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“The Family Trade shows that Charles Stross is no longer a
beginner to watch, but a star to watch.”  —Mike Resnick

“Quirky, original, and entertaining. The Family Trade could
be The Godfather of all fantasy novels.”

—XKevin J. Anderson, New York Times bestselling

author of A Forest of Stars

THE MERCHANT PRINCES
The Family Trade

The six families of the Clan mle the kingdom of Gruinmarkt
from behind the scenes, a mixture of nobility and criminal
conspirators whose power to walk between the worlds makes
them rich in both. Braids of family loyalty and intermarriage
provide a fragile guarantee of peace, but a recently-ended
civil war-has left the families shaken and suspicious,

Caught up in schemes and plots centuries in the making,
Miriam Beckstein is surrounded by unlikely -allies, forbid-
den loves, lethal contraband, and, most dangerous of ail, her
family. Her unexpected return to this world will supercede
the claims of other clan members to her mother’s fortune
and power, and whoever killed her mother will be happy to
see her dead, too.

Behind all this lie deeper secrets still, which threaten
everyone and everything she has ever known. Pattemns of
deception and interlocking lies, as intricate as the knotwork
between the universes.

“The Family Trade is one of those rare delights—a book that
is fun, intellipently written, and which leaves a reader
breathlessly wondering what will happen next. Readers
Beware: Stross weaves a tale that continually builds to an
engrossing climax. Once you get into this, you'll find your-
self hooked.” —David Fariand

“At last, a story in which a character from our world is
plunged into another, and doesn’t act like a complete idiot.
Miriam Beckstein is sharp-witted enough not to waste time
trying to pretend that she can avoid the dilemmas that have




been forced on her, while being human enough to let her
emotions guide her into risky territory.”

“Stross not only creates a alternate world that is fascinat-
ing and original, he even does the unheard of, for a fantasist:
His depiction of our world is deep and real. Many a fantasist
is able to create, or at least borrow from Tolkien, a reason-
ably interesting milieu in which the characters can cavort,
but when they try their hand at showing something from the
real world, like, in this case, the society of high finance, they
embatrass themselves by revealing how little they know.”

“No such problem with Stross. He knows this world back-
ward and forward, and seems to have thought of everything.
His characters behave in ways that make sense. They know
all the things they should know, and don’'t know- the things
they shouldn’t. The result is that we reéaders can trust this
author completely, dive into this story and let it carry us
wherever the current flows.”

“Not to mention the fact that it’s simply a great adventure,
full of dangers, of plots within plots, of forbidden love and
political murder. Science fiction is in good hands -with
Charles Stross here to lead the riew generation.”

—Orson Scott Card

“Charles Stross’s “The Family Trade is an intuitive, irrev-
erant, and delightful romp into an alternate world Wwhere
business is simultaneously low and high tech, and were
romance, murder, marriage, and business are hopelessly
intertwined—and deadly.” —E. Modesitt, Jr.
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en and a.half hours hefore a mounted knight with a
machine gun tried to kil her, tech journalist Miriam
Beckstein lost her job. Before the day was out, her
pink stip would set in train a chain of events that would topple
governments, trigger civil wars, and Fill thousands: It would
be the biggest scoop in her career, in any journalist’s career—

bigger than Watergate, bigger than 9/11—and it would be

Miriam’s story. But as of seven o’clock in the morning, the
story lay in her future: All she knew was that it was a rainy
Monday moming in October, she had a job to do and-copy to
write, and there was an editorial meeting scheduled for ten.

