Kepron's wi de-eyed gaze; he was pal e and



| ooked ill. "They're confident someone will turn you in, boy. As a thief."
Lialla waved that aside inpatiently. "And?"
"Wrd fromthe south, | had it via that sole Silver Hawk wagon that tends the

inland hill tribes: attacks on all eight southern Duchies the past night,
during the Emperor's fete."

" And?"

"And?" Sil shook her head. "I'msorry, Li. No solid wird, and the rest isn't

good; they say an arned attack on Sikkre, but driven off; another on Bez via
the ports, also pushed back. Fahlia and Derra Vos-well, who pays heed to

ei t her Duchy, south of the sea as they are? But in Podhru, liquor sent to the
Enperor and his Heir both, in hopes either man will drink, and die."

"Zel harri? Duke's Fort?"

"I don't know. Cornekka-they say the Duke is very ill, but after all his |ady

runs the Duchy. Nothing fromthe fort, save runor the Duchess has taken the
children and gone back to her own kind."

"The- Robyn? No! She'd never |eave Al etto-where would she go?" Sil shrugged,
cane over to warm her hands at the fire. "You asked for runmor; there's no
trustworthy word from Zel harri."

The boy got to his feet, began pacing the hearth. "You should not have taken
me away fromny conmpany; | was mad to listen to you-!"

(

Lialla spun around, gripped his shoul ders and shook himfiercely. "Act the
fool, go ahead! Who's being sought right now, by his own conpany, for stealing
t he Duke's drugged brandy?"

"You don't know it was drugged," he said stiffly.

"Try the bottle yourself, boy," Ryselle put in. "I'Il laugh while it kills
you." She glared up at himfromthe hearth where she crouched and turned baked
tubers; he pursed his lips, turned away as if she counted for nothing. In his
eyes, likely she did.

"No one tests that bottle," Lialla said flatly. "It goes out tonight, stil

seal ed; with any luck the Thukara will have it by md-nmorning. Sil?"

"Yes?"

"The smal | caravan | eaves at dawn?"

"Last | heard,"” Sil replied. "I spoke to Ghillian; she'll carry it down, then

take to horse at the Hol maddi border and nake Sikkre with the bottle by
sunrise. Good enough?"

Lialla bit her lip, turned away fromthemall: Too nuch riding on her not
nearly strong enough shoul ders; too many trusting her to separate the issues
and see the right thing done. "More than that, it's fine. Thanks." She

consi dered this, managed a faint |laugh. "At |east Vuhlems only one Duke and
not the Enperor-1'd go mad, trying to juggle matters for nine Duchies."
"Vuhl em coul d be Enperor, given the chance,"” Kepron said. Ryselle snorted; Sil
| aughed. Kepron sneered at both. "Go on, laugh at nme while you can! Wiy do you
think he's brought in the Zero to begin with? Don't know, do you?"

"But you can tell us," Lialla said evenly, before either of the other wonen
coul d respond. "Why?"

Kepron preened. "I heard my captain tal king about it: Drugs- men pay for them
or course; the man who inmports them nakes nore noney than those he sends out
with the drugs. You see,"” he added as he gave Ryselle a pitying glance, "there
is more to this than you nmere wonen suppose.”

Lialla qui ckly nodded, forestalling other corment. "I see. He makes noney- but
what could he possibly want with it?"

"Power, of course: A man with position and noney can hire nore nen to serve
him"

"Yes." Lialla nodded again, sent a warning |look and a sw ft hand-sign toward
Sil as the caravaner gaped at her: Keep still, listen! Sil caught the intent,
i f not the meani ng-she clanped her |ips together, folded her arms, and strode
away. Kepron's young lips tw tched.

"My captain says Vuhl em has conpanies outside the city-at |east ten such
conpani es, and | arge ones: nmen who will serve himfor coin and do whatever he



asks, no matter what the Enperor or his weak Heir asks of the Duke."
"How | ovely for him" Lialla exclainmed dryly. "And when the Heir becones aware
of all this trafficking and sends his headnman with a sharp axe?"

"He will not." Kepron folded his arnms across his chest.

Lialla folded hers. "No? Then we 'nmere' wonen are in great trouble, |
suspect-and all the caravaners here, since Vuhlemi s never hidden that he

di slikes woren with any brains at all, and the caravans are not useful to him
beyond a certain point. Now, the boy who stole a bottle of brandy, and
endangered the Duke's entire plot: Well! He's surely safe, isn't he? Hs
captain was ready to stick up for him the Duke's nan was synpathetic to his
drunken desire for nore w ne-and of course, he is male, |like Vuhlem!" She

st opped; Kepron made a faint, unintelligible noise and cl osed his eyes.

"Boy," Sil spoke against his ear suddenly; Kepron gasped, eyed themall wldly
and again tightly closed his eyes. "A sensible boy with the brains he credits
to all men-such a boy would begin to think, 'How does all this matter to ne?
Wo is nmy friend? O, at least, 'Wo will for whatever reason aid me?" "
Kepron was watching her warily. Sil gave hima dark-eyed, lips-only smle.
"Consi der who risked all to free you from Vuhl emi s guardsman, who took up the
bottl e you dropped."” Kepron glared at her; she sniled sweetly in reply. "Wuy-
worren. What man has done as much for you-ever?"

Kepron spun away fromthemall. Lialla eyed the other wonen, shook her head.
"Kepron," she said, quietly. Silence.

"Wel | ?" Just as she decided he wasn't going to speak, he did. "Wnen." He
spat. "My nother, ny father's sisters-ny nother's aged sister Sretha, she
could have taught ne to Weld, if she'd had the courage-!"

"I'f she'd sought a quick way to die," Ryselle cut in. Kepron glanced at her

| ooked away again. "W village wonmen don't choose our lot, it's chosen for us.
By nen. You can't expect nme to weep for you, boy, because you wanted sonet hi ng
you couldn't have. We live with that all our days."

He shook his head. "And which of you truly wants nore than a hearth and a man
to take care of her for life? |I didn't ask for that kind of free passage,

want ed- "

"Choice," Ryselle said flatly. "Wat el se matters?" Before he could answer-if
i ndeed he wanted to-she turned away fromhim "Ursiu-Lialla. Wiy is it Sretha
W el ded all about me since ny babyhood and | was never aware? But you went
into that barracks and suddenly-1 saw the thing you did."

Li al l a had been pacing the hearth; she froze. "You-you saw. \What ?"

Rysel |l e shook her head. "l-don't know. For certain. Sonething |ike-a stretch
of fishing net, curled in on itself, pale yellow or maybe even greenish, a
pattern of that color, a line ..." She shook her head again, visibly

frustrated. "A ball of tightly woven string-"

"Dear gods," Lialla whispered. Ryselle | ooked at her. "You- you saw Light."
"That - was Li ght ?"

Lialla crossed her legs at the ankles, sank onto the hearth and reached. A
fai nt sound- perhaps two. Wen she regained reality, Ryselle was cross-I|egged
on the hearth before her, w de-eyed. Kepron glaring at both inpartially froma

few paces away. "I was right," Ryselle whispered. "I did see sonething! But-
Light's evil!l™

At | east here, she was on solid ground: Lialla shook her head. "No; magic is.
| know. Good or evil is in the way you use it, not in the magic itself.

But-Light? You truly saw that? Sensed it?"

She hal f expected Ryselle to bolt. But the girl remai ned where she was, eyes
closed and lips firmy pressed together. She shook herself. "Light. Magic.
Real magic. Sretha said-you could use both. You-can you teach neT

Lialla smled, and caught hold of the other's wists. "I'll be honored."

A snort above them Kepron. "Light?" he demanded; his voice soared and
cracked. "No one cl ean uses Light-!"

"Wong, boy," Lialla replied flatly. "I do. And so will Ryselle."

"You dare not-!"

"I dare whatever | choose. Boy." Lialla | ooked at Ryselle, who was visibly



dazed; then at the boy, who seened both stunned and furious at once. "Even to

teach a pubescent male to Weld Thread-"

Ryselle tore her arns free of Lialla s grasp and | eaped to her feet; red

bl ot ched her cheeks and her eyes were black. "Weld? You' d teach that-that-?"

"I intend to teach you both," Lialla said flatly. "If any of us should live so
[ ong. "

Chapter 14

JENNI FER pushed away from her desk and stretched, hard; her eyes felt |ike
soneone had filled themw th sand, and her back was board-stiff. "Cones of not
sl eeping the past two nights,"” she nmuttered. "I'mtoo old for this."

"That's two of us." Dahven slouched in the chair across from her. The enornous
of fice was deserted except for them |ate afternoon sun cast Jong shadows
across the courtyard bel ow

"Mmm " Jennifer eyed the desk with distaste, finally pulled over the
just-delivered pile of narrow paper. Mre tel egraph messages from Af ronsan.
suppose | should be grateful Shesseran's left the wire in place, instead of

gri ping about Afronsan overusing it: 1'd go mad not knowi ng what's goi ng on
out there. It was hard to not panic, just now She dredged up a smile for
Dahven, shoved the |ightweight dispatch case toward him "And you used to be a
pro at |long nights. Here, nake yourself useful for sonething besides hol ding
the chair down; go through this again, see if |'ve mssed anything vital."

"It was a different kind of long nights,"” Dahven said. Jennifer |aughed, shook
her head. "I know, Jen, spare you the details, yes?" He sat up and took the
case, drew out three long, thin sheets of paper. "H's printer couldn't have
found a snaller type, could he? This is terrible."

"Coul d be worse; ordinarily, Afronsan uses both sides of the paper. That's on
one and it has margins all around." Jennifer was juggling a long strip and
scanning down it rapidly. She let out a sigh of relief. "Well, there's one

pi ece of good news, anyway: Chris and Ariadne are safely out of Bez. This is
from Lehzin, via Podhru, he had them escorted across the isthmus just before
daybreak yesterday, and he sent a couple of his guards with them to see they
make it into Fahlia all right."

"Fahlia? Why go there?"

"Thought | told you." Dahven shook his head. "It was Chris's idea, actually-if
| deci phered that wire of his right. When they first got into Bez, day after

t he Enperor's birthday?"

"I remenber-didn't renenber Fahlia."

"Maybe | didn't say. Chris was nore cryptic than usual, which hardly ever
makes sense. | think he was trying to keep it secret from anyone el se who

m ght read the nessage.”

"What - Af ronsan?"

"Silly." Jennifer nmade a face at him "Woever planned the birthday attack

nore likely; | have a sneaking hunch Chris left out plenty he thought 1'd be
better off not knowi ng." She considered this. "What | got fromthe Heir was
bad enough; those two are lucky they're alive. | wouldn't feel safe on a ship
either, just now "

"No. So-overland fromFahlia. That will take forever."

"There's railway in the Gaelic States, of course; Chris says they' Il pick it
up just across the Fahlia border and go south. Damm. | wish they'd just cone
back here."

"Yes. It's so safe here" Dahven said dryly. "Or in Podhru."

"Or anywhere in Rhadaz; tell me about it." She read in silence for sone
nmonents, set one sheet aside and picked up another. "Ah. Mdre news on the sane
general subject; the Heir sent Enardi and Edrith down to Fahlia so they could
meet up with Chris, and Dija's with them Couldn't persuade her to cone back
hone, | guess. What a nmess." She picked up another message. "From Lehzin-|



sure do wish we had a direct line to Bez, it seens such a waste of tine
sendi ng to Podhru and then here."

"Faster than the post."

"Yeah. Four years away fromL.A and | still want a fax. Lehzin was sent

bottl es-and the sane kind of note we got. He and his lady were ill the whole
night, but didn't attribute it to the booze at the tine. He sounds harassed."
She handed the nessage over; Dahven read it and handed it back

"I'"d be: Enperor's guard everywhere, the port closed, their main source of
out si de nmoney conpl etely shut down."

"You shoul d be; anything new fromthe guard out there?"

"Same-" Dahven sighed. "Twenty nen, wonen, and children killed, just-so they'd
know t he guns were deadly. The last tally I got on outsiders caught was
thirty-seven, but | haven't talked to any of the city guard tonight."

"We're fortunate they didn't murder nore people than twenty," Jennifer said.
"And that sone of the guard know the | ower market as well as they do-Vey's
back out there again, on night search.”

"Wl | -he knows the risk he's taking, and he's cautious."

"Yah," Dahven scoffed. "Renenber what happened to himlast tine?"

Jenni fer set her pages aside and reached for his hand. "You bet, he was right
where | needed him Don't worry; he isn't so cocky these days, he'll be as
safe as anyone out there." She went back to her sheets. "Wnder what Shesseran
thinks we're going to do with that stranded pack of Mer Khani traders down in
the Feathers, since he sent their ship away w thout then®"

Dahven shook his head. "Hope he goes easy on them there's no point in marking
all the foreigners with the same daub."