The sky was the color of a dead laptop display, silver-gray and
full of rain. Miriam yawned and came awake to the Monday
morning babble of the anchorman on her alarm radio.
“—Bombing continues in Afghanistan. Meanwhile, in busi-
ness news, the markets are down forty-seven points on the
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word that Cisco is laying off another three thousand employ-
ees,” announced the anchor. “Ever since 9/11, coming on top
of the collapse of the dot-com sector, their biggest cus-
tomers are hunkering down. Tom, how does it look from
where you’re sitting—"

“Shut up,” she mumbled and kitled the volume. “I don’t
want to hear this.” Most of the tech sector was taking a beat-
ing. Which in turn meant that The Industry Weatherman’s
readers—venture capitalists and high-tech entrepreneurs,
along with the wannabe day traders—would be taking a
beating. Her own beat, the biotech firms, were solid, but the
collapsing internet sector was making waves. If something
didn’t happen to relieve the plummeting circulation figures
soon, there would be trouble.

Trouble. Monday. “T'll give you trouble,” she muttered,
face forming a grin that might have frightened some of those

readers, had they been able to see it. “Trouble is my middle -

name.” And trouble was good news, for a senior reporter on
The Industry Weatherman.

She slid into her bathrobe, shivering at the cold fabric,
then shuffled along stripped pine boards to the bathroom for
morning ablutions and two minutes with the electric tooth-
brush. Standing before the bathroom mirror under the mer-

ciless glare of the spotlights, she shivered at what she saw in-

it: every mimute of her thirty-two years, in unforgiving de-~
tail. “Abolish Monday momings and Friday afternoons,” she
muttered grimly as she tried to brush some life into her
shoulder-length hair, which was stubbornly black and locked
in a vicious rear-guard action against the ochre highlights
she bombarded it with on a weekly basis. Giving up after a
couple of minutes, she fled downstairs to the kitchen.

The kitchen was a bright shade of yellow, cozy and im-
mune to the gloom of autumn mornings. Relieved, Miriam
switched on the coffee percolator and made herself a bow}
of granola—what Ben had always called her rabbit-food
breakfast.

Back upstairs, fortified by an unfeasibly large mug of cof-
fee, she had to work out what to wear. She dived into her

i
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closet and found herself using her teeth to tear the plastic
bag off one of the three suits she’d had dry-cleaned on
Friday—only to discover it was her black formal interview
affair, not at all the right thing for a rainy Monday pounding
the streets—or at least doing telephone interviews from a
cubicle in the office. She started again and finally managed
to put together an outfit. Black boots, trousers, jacket, tartle-
neck, and trench coat: as black as her Monday morning
mood. I look like a gangster; she thought and chuckled to
herself. “Gangsters!” That was what she had to do today.
One glance at her watch told her that she didn’t have time
for makeup. It wasn’t as if she had to impress anyone at the
office anyway: They knew damned well who she was.

She slid behind the wheel of her four-year-old Saturn, and
thankfully it started first time. But traffic was backed up, one
of her wiper blades needed replacing, the radio had taken to
crackling erratically, and she coukin’t stop yawning. Mon-
days, she thonght. My favorite day! Not. At least she had a
parking space waiting for her—one of the handful reserved
for senior journalists who had to go places and interview
thrusting new economy executives. Or money-laundering
gangsters, the rouveau riche of the pharmaceutical world.

Twenty minutes later she pulled into a crowded lot behind
an anonymous office building in Cambridge, just off
Somerville Avenue, with satellite dishes on the roof and fat
cables spaking down into the basement. Headquarters of
The Industry Weatherman, journal of the tech VC.commu-
nity and Miriam’s employer for the past three years. She
swiped her pass-card, hit the elevator up to the third fioor,
and stepped out into cubicle farm chaos. Desks with PCs and
drifts of paper that overflowed onto the floor: A couple of
harried Puerto Rican cleaners emptied garbage cans into a
trolley laden with bags, to a background of phones ringing
and anchors gabbling on CNN, Bloomberg, Fox. Black
space-age Aeron chairs everywhere, all wire and plastic,
electric chairs for a fully wired future.