"No. | talked to those nen yesterday, remenber; | think they were as surprised
as we were."
"Convi nce Shesseran," Dahven said gloonmly. "I didn't know the old man had

that rmuch action left in him" He held up the top sheet fromthe dispatch
case, laid it back on his knee and read in silence for sone noments. "Afronsan
says he had the bottles analyzed and Edrith was right-it was a fancy fruited
brandy, very strong and sweet, enough flavor to hide nore Zero than was in
it-though his man thinks it would be enough to at |east incapacitate an

ordi nary person, and probably kill someone like a Welder." He read in silence
for sone noments. "Ah, hells, word down from Cornekka and Zel harri: Jubelo's
very ill; they got brandy, three bottles. No one drank it but him and he only

had a toast's worth."

"What's the word from Zel harri? | haven't seen anything since that short thing
fromA etto, asking ne to send Birdy home. Robyn's got great timng, hasn't
she?" Dahven frowned, shook his head. "She'd never take off |ike that, not

tell anyone where she was going, unless they'd had a really nasty fight. I'm
ready to strangle both of them just now At |east soneone coul d have bothered
to tell us they're all right."

"I know." Dahven's finger noved down the page. "No, | don't see
anything-wait." He read in silence once nore. "Well. Now | see why we didn't
hear anything out of the fort, they've been busier than we have. Fete night,
Gyrdan brought in sone of Vuhlems men, and one of the guard caught Lizelle
with a fresh supply. Let's-here, Gyr says one of the men has admitted they'd
carried Zero down from Hol naddan, it cane in via Lasanachi ship-but the
Lasanachi are only transporting the stuff."

"Hol maddan." Jenni fer slamed the desk with both open hands. "I knew it! What
about Vuhl en®"

"No-don't see anything here." Dahven ran a hand over his eyes. "Mich nore of
this and I won't be able to see at all. The wire was cut-well, we knew
that-but it's repaired, west and south both. Sonething about the gift

bottl es-"

"I wish sonmeone woul d use the damed tel egraph up there,” Jennifer grunbled.
"Let us know what's going on-oh, God." She clutched the tel egraph sheet. "This
is fromthe fort, fromJoras, Aletto's guard captain--"

"Not from Al etto?" Dahven set his sheets and the case back on the desk and



cane around the desk to read over her shoul der

"No. Aletto fell the night of the fete, did something awful to his leg. Gyrdan
went to question Lizelle's girls and found one of the brandy bottles there, so
he took it to Aletto to show him" The col or drained fromher face. 'They
found the other, enpty, Aletto drank it and they can't wake him and Robyn's
still gone-!" She dropped the sheet and | ooked up at him "Dahven, that's four
days ago now " She shoved her chair back; Dahven caught hol d of her shoul ders
and pul |l ed her close.

"Sit still; you can't help himor Robyn by panicking. There has to be a
sensi bl e expl anation."

"Sensible!" Jennifer's voice was muffled by his shirt. "After everything el se
that's gone wong? | can't-"

"Jen, listen to me." He shook her gently. "Take a deep breath, please." He
waited until she did. "You know better than this. | know you're afraid. You
can't help them by pani cking."

Sil ence. Jennifer drew a deep, shuddering breath and finally nodded. "I-al
right. | know that."

"Gyrdan and Joras are good men; probably they'll do a better job of sorting

t hi ngs out than either of us could-or than Aletto could."
"I know." She nodded agai n, |eaned her cheek against his chest and gripped his

sleeve with both hands. "I-I want to go there, right nowdon't | ook at nme |ike
that, I know you're doing it and you don't have to say it, | knowit isn't
practical ."

"Or possible,"” Dahven said. "Because even if | was fool enough to | et you out
of the palace, Gelt would never allowit." He gave her another gentle shake.
"Al'l right?"

"No." She let go his sleeve, rubbed her eyes vigorously. "But |I'll manage." He
went back to his chair; Jennifer picked up the telegramfrom Duke's Fort and
read the rest of it to herself. Dahven waited. She offered hima shaky
smle."l"'mglad there isn't a copper-per-wrd charge on these, |ike there was
inm world. There isn't rmuch el se here, though: They haven't found the
carriage, or any sign of where it nmight have gone since it left the fort.
Gyrdan doesn't think Birdy was driving it. He's sectored Zel harri into squares
and got plenty of people to search. Lizelle admits giving Aletto that bottle,
she thought it would work better than whatever the heal er gave himfor pain-"
Jennifer crunbled the nessage in her fist. "I'd like to kill that stupid
worman. Aletto's stayed dry for all this tinme-!"

"She probably feels bad enough, Jen."

"Gyr said they had to get the healer in for her, to quiet her. A lot of use
that is! And-that's all." She | ooked at the wad of message, dropped it and
snoothed it with careful fingers.

"Sent when?" Aletto asked.

"Mmm? Ch." She gl anced at the sheet, set it to one side "M dday."

"Ah. This reached Afronsan yesterday. | wonder if-" He turned as one of the
gate guard cane into the room "Yes?"

"Sir? There was a caravaner outside, just not, with a message-fromDro Pent."
He set a flat, sealed and waxed packet on Jennifer's desk and |eft.

"Dro Pent?" Jennifer echoed. "Now what? Wasn't there a message from Widron in
there, saying they were all right?"

"Didn't get that far," Dahven admtted. He broke the seal, pealed off the
outer wappi ng and unfol ded a single sheet of paper; one side had been used
bef ore and was heavily crossed over with a thick nib. He turned it over. "It's
fromKrilan - the boy, renmenber?"

The boy who got duped by a coupl e of woul d-be Thukara assassins? You think I'd
forget Krilan? Wat's he up to?"

Dahven shook his head, held up a hand. He finished the page. handed it to her
"Read it; you won't believe me if | tell you."

"Nice." Jennifer |ooked at the sheet and made a face. Is this his bad witing,
or did he find the worst scribe in all Dro Pent? | can't-oh." She was qui et



for sone nonents. "He's-no, with everything else that's happened the past few
days, | can't say he's kidding. Foreign ships in the harbor-and Vuhl em s nen
in the palace since the night of the Enperor's fete? That's nad!"

"No-it's Vuhlem in |eague with soneone from outside."