“'Lo, Emily,” she nodded, passing the departmental sec-

retary.
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“Hi! With you in a sec.” Emily lifted her finger from the
“mute” button, went back to glassy-eyed attention. “Yes, I’ll
send them up as soon as—"

Miriam’s desk was clean: The stack of press releases was
orderly, the computer monitor was polished, and there were
no dead coffee cups lying around. By tech journalist stan-
dards, this made her a neat freak. She’'d always been that
way about her work, even when she was a toddler. Liked ail
her crayons lined up in a row. Occasionally she wished she
could manage the housework the same way, but for some
reason the skill set dido’t seem to be transferable. But this
was work, and work was always under control. [ wonder
where Paulie’s gotten to?

“Hi, babe!” As if on cue, Paulette poked her head.around
the side of the partition. Short, blonde, and bubbly, not even
a rainy Monday morning could dent her enthusiasm. “How’s
it going? You ready to teach these gooadfellas a lesson?”

“*Goodfellas? ” Miriam raised an eyebrow. Paulette took
the cue, slid sideways into her cubicle, and dropped into the
spare chair, forcing Miriam to shuffle sideways to make
room. Paulie was obviously enjoying herself: It was one of
the few benefits of being a research gofer. Miriam waited.

“Goodfellas,” Paulette said with relish. *“You want a cof-
fee? This is gonna take a while.”

“Coffee.” Miriam considered. “That wonld be good.”

“Yeah, well” Paulette stood up. “Read this, it’ll save us
both some time.” She pointed out a two-inch-thick sheaf of
printouts and photocopies to Miriam, then made a beeline
for the departmental coffeepot.

Miriam sighed and rubbed her eyes as she read the first
page. Paulie had done her job with terrifying efficiency yet
again: Miriam had only worked with her on a couple of in-
vestigations before—mostly Miriam’s workload didn’t re-
quire the data mining Paulette specialized in—but every
single time she’d come away feeling a little dizzy.

Automobile emissions tests in California? Miriam squinted
and turned the page. Failed autos, a chain of repair shops
buying them for cash and shipping them south to Mexico
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and Brazil for stripping or resale. “What’s this got to do
with—" she stopped. “Aha!”

“Nondairy creamer, one sweetener,” said Panlie, planting
a coffee mug at her left hand.

“This is great stuff,” Miriam muttered, flipping more
pages. Company accountis. A chain of repair shops that— “T
was hoping you'd find something in the small shareholders.
How much are these guys in for?”

“They're buying about ten, eleven million in shares each
year”” Paulette shrugged, then blew across her coffee and
pulled a face. “Which is crazy, because their business only
torns over about fifteen mill. What kind of- business puts
eighty percent of its gross into a pension fund? One that
bought two hundred and seventy-four autos last year for fifty
bucks a shot, shipped them south of the border, and made an
average of forty thousand bucks for each one they sold. And
the couple of listed owners I phoned didn’t want to talk.”

Miriam looked up suddenly. “You phoned them?” she

3 demanded.

“Yes, I—oh. Relax, I told them I was a dealership in Ve-
gas and I was just doing a background check.”

**Background check.’ ” Miriam snorted. “What if they've
got caller-ID?”

“You think they're going to follow it up?” Paulette asked,

\ looking worried.

“Paulie, you’ve got eleven million in cash being laundered

i through this car dealership and you think they’re not going

to sit up and listen if someone starts asking questions about
where those beaters are coming from and how come they're
fetching more than a new Lexus south of the border?

“Oh. Oh shit”
| “Yes. ‘Oh shit’ indeed. How’d you get into the used car
trail anyway?”

Paulette shrugged and looked slightty embarrassed. “You
. asked me to follow up the sharcholders for Proteome Dy-
namics and Biphase Technologies. Pacific Auto Services
looked kind of odd to me—why would a car dealership have
a pension fund sticking eight digits into cutting-edge pro-

-
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teome research? And there’s another ten like them, too.
Small mom-and-pop businesses doing a lot of export down
south with seven- or eight-digit stakeholdings. I traced an-
other—{flip to the next?”

“Okay. Dallas Used Semiconductors. Buying used JBM
mainframe kit? That’s not our—and selling it to—oh shit”

“Yeah” Paulie frowned. “I looked up the book value.
Whoever's buying those five-year-old computers down in
Argentina is paying ninety percent of the price for new kit in
cash greenbacks—they’re the next thing to legal currency
down there. But up here, a five-year-old mainframe goes for
about two cents on the dollar.”

“And you're sure all this is going into Proteome and
Biphase?” Miriam shook the thick sheaf of paper into shape.
“I can’t beligve this!”

“Believe it.” Paulette drained her coffee cup and shoved a
stray lock of hair back into position.

Miriam whistled tunelessly. “What's the bottom line?”

““The bottom line?’ > Paulette looked uncomfortable. “I
haven’t counted it, but—"

“Make a guess.” -

“I'd say someone is laundering between fifty and a hun-
dred million dollars a year here. Turning dirty cash into
clean shares in Proteome Dynamics and Biphase Technolo-
gies. Enough to show up in their SEC filings. So your hunch
was right.”

“And nobody in Executive Country has asked any ques-
tions,” Miriam concluded. “If I was paranoid, I'd say it’s like
a conspiracy of silence. Hmm.” She put her-mug down.
“Paulie. You worked for a law firm. Would you call this. . .
circurnstantial 7’

* ‘Circumstantial?’ ” Paulette’s expression was almost pity-
ing. “Who’s paying you, the defense? This is enough to get the
FBI and the DA muftering about RICO.”

“Yeah, but . . ” Miriam nodded to herself. “Look, this is
heavy. Heavier than usual anyway. I can guarantee you that
if we spring this story we’ll get three responses. One will be
flowers in cur hair, and the other will be a bunch of cease-
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and-desist letters from attorneys. Freedom of the press is all
very well, but a good reputation and improved circulation
figures won’t buy us defense lawyers, which is why I want to
double-check everything in here before I go upstairs and tell
Sandy we want the cover. Because the third response is go-
ing to be oh-shit-I-don’t-want-to-believe-this, because our
great leader and teacher thinks the sun shines out of Biphase
and I think he’s into Proteome too.”

“Who do you take me for?” Paulette pointed at the pile.
“That’s primary, Miriam, the wellspring. SEC filings, public
accounts, the whole lot. Smoking gun. The summary sheet—
" she tugged at a Post-it note gummed to a page a third of the
way down the stack—"says it all. I was in here all day yester-
day and half the evening—" -

“T'm sorry!” Miriam raised her hand. “Hey, really. [ had
no idea.”

“I kind of lost track of time,” Paulette admitted. She
smiled. “It’s not often I get something interesting to dig into.
Anyway, if the boss is into these two, I'd think he’d be glad
of-the warning. Gives him time to pull out his stake before
we run the story.”

“Yeah, well” Miriam stood up. “T think we want to bypass
Sandy. This goes to the top.”

“But Sandy needs to know. It'll mess with his page plan—"

“Yeah, but someone has to call Legal before we mn with
this. It’s the biggest scoop we've had all year. Want to come
with me? I think you earned at least half the credit . . .”

They shared the elevator up to executive row in silerce. It was
walled in mirrors, reflecting their contrasts: Paulette, a short
blonde with disorderly curls and a bright red blouse, and
Miriam, a slim five-foot-eight, dressed entirely in black. The
business research wonk and the journalist, on their way to see
the editorial director. Some Mondays are better than others,
thought Miriam. She smiled tightly at Paulette in the mirror
and Paulie grinned back: a worried expression, slightly appre-
hensive.