"In | eague with, maybe," Jennifer remarked sourly. "But he's not under anyone
el se's thumb."

"No, he wouldn't be."

"He has Dro Pent, and Widron's playing wi ndow dressi ng because Vuhl em has
Widron's wife."

"Well," Dahven said thoughtfully. "If he'd done the same here, |I'd have
cooperated with hiny you can't blane Widron."

"I wasn't-1 didn't know the man was that clever."

"Frightened, nore likely. But there's a bit of curious luck for you-here

sent the boy to Dro Pent, gave hima letter for Widron, and told himto watch
for Zero-and he actually saw somet hing useful. Two things: Vuhlem s nen

selling it in the taverns, and then this. | didn't expect it."
Jennifer picked up the letter again, ran her finger along one of the lines.
"Il wager Widron will be glad-if we can do anything for himbefore it's-God.

You don't suppose Vuhl emtook Birdy, do you?" Jennifer swall owed. Dahven

| eaned across the desk and gri pped her hands.

"That m ght be the best possible thing that coul d ve happened-they'd want to
take very good care of her, if they planned on holding her for Aletto's good
conduct, don't you think?"

Jenni fer nodded. But they could have killed her and the kids at any time and
how woul d Al etto know the difference? "Do you think-" She swall owed. "Wuld
you mnd getting soneone to go down to the kitchen and have them send ne up
some cool juice, and maybe a roll? And see if they can hold dinner until after
we've readied the return wires? I'd-1'd like to get all this out of the way
bef ore-"

"OfF course." He went. Jennifer swallowed again, and scrubbed at her eyes. | am
not going to cry; he'll know the mnute he cones back. A tear slid down her
cheek; she swallowed salt. "Ch-dam you, Birdy. You'd better be all right. You
and those kids-" She swall owed again. "You' d-just better, that's all." Vuhlem
in Dro Pent-Vuhl em behind all those bottles of spiked brandy. She shook her
head. Funny-at the nmonent, Lialla was probably safer than any of the rest of
them Vuhl em was so busy-outside his Duchy, he couldn't be paying cl ose
attention to anything going on inside it.

Then agai n-the caravaner woman who' d delivered Lialla's nmessages and the
bottle said the Duke's guard had nailed a notice to the gate of the caravaner
house, ordering the house vacated and expelling the caravans from his Duchy by
next full noon.

What next? she wondered tiredly. He nust think he could figure a way around
Shesseran; one of the few things that could get action fromthe Enperor these
past years was any kind of conplaint fromone of the grandnothers. Maybe he's
figured out a way to polish the old man off-1've heard often enough how ill he
is, and everyone knows what Vuhl emthi nks of Afronsan. Paper-pusher is
probably the nicest thing the old chauvinist ever called him

She coul d hear Dahven out in the hall, talking to one of the boys on guard.
She rubbed her eyes once nore and drew the pile of tel egrans over. Somewhere
inall this, there had to be a little nmore good news. Can't let the whatchits
grind us down before we've had a chance to fight back. They haven't even
technically won the first skirmsh, after all

VWi chever of the foreigners was pushing Zero-well, they couldn't have nmuch
support fromthe other nations: She had Chris's input on that, and her own
observation. If it was all right, why sneak around |ike this? And Vuhl em
didn't have all the

odds stacked on his side. W'll nake it. God, we'd better

* * *

ROBYN cane awake suddenly; the roomwas lighter than it had been-noonli ght



finding its way through the shutters that bl ocked the only w ndows. She sat up
slowy, chafed her arnms. Cold. Chill air noved across the floor; the door
stood aj ar and soneone-she swal | owed, began to edge away, but it was the boy.
He knelt beside her. "Lady? You're awake?"

No, | always sleep sitting up in the mddle of a bare room Robyn thought
sarcastically. She resisted the urge to say it aloud. "Yes. \Wy?"

"The-" Hi s voice trenbled and she thought he was very near tears; the hand

t hat brushed agai nst her hand was icy. "Lady, | don't know what to do! The-the
men who-t hey were supposed to cone, to bring food and give ne orders, and they
haven't, and there's nothing else to eat, and | don't know!"

H s whisper was spiraling toward hysteria. Robyn gripped his armand gave it a

shake. "It's all right. If you don't know what to do, will you at least listen
if | suggest sonething?" H s teeth were chattering; he nodded. "Let nme have ny
children-they're still here? Still all right?" Silence again. He nodded again.

"That's good. Thank you for telling ne. You' ve been as kind to ne as you
dared, and | appreciate that. Let ne have the children, and-and get us out of
here and back to Duke's Fort."

"I-1 can't! If they came-!"

"No, listen." Somehow she kept her voice | ow and soot hi ng, when she want ed
nothing nore than to grab himand screamin frustration. "It's all right. \Wen
were they to cone?" Silence. She shook his arm again. "Wen?"

' Three-three days ago."

"That's a long tine. Sonething nust have happened to them so they can't cone.
Don't you think so? Let ne have the children, then come with us, back to the
fort. Duke Aletto won't hold this against you, | pronmise I'll speak for you. |
won't et himor anyone in the fort hurt you."

"I-1 don't dare. They-they said the Duke woul d-that he'd kill me-" He w apped
his arms around his narrow chest and shivered. "He has a Triad, they said he'd
tell the-tell themto-" He shook his head violently.

"Duke?" Wiere's Jen when | need her? I'mno good at pulling words out of
peopl e! "Whi ch-no, |et me guess. Duke Vuhl enP"

"I-how di d you know that?" the boy whi spered.

She bit back | aughter. "Lucky guess. Please. This is your chance to save
yoursel f and do a good deed; wouldn't you feel safer if you were inside the
fort, not out here waiting-?" He was shaking again. She crossed her fingers
and waited.

"A-but a Triad-!"

"A Triad couldn't get at you in the fort, it's seal ed agai nst that kind of
thing." It wasn't; so far as Robyn knew that wasn't possible. Then, she knew
that but he m ght not.

Apparently, he didn't. "You swear that?"

"The usurper had one there once, remenber? Wien Aletto took the fort, he

wanted to make certain they couldn't come back. Boy, listen to nme, please. GCet
us back to the fort, so we're all safe. Duke Aletto won't | et anyone harm you,
he'll be too glad to have his children back again.” Hi s children, anyway; God

knows how he feels about nme. She'd nearly forgotten, these past dreadful
days-that quarrel

The boy got to his feet; her heart fell. But he held out a hand and pul | ed her
up; his palmwas cold and wet. "Come-with ne."

She followed himto the door, fought for patience while he peered fearfully
around the sill, then followed himdown the length of a cold, dimy noonlit
hal | way, past a gl assl ess wi ndow and a hi nge-sprung door that nust |ead
outdoors, fromthe feel of the frigid air that came past it. "Wat is this

pl ace?" she whi spered. "\Were are we?"

He gl anced back at her. "It's a-a hunting | odge, on Lord Carolan's old
estates. Mny father used to serve him"

Anot her hal lway, at right angles to the first. There was a |lanp at the far
end, and here, a blue-light in a holder. The boy dug it free and opened the
door beside it. Robyn made herself remain still until he'd gone into the room



she wanted nothing nore than to shove himaside and run, but the boy's contro
was so fragile, she might ruin everything.

The room was snaller than the one where she'd been held, and nmost of it was
filled with an enornmous, heavy bed. The boy brushed asi de the hangi ngs. Amarn
lay on his side, curled in a ball; lana's arms were w apped around his neck
her head on his shoul der. The boy eyed her warily. He licked his lips.
"I-they said to let them wake once a day, to feed them and give them a powder
with the food so they'd sleep, and be less trouble. I-"

"What powder ?" Robyn whispered. She laid a trenbling hand on Amarni's
forehead, lana's throat. The boy's face was warm but not overly so; lana's
pul se was fast-too fast. Don't blow it now Don't- The boy took a step away
from her.

"I don't know a powder, the box is here."

"I'I'l take it; the fort healer will need to test it."
"I-1 didn't give themas much as they said to, lady. | swear it! |-you can
tell, if they'd slept all that tine they'd be-" He swallowed. "They're clean

You can tell."

She hadn't thought of that; after all those days, the air in this roomwould
be utterly foul. "I believe you."

He turned away, held out a small box. "I have a little sister; | couldn't-"
Robyn's fingers closed on the box; she shoved it into her pocket and eased
lana's hands away from her brother. "Let's go, now. Get out of here. You can
tell me once we're noving, if you want to talk." He shoved the blue-light in
his shirt and took the girl from Robyn; she settled Amarni's danp, tousled
head agai nst her shoulder, et himlead the way back into the hall. Amarni's
breath was warm agai nst her ear

Anot her door, a short, brisk walk across dry grass or weeds to a smaller

out bui I di ng; frost crackl ed underfoot, gleanmed white where moonlight found a
way between thick trees. The boy shifted lana, drew out the blue-light and | ed
her inside.

On the far side of the stable, she could hear horses shifting; her carriage
bl ocked the way. But when she woul d have set Amarni inside, the boy shook his
head. "No. If-if they cone, they'll know which way we went, there's only the
cart track we could have taken, and they'll come after-"

"Yes, all right," Robyn said hastily. No point dwelling on horrors.

"Can you ride like that, lady? If-there's a trail that starts a little ways
fromhere, | think | can find it, and then-they don't know Zel harri, |ady."

"I can ride like this," Robyn assured him "Here-1'Il wait in the carriage
with them you deal with the horses." She | ooked around the dark stable and
bit her lip. "And-hurry, can you?"

I T couldn't have taken nore than two hours, judging by the noon, but the trai
the boy chose was all steep clinbs and descents. By the time they cane into

t he open and a pl ace she recogni zed, Robyn was ready to drop. Relief weakened

her further: | didn't realize how scared | was that he wasn't gonna bring us
back to the fort-until now GCet us back to the fort and once |I'm sure the kids
are all right, I"'mjust going to collapse. Mnutes later, the boy reined in at
the edge of the Zel harri-Sikkre road. "I-1 could just-you could find your own
way in," he said doubtfully.

"I can't carry themboth,"” Robyn replied. "And that's no answer, not if you
want to live. They'll get you out here. Your only chance is the fort." He

| ooked at her. "I trusted you; it's your turn now " He shook his head, but

bef ore she coul d say anything el se, he nudged the horse and started east-up
the road toward Sehfi .

A curve in the road, a low, long incline-she'd see the first houses when they
crested that. Not far, not far at all. She shifted Amarni cautiously; the arm
that held hi magai nst her was grow ng nunb.

The boy on watch at the gates gaped as she rode in. Men on the walls-nmen in
the courtyard. One of themran across and took the boy's horse by the bridle;
anot her turned to shout, "Tell the captain, the Duchess is back!" He caught



Robyn' s nount .

"One of you, go warn the household and sonmeone come help us over here!"
Soneone took Amarni from her; someone el se hel ped her down fromthe horse and,
when it was clear she couldn't wal k on her own, wapped an arm around her. She
shook her head; tried to nake the words conme. "The boy-he got us free. | swore
to protect himif he did."

"It's all right." Gyrdan was at her other side. "He found you?"

"He-guarded us. My word-"

"It's all right, tell us later. We'll put himsomewhere safe for now, and
we' |l keep your pronmise, no one will lay a hand on him Someone, take this
young fell ow down to the guardhouse. You're all right, |ady?"

Robyn | aughed breathily. "I've-been better. But, the children-they were given

a powder, sonething for sleep; sonmeone send for the healer."

Gyrdan's face was suddenly grim "She's already here." Someone held the door
for them She stared up at him he scooped her up as her knees gave. "The Duke
drank somet hing, three nights ago, and we haven't been able to waken him
since. "

Robyn I et her eyes close. | think I'Il cry - | can't deal with this. | can't.
Gyrdan's hands tightened around her as he took the stairs. She could hear a
low, worried buzz of voices, then Gyrdan's sharp, "Zepiko, open up! It's
Duchess Robyn!" Mre whi spering. Zepi ko opened the door and stepped aside to

| et Gyrdan carry her inside.

"Ch, CGod, it's warmin here." She wapped arns around herself. "I didn't think
I'd ever be warm agai n." Zepi ko brought her a chair and she sank into it. "The
chi l dren-?"

"Comi ng now," Gyrdan said as the door opened again. "One of you send for
someone to tend the [ ady! Sonething hot to drink, at least!" He went to the
door and shouted orders to soneone out there. Robyn bit her lip. The heal er

was just stepping back fromthe bed. Aletto lay very still; he was so pale, at
first Robyn couldn't tell if he was alive. The covers rose a little, fel
agai n.