T
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The Industry Weatherman was mostly owned by 2 tech
venture capital firm who operated out of the top floors of the
building, their offices intermingled with those of the maga-
zine's directors. Two floors up, the corridors featured a bet-
ter grade of carpet and the walls were genuine partitions
covered in oak veneer, rather than fabric-padded cubicles.
That was the only difference she could see—that and the fact
that some of the occupants were assholes like the people she
wrote glowing profiles of for a living. ’ve never met a tech
VC who a shark would bite, Miriam thought grumpily. Pro-
fessional courtesy among killers. The current incumbent of
the revolving door office labeled EDITORIAL DIRECTOR—Of-
ficially a vice president—was an often-absent executive by
the name of Joe Dixon. Miriam led Paulette to the office and
paused for a moment, then knocked on the door, half-hoping
to find he wasn’t there.

“Come in.” The door opened in her face, and it was Joe
himself, not his secretary. He was over six feet, with expen-
sively waved black hair, wearing his suit jacket over an
open-necked dress shirt. He oozed corporate polish: If he’d
been ten years older, he could have made a credible movie
career as a captain of industry. As it was, Miriam always
found herself wondering how he’d climbed into the board-
room so young. He was in his mid-thirties, not much older
than she was. “Hi.” He took in Miriam and Paulette standing
just behind her and smiled. *What can I do for you?”

Miriam smiled back. “May we have a moment?” she asked. |

“Sure, come in.” Joe retreated behind his desk. “Have a
chair, both of you” He nodded at Paulette. “Miriam, we
haven’t been introduced.”

“Oh, yes. Joe Dixon, Paulette Milan. Paulie is one of our
heavy hitters in industrial research. She’s been working with
me on a story and I figured we'd better bring it to you first
before taking it to the weekly production meeting. It’s a bit,
uh, sensitive.”

“*Sensitive.’” Joe leaned back in his chair and looked
straight at her. “Is it big?’

“Counld be,” Miriam said noncommittally. Big? It's the
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biggest I've ever worked on! A big story in her line of work
might make or break a career; this one might send people to
jail. “It has complexities to it that made me thiok you’d want
advance warning before it breaks”

“Tell me about it,” said Joe.

“Okay. Paulic, you want to start with your end?” She
passed Paulette the file.

“Yeah” Paulie grimaced as she opened the file and
launched into her explanation. “In a nutshell, they're laun-
dries for dirty money. There’s enough of a pattern to it that if
I was a DA in California I'd be picking up the phone to the
local FBI office.”

“That’s why I figured you’d want to know,” Miriam ex-
plained. “This is a big deal, Joe. I think we’ve got enough to
pin a money-laundering rap on a couple of really big corpo-
rations and make it stick. But last November you were talk-
ing to some folks at Proteome, and I figured you might want
to refer this to Legal and make sure you're fire-walled before
this hits the fan.”

“Well. That’s very interesting.” Joe smiled back at.her. “Is
. that your file on this story?”

“Yeah,” said Paulette.

\ “Would you mind leaving it with me?’ he asked. He
cleared his throat. “I’'m kind of embarrassed,” he said, shrug-

ging a small-boy shrug. The defensive set of his shoulders

] backed his words. “Look, I'm going to have to read this my-
self. Obviously, the scope for mistakes is—" he shrugged.

Suddenly Miriam had a sinking feeling: It’s going to be
bad. She racked her brains for clues. Is he going to try to
bury us?

Joe shook his head. “Look, I'd like to start by saying that
this isn’t about anything you've done,” he added hurriedly.
“It's just that we’ve got an investment to protect and I need
to work out how to do s0.”

“Before we break the story” Miriam forced another,
broader, smile. “It was all in the public record,” she added.
“If we don’t break it, one of our competitors will.”

“Oh, I don’t know,” Joe said smoothly. “Listen, I'll get

Sk
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back to you in an hour or so. If you leave this with me for
now, I just need to go and talk to someone in Legal so we can
sort out how to respond. Then I'll let you know how we're
going to handle it.”