"What -" Her voice cracked; Robyn swallowed and tried again. "Wat's wong with
hi nP"

The old woman snorted inelegantly. "The stuff he drank. By itself, an entire
bottle of strong liquor, it would have given hima three-day headache." Robyn
shook her head.

"But-he doesn't drink! Not any nore."

"Never mind," Gyrdan had conme back into the room "I'Il tell you what we know
| ater. This-his nother thought it came from Podhru because of the fete."
"Lizelle gave it to hinP Lizelle?" Robyn struggled to her feet. Gyrdan shook
hi s head.

"Never mnd about Lizelle just now, she's renorseful enough that the heal er
had to give her a calnng powder and set a full-tine watch on her. The drink
cont ai ned drug."

"Zero," Robyn whispered. She blinked rapidly, |ooked at himfor a | ong nonment,
then transferred her gaze to the healer. She didn't |ike the old worman nuch;
didn't feel confortable talking to her as she had with the previ ous heal er
One nore thing.... | can't take it, | just can't. She bit back a sigh. As if |
had a choice. "Is-will he live?"

"He hasn't died yet," the healer replied flatly. "Wiich I'mtold is a good
sign. He is nearer true sleep tonight than he was this norning."

"He'll live," Robyn said, as flatly. She | eaned across the bed and felt under
the covers for his hand. "The children-there's a box of stuff, here." She
fumbled it fromher pocket and held it out. "They were given this; they're

sl eeping and | couldn't waken them" The old wonman pried the lid up, stirred
the contents with her finger. "The-boy who gave it to themsaid he'd nade it
so they woul d wake after sunrise, but-"

"A sl eepi ng powder for babes-was he nad?" She set the box on Aletto's snall



witing table and crossed the room Amarni and |lana had been settled on the
cushions next to the fire. Robyn eased herself out of the chair and onto the
edge of the bed, drew Aletto's hand out fromunder the covers; tears blurred
her vi sion.

"Sweetie? Babe? Aletto, it's me, Robyn. Birdy." H's hand lay |inp across hers.
"Aletto, you're going to be all right, everything is." Her fingers tightened;
she slid his hand back under the blankets and got to her feet. Gyrdan held the
door for one of the kitchen girls with a tray; the girl set it on the snal
witing table and waited whil e Robyn drank strong, sweetened tea, then a nug
of steam ng broth. The heal er picked up her bag.

"I"ll take the powder with nme, learn what | can of it, but the babes seemto

be merely asleep. I'lIl come in the norning."

Robyn nodded, blotted soup fromher lips. "Thank you." She watched the wonman
go, then turned to the kitchen girl. "Avran, 1'll need bl ankets brought here
fromthe nursery; find soneone to manage that, will you? And another mug of
t he soup, maybe some bread." The girl took up the tray, curtseyed and went.
Robyn sat very still for a noment, bit back a sigh. There wasn't any excuse
now, no nore putting it off. "Gyrdan "

"Lady?"

"Who' s been nmanagi ng things here-since-" She shook her head. "Since
everyt hi ng?"

"I have, nostly," Gyrdan said.

He was nore than conpetent enough to manage, Robyn thought. She wanted not hi ng

nore than to leave it all in his hands. But all that, on top of everything

el se he has to do. She wasn't very happy either, at the monent. | hate this;
I'"'mno good at taking charge, and | just hate it. That wasn't going to change
anyt hing, either. She brought up a smle for him "I'mglad you were here to
take care of things for us, Gyr. Can you still, at least for the night?"

"Of course.”

"Good." Robyn squared her shoul ders. "Tonorrow norni ng, please, cone here at
second bell. You and I will have to decide what needs to be done to get the
fort back to normal." * * *

CHRI S stared out a |long narrow wi ndow framed by an ornate sill, and watched

the French Gallic state streak by. Www. Muybe a whole fifty nmiles an hour, you
think? But it was hard not to enjoy the ride, despite everything. Last tine
he'd driven a car, he hadn't been doing fifty. At the rate the narrow gauge

steamtrain ate up what he still thought of as Mexico, they' d reach the bottom
curve of the Peninsula in another day.
Barring odd problens, like the cattle on the tracks two days earlier. Still,

they'd reach Pinareo on the swanmpy Cari bbean coast days earlier than the
fastest ship could.

O course, you still gotta factor in the trip down to Fahlia and then through
sout hern Fahlia- Dry, hot-serious desert. Duke Adreban hadn't come right out
and said he'd be for it, but Chris thought there was a good chance he coul d
persuade the man to bring the tracks right up to the city walls. He rolled his
eyes. Once the Heir got things under control again, or course. Adreban tended
to do things his own way, and kind of shine the Enperor when the two didn't
see eye to eye; Shesseran wasn't any better than any ot her Rhadazi: He tended
to forget the southernmost two Duchi es.

The tracks bent left; brilliant sunlight hit the wi ndow Chris blocked his
eyes, felt for the curtain and pulled it partway across.

Red velvet; that and the gol d-pl ated wi ndowf rane nmakes the place | ook like a
bad novi e cat house.

The first-class acconmodati ons hurt his eyes-and his normal frugal spending
habits; it wasn't cheap. But first class carriages were one or two roons to a
car, with a corridor running along the side to | et them nove around, or have
food or beddi ng brought. They were room er than any ship's berth he'd taken to
date, and a lot cleaner-and fully contained. And gruesonely ornate. But after
t he Podhru docks, Chris wasn't ready to mngle with the rest of the passengers



at meal s-or anywhere el se.

He gl anced at the bag he was presently using as a footstool; it was probably
hal f paper-nmessages from Afronsan and just about everywhere el se.

The seat he had by the smaller wi ndow was at |east confortably padded and

hi gh- backed; Dija was behind the screen on a | ow couch, sleeping; Edrith

prow ing the halls, keeping an eye on things or just trying to work off excess
energy. Wsh he'd quit; if soneone spots any of us- But they were supposed to
be in Bez, or possibly back in Podhru, inside sealed borders. Maybe things had
gone right for once.

Maybe Ernie's right and we're nuts to be heading south again. But if we
weren't safe in Podhru, then why bother staying home? Besides, if he lost this
deal on iceboxes, a whole house of cards could come down. | tried poor when
was a kid; 1'd like to opt for sonmething el se for a change.

If he'd stayed in Rhadaz and gotten | ocked in, he'd stand absolutely no chance
of | earning anything useful about the Zero

traffic.

Ariadne wore brown; not the best color on her, but practical for traveling by
steamtrain. She was presently curled up in a |ow chair under the |arge

wi ndow, turned so the Iight would fall on her book-sone dry-1ooking thing
Adreban's | ady had pressed on her. He wondered how well she was doing with a
collection of essays in Rhadazi. But she'd been at it nost of the day.

Quiet, really, since Afronsan's men found them on the coast road. Downri ght
subdued. Either the whole thing freaked her out, or she's sorry she said
anyt hi ng back on that dammed ship. Five men.... He |ooked up; Ariadne had | et
the book fall to her lap and she was watching him alnmost as if she'd been
aware of his thought. "You confortable?" He couldn't think of anything else to
say.

She nodded. "Thank you, yes."

"Not sorry you came al ong?"

"No." She smiled suddenly. "Not now. Perhaps when we take ship, if there is
again a difficulty.”

"Nothing like an interesting trip."

"Interesting-yes." She picked up the book, sighed, closed it and set it aside.
"Talk to me, please. Tell ne things."

Tell me things. Jen had made Lialla's life mserable for weeks with that
phrase. Hey, we were in a tough spot for sure back then, and we cane through
all right. He laughed. "Sure. What kind of things you have in m nd?"

She considered this. "Wiere we go, once we leave this train. Wy."

"The Portuguese big island-1 still think of it as Cuba, after all this tine.
Business is why. If-if everything' s okay when we get to the coast, though, I'm
hopi ng we can take a couple of days to play. | love the water along there."

"Water." Ariadne shuddered.

"Yeah, ne too, after that last swm But this is |like your island, water's
clear and warm lots of colorful fish to | ook at once you get under the
surface. Anyway, nmaybe. Depends on what's going on down there. After that-1"'II

have to do sone checking, get Eddie to talk to people, see if it's still safe
for us to head up to the mainland. And after that, we may try to get passage
to Engl and. "

"And if the English or the Mer Khani are those who threaten Rhadaz?"

"I't could be; but you know, nore | think about the whole thing, it's weird.
I"'mdealing with a few fairly high-ups in both governments-I've been in and
out of major cities, read newspapers, talked to people-I can't believe it
could be a whole country doing this to us and nobody knows about it. In ny
wor | d, when the English shoved opiumat the Chinese, it was a just a big
tradi ng conmpany trying to be sure there'd be enough tea for the fol ks back
hone, and that it wouldn't cost 'emtoo nuch and there was plenty of talk:
argunent in the papers, people upset and others all for it because who cared
about the heathen Chinese? Al that. It's hard to keep anything like that
qui et word | eaks out, and the nore people involved, the harder it gets. | keep



trying to figure it, you know? But there's no tea-equivalent in Rhadaz: Al

we' ve seen are, oh, a small group of Mer Khani with the tel egraph, and anot her
bunch buying cloth, a few English doing sonething else-it isn't organized
there's no overall pattern

"I'f they want the land-well, that could be the Mer Khani deciding they should
have everything fromsea to shining sea, just like the world I came from
could be the English, keeping a good post for the Pacific trade and maki ng
sure the Mer Khani don't get too spread out."

"Or the Gaelic states, who fear if the Mer Khani begin to take nore | and, they
will not stop until they have all,"Ariadne said

"The Mer Khani already put pressure on the islands; | heard ny father and sone
of his friends, a year or so ago, talking about it. But-you are right. Wen
the Mer Khani nmade pressure, everyone knew of it."

"Yeah. Like |I figure."

"But conpani es-there are sonme ny father deals with and ot hers not-because, |et
me think how he said it-" She frowned, pushed stray hair back from her
forehead. "Because they were tied to other conpanies, nmany of them al

toget her but secretly, so it was difficult to nmake nmoney from any deal with

t hem he sai d-" She chewed on her knuckle, stared into space. "Yes! He and his
friend Sorionne, they were tal king over dinner one night about how Sorionne
had finally put his accounts nman to reading everything he had fromthese
conpani es, and there was one nane, a man who had a part in each --"

"Congl onerate,” Chris breathed. "Ch, hey. | don't suppose anyone nentioned the
name?"
"No-or if so, | was distracted by sonmeone el se at the table.
| never heard it." She shook her head, eyed her knuckle with dis-
taste, and rubbed it dry on the back of her other hand. "I'm
sorry."

"No-really. That's all right. It my not be what | think, but it's somepl ace
to start |ooking-and nmy aunt Jen is just the person to do it. Her and the Heir
both. Hah!" He clapped his hands together, let his head fall back and | aughed.
"Hey, what a stitch if whoever it is gets nailed by a couple paper-pushers!™
"I't hel ps?"

"It could. W'll send a nmessage back up to Afronsan right away, |let themtake
care of that end of things. Get sonething out as soon as we hit the coast,
maybe find soneone Eddie trusts in New Lisbon to carry one around by-hell, |
forgot, ship's out. W'll get something to Fahlia, they'll sneak it up to the
Heir."

"New Lisbon: You think this is safe?" She put a dry accent on the last word.
Chris grinned.

"Li ke anywhere we've been is, right? But if there are any runors around,
that's one of the best places to pick themup, and Eddie's real good at it.
"My father does business in New Lisbon," Ariadne said.

"Yeah, | know. But only in the main port on the south side of the island, and
he's not liked there, sone kind of slick trick he pulled on the locals, |
don't know what, but Eddi e does. Anyway, we aren't going to the main port
city; we'll be on the northwest tip, clear across the island.”

A famliar tap at the door; Eddie stuck his head in. "W're coming into a
station, sone big river town. You better stay inside; I'lIl go | ook around."
Before Chris could say anything, he was gone again, the door shut behind him
"Ch, swell,"” Chris said sourly.

Ari adne set her book aside and got to her feet so she could | ook out the

wi ndow. "Don't be angry with him Even | would not have | ooked at himtw ce
under that hat; it changes him™"

"Yeah-1 guess. | just don't like having himstick his neck out for me |ike
this, but you can't convince him"
"No. | understand that." He glanced at her sharply; her attention was fixed on

t he | andscape outside the window. "Did you nmean it," she asked quietly after a



nmonent, "when you said you had never killed a man?"