“Oh, okay then,” said Paulette acceptingly.

Miriam let her expression freeze in a fixed grin. Oh shit,
she thought as she stood up. “Thanks for giving us your
time,” she said.

“Let yourselves out,” Joe said tersely, already turning the
first page.

Out in the corridor, Paulette tumed to Miriam. *“Didn’t
that go well?” she insisted.

Miriam took a deep breath. “Paulie.”

“Yeah?”

Her knees felt weak. “Something’s wrong.”

“What?” Panlette looked concerned.

“Elevator.” She hit the “call” button and waited in silence,
trying to still the butterfiies in her stomach. It amrived, and
she waited for the doors to close behind them before she
continued. “T may just have made a bad mistake.”

«“Mistake?' ” Paulette looked puzzled. “You don’t think—

“He didn’t say anything about publishing,” Miriam smcl
slowly. “Not one word. What were the other names on that 1
list of small investors? The ones you didn’t check?”

“The list? He’s got—" Paulette frowned.

“Was Somerville Investments one of them?”

“Somerville? Could be. Why? Who are they?”

“Because that's—" Miriam pointed a finger at the roof
and circled. She watched Paulette’s eyes grow round.

“I'm thinking about magazine returns from the newsstand
side of the business, Paulie. Don’t you know we've got low
returns by industry standards? And people buy magazines
for cash.”

“Oh.”

“I'm sorry, Paulie”

When they got back to Miriam’s cubicle, a uniformed se-
curity guard and a suit from Human Resources were already
waiting for them.
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“Paulette Milan? Miriam Beckstein?” said the man from
HR. He checked a notepad carefully.

“Yes?” Miriam asked cautiously. “What's up?”

“Would you piease follow me? Both of you?”

He turned and headed for the stairwell down to the main
entrance. Miriam glanced around and saw the security gnard
pull a brief expression of discomfort. “Go on, ma’am.”

“Go on,” echoed Paulette from her left shoulder, her face
white.

This can't be happening, Miriam thought woodenly. She
felt her feet carrying her toward the staircase and down, to-
ward the glass doors at the front.

“Cards, please,” said the man from Human Resources. He
held out his hand impatiently. Miriam passed him her card
reluctantly: Panlette followed suit.

He cleared his throat and looked them over supercil-
iousty. “I’ve been told to tell you that The Industry Weath-
erman won't be pressing charges,” he said. “We'll clear
your cubicles and forward your personal items and your fi-
nal paycheck to your addresses of record. But you're no
longer allowed on the premises.” The security guard took
up a position behind him, blocking the staircase. “Please
leave.”

“What’s going on?” Paulette demanded, her voice rising
toward a squeak.

“You're both being terminated,” the HR man said impas-
sively. “Misappropriation of company resources; specifi-
calty, sending personal e-mail on ¢company time and looking
at pornographic Web sites.”

* ‘Pornographic—' " Miriam felt herself going faint with
fury. She took half a step toward the HR man and barely no-
ticed Paulette grabbing her sleeve.

“It’s not worth it, Miriam,” Paulie warned her. “We both
know it isn’t true.” She glared at the HR man. *“You work for
Somerville Investinents, don’t you?”

He nodded incuriously. “Please leave. Now.”

Miriam forced herself to smile. “Better brush up your ré-
sumé,” she said shakily and turned toward the exit.

Y Voo
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Two-thirds of her life ago, when she was eleven, Miriam had
been stung by a hornet. It had been a bad one: Her arm had
swollen up like a balloon, red and sore and painful to touch,
and the sting itself had hurt like crazy. But the worst thing of
all was the sense of moral indignation and outrage. Miriam-
aged-eleven had been minding her own business, playing in
the park with her skateboard—she’d been a tomboy back
then, and some would say she still was—and she hadn’t
done anything to provoke the angry yellow-and-black insect.
It just flew at her, wings whining angrily, landed, and before
she could shake it off it stung her.