He blinked. "I nmeant it. Not that | wouldn't have, a few tines, when we first
cane here; either because | was really nad or it was self defense; | had

pl enty of chances to think about that 'himor me' thing, you know? Back hone,
| used to say it all the tine, but everyone did-you know 'I'mgonna kill that
guy,' but it just nmeant you were mad. My mom she woul dn't step on a spider

she never has believed in fighting and wars and all that. |I'mnot as good that
way as she is, but it's something | |earned young-you know. " He sniled

faintly. "Hard to break that kind of habit."

"I know about habits | earned young." Ariadne's eyes were fixed on the rolling
brown hills, the distant line of green that rmust mark the river. "My nother

t he ot her wonen of her class, the wonen of ny father's class-men treat them as
property. Not as-property which has value and nmust be kept nicely-" She shook
her head.

"I know what you're saying; they don't just get soneone to sleep with and nake
sons for them or soneone to dress pretty and show off how rich their nen
are-they get a punching bag at the same tine. Someone to beat up on who can't
hit back." She turned, visibly surprised. "Hey. | told you about ny nmom She's
had nmore bl ack eyes and bruises-and half the time the guy was soneone she
chose, sonmeone she brought hone. You figure."

"It does not stop anong ny father's friends at bruises,” Ariadne said. "Not-by
some of them Still, there are sone few kinds of places a wonman can go,

wi t hout nen: My nother and some of the wonen who becane her kind because of ny
father's rank-they met to drink tea and to sew and to gossip. And after a
while, to learn fromeach other ways to manage such nmen. My nother's nother in
Afrique, she was good at |iquids and powders to put into a drink, to send a
man to sleep or to kill him and so ny nother had that to pass on; another
worman who had al ways worked magic for healing spells | earned how to use that
power in other ways; yet another had | earned bl ades from her brothers-" She
was wat ching himsteadily, waiting for his reaction.

"You do what you have to, to protect yourself," Chris said. "l can't argue
with that."

"I'n France, things are not so difficult for wonmen as in Jamaica, though not
what | woul d nanme good. In Jamaica, there is no | aw save what nen like ny
father decide, there is no guard other than the nmen they hire. They bl ane the
heat, or the wind, or the drink-"

"They all do that; it's not just a local thing," Chris said.

"Wasn't my fault, | was drunk, | was depressed, she asked for

it-1'"ve heard all that crap." i

"Yes-well. By the tine ny nother began to bring me to these neetings, she was
al ready unwell, and ny father-" She stopped, swallowed, turned away to stare

out the w ndow again. "She thought | would be able to continue what she did,
with the powders and so on; but | have no gift for them and only a certain
little ability with the nmagic. The blades: | could use them and 1 |iked
themthe feel of them and that | could deal with any man of

Phi | i ppe-sur-Mer."

"So-five men." He kept his voice |level, unchallenging. "How come your father
wasn't one of then®"

"Many reasons." She shrugged. "He is nore suspicious of everyone than nost,
and a superb duelist. The nen | kill ed-one

had fallen just outside his club and | ay snoring against the wall; two others
were so drunken, they were unaware of ny presence at all. The other two-but ny
father seldomdrinks to such a degree, and he is wary."

"Yeah. Tell ne."

"Yes. You know. Al so." Her shoul ders sagged. "I was the fool; | thought | had
nmore clai mupon himas Marie's child and all he has left of her. But this
Zero-"

"Yeah. Letting himknow you knew about it probably wasn't a great idea."



"Yes, tell me this now," she replied dryly. Her mouth quirked. "And anot her
thi ng, which has only occurred to me since | left his house. He spoke often of
somehow returning to France, to take the estates of ny grandfather when he
dies. For that, he would need to take the place of my uncle Philippe, and

di d not

think he could."

"Not so hard," Chris said. "Bottle of brandy |aced with Zero and bye- bye,
Uncl e Philippe."

"I't would be enough if ny grandpere thought Philippe took the drug-any drug.
He has strict notions of what nakes a noble-man, which is why ny father has

t he Janmai can properties, and his not-too-clever youngest brother Armande the
mnes to the south, on the north side of the | ake. My grandpere m ght dism ss
any of his sons entirely for behaving |like common nen, and if he thought ny
father dispensed this drug for nmoney -- To pro-duce it for France or for
Olean is not bad, but to sell it -- poor and low nen do this." She spread her
arms. "And so, | think, if nmy father hopes to return to France and inherit

Ol ean, he woul d never take a daughter such as nyself. Dead, | only and the
child of a boy's foolish young | ove."

"You think you're worth nore to hi mdead?"

"Do you doubt it, Chris? O you, also?" He shook his head. She picked up the

book and added, "I will take this where Dija is. and perhaps sleep also. It is
a good book for sleep."”
"Sure. I'lIl call youin tine for dinner." Called me Chris. Never did that

before. He Iiked how she said it: way in the back of her throat. He resettled
hi s shoul ders agai nst the paddi ng, and eased the curtain aside a little. They
were coming into a large town - plenty of buildings and peopl e everywhere. He
wasn't about to get out, but it was sonething to | ook at.

Peopl e-any of them could be Dupret's or part of the crowd trying to take over
Rhadaz. If that was what they were after

Maybe just |ooking for a new dope market. He sighed, and bent down to open the
bag he'd been using to rest his heels. Maybe read through that long wire from
Jen again, see if there was anything useful he'd m ssed. "Christopher Robin,
out to save the day," he muttered as he searched for the tied bundle from

Si kkre. "Right." At the nmonent, he felt extremely foolish. "The only guy who
can figure out who the bad guys are; renenber what you told Jen?" He gl anced
out the window as the train slowed, then ground to a halt. A long, shaded

pl atformout there, and people all over the place. As he watched, a tall, |ean
man in very nondescript brown pants and shirt and a w de-bri med hat wal ked
past the w ndow and eased into the crowd. Eddie |ooked, Chris decided, like

one of the natives cleaned up for a trip to town-no one paid any attention to
hi m

He could hear Dija's voice, blurry with sleep; Ariadne's |owvoiced reply. He
snmled. "Ome you one, lady," he said softly, to hinmself. "We get out of al
this in one piece-and I'Il really owe you one."

Consortiuman East |ndia Conpany. Maybe. Wrth a | ook, anyway, and if there
was sonething to be traced, Jen would find it-if Afronsan and his pal aceful of
clerks didn't beat her to it. He stretched hard, settled back on the bench and
opened Jen's thick telegram It wasn't just him going after the windmlls-he
had hel p. "The best." And sonehow, it was going to be enough