She’d howled.

This time she was older and much more self-sufficient—
college, pre-med, and her failed marriage to Ben had given
her a grounding in self-sufficiency—so she managed to say
good-bye to an equally shocked Paulie and make it into her
car before she broke.down. And the tears came silently—this
time. It was raining in the car park, but she couldn’t tell
whether there was more water inside or outside. They weren't
tears of pain: They were tears of anger. That bastard—

For a moment, Miriam fantasized about storming back in
through the fire door at the side of the building, going up to
Joe Dixon’s office, and pushing him out of the big picture
window. It made her feel better to think about that, but after
a few minutes she reluctantly concluded that it wouldn’t
solve anything. Joe had the file. He had her computer—and
Paulie’s—and a moment’s thought told her that those ma-
chines would be being wiped right now. Doubtless, server
logs showing her peeking at porn con the job would be being
fabricated. She’'d spoken to some geeks at a dot-com startup
once who explained just how easy it was if you wanted-to get
someone dismissed. “Shit,” she mumbled tq-herself and
sniffed. “T'll have to get another job. Shouldn’t be too hard,
even without a reference.”

Still, she was badly shaken. Journalists didn’t get fired for
exposing money-laundering scams; that was in the rules

-t
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somewhere. Wasn’t it? In fact, it was completely crazy. She
blinked away the remaining angry tears. I need fo go see Iris,
she decided. Tomorrow would be soon encugh to start looking
for a new job. Or to figure out a way to break the story herself,
if she was going to try and do it freelance. Today she needed a
shoulder to cry on—and a sanity check. And if there was one
person who could provide both, it was her adoptive mother.

Iris Beckstein lived alone in her old house near Lowell Park.
Miriam felt obscurely guilty about visiting her during day-
time working hours. Iris never tried to mother her, being
content to wander around and see to her own quiet hobbies
most of the time since Morris had died. But Miriam also felt
guilty about not visiting Iris more often. Iris was convales-
cent, and the possibility of losing her mother so soon after
her father had died filled her with dread. Another anchor was
threatening to break free, leaving her adrift in the world.

She parked the car in the road, then made a dash for the
front door—the rain was descending in a cold spray, threat-
ening to turn to penetrating sheets—and rang the dootbell,
then unlocked the door and went in as the two-tone chime
echoed inside.

“Ma?’

“Through here,” Iris called. Miriam entered, closing the
front door. The hallway smeiled faintly floral, she noticed as
she shed her raincoat and hung it up: The visiting home help
must be responsible. “T’'m in the back room.”

Doors and memories lay ajar before Miriam as she hur-
ried toward the living room. She’d grown up in this house,
the one Morris and Iris had bought back when she was a
baby. The way the third step on the staircase creaked when
you put your weight on it, the eccentricities of the downstairs
toilet, the way the living room felt cramped from ali.the
bookshelves—the way it felt too big, without Dad. “Ma?”
She pushed open the living room door hesitantly.

Iris smiled at her from her wheelchair. “So nice of you to
visit! Come in! To what do I owe the pleasure?”
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The room was furnished with big armchairs and a thread-
bare sofa deep enough-to drown in. There was no televi-
sion—neither Iris nor Morris had time for it—but there were
bookcases on each wall and a tottering tower of paper next
to Iris’s chair. Mitiam crossed the roorn, leaned over, and
kissed Iris on top of her head, then stood back. “You're look-
ing.well,” she said anxiously, hoping it was true. She wanted
to hug her mother, but she looked increasingly frail—only in
her fifties, but her hair was increasingly gray, and the skin on
the backs of her hands seemed to be more wrinkled every
time Miriam visited.

“T won’t break—at least, I don’t think so. Not if you onty
hug me.” Iris grimaced. “It’s been bad for the past week, but
I think I'm on the mend again.” The chair she sat in was
newer than the rest of the furniture, surrounded by the im-
pedimenta of invalidity: a little side trolley with her crochet
and an insulated flask full of herbal tea, her medicines, and a
floor-standing lamp with a switch high up its stem. “Marge
just left. She’ll be back later, before supper.”

“That’s good. I hope she’s been taking care of you well.”

“She does her best” Iris nodded, slightly dismissively.
“T've got physiotherapy tomorrow. Then another session
with my new neurologist, Dr. Burke—he’s working with a
clinical trial on a new drug that’s looking promising and
we're going to discuss that. It’s supposed to stop the pro-
gressive demyelination process, but I don’t understand half
the jargon in the report. Could you translate it for me?”

“Mother! You know I don’t do that stuff any more—I"m not
current; I might miss something, Anyway, if you go telling
your osteopath about me, he’ll panic. I'm not a bone doctor.”

“Well, if you say so.” Iris looked irritated. “All that time
in medical school wasn’t wasted, was it?”

“No, Mom, I use it every day. I couldn’t do my job with-
out it. I just don’t know enough about modern multiple scle-
rosis drug treatments to risk second-guessing your specialist,
all right? I might get it wrong, and then who’d you sue?”

“If you say so.” Iris snorted. *You didn’t come here just to
talk about that, did you?”
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Damn, thought Miriam. It had always been very difficult
to pull one over on her mother. “1 105t my job,” she confessed.

“I wondered.” Iris nodded thoughtfully. “All those dot-
coms of yours, it was bound to be infectious. Is that what
happened?”

*No.” Miriam shook her head. *T stumbled across some-
thing and mishandled it badly. They fired me. And Paulie . . .
Remember I told you aboyt her?” -

Iris closed her eyes. “Bastards. The bosses are bastards.”

“Mother!” Miriam wasn’t shocked at the fanguage—Iris’s
odd background jumped out to bite her at the strangest mo-
ments—but it was the risk of misunderstanding. “It’s not
that simple; I screwed up.”

“So you screwed up. Are you going to tell me you de-
served to be fired?” asked Iris.

“No. But I should have dug deeper before I tried to run the
story,” Mirtam said carefully. “I was too eager, got sloppy.
There were connections. It’s deep and it’s big and it’s messy;
the people who own The Weatherman didn’t want to be in-
volved in exposing it.”

“So that excnses them, does it?” asked Iris, her eyes nar-
rowing.

“No, it—" Miriam stopped.

“Stop making excuses for them and I’} stop chasing you.”
Iris sounded almost amused. “They took your job to protect
their own involvement in some dirty double-dealing. Is that
what you're telling me?”

“Yeah. I guess.”

“Well.” Iris’s eyes flashed. “When are you going to hang
them? And how high? I want a ringside seat!”

“Ma.” Miriam locked at her mother with mingled affec-
tion and exasperation. “It’s not that easy. I think The Weath-
erman’s gwners are deeply involved in something illegal.
Money laundering. Dirty money. Insider trading too, proba-
bly. I'd like to nail them, but they’re going to play dirty if I
try. It took them about five minutes to come up with cause
for dismissal, and they said they wouldn’t press charges if I
kept my mouth shut”’
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“What kind of charges?” Iris demanded.

“They say they’ve got logfiles to prove I was net-surfing
pornography at work. They . . . they—" Miriam found she
was unable to go on speaking.

“So were you?” Iris asked guietly.

“No!” Miriam startled herself with her vehemence. She
caught Iris’s siy glance and felt sheepish. “Somry. No, I
wasn't. It’s a setup. But it’s so easy to claim—and virtually
impossible to disprove.”

“Are you going to be able to get another job?” Iris prodded.

“Yes.” Miriam fell silent.

“Then it’s all right. I really couldn’t do with my daughter
expecting me to wash her underwear after all these years.”

“Mother!” Then Miriam spotted the sardonic grin.

“Tell me about it. I mean, everything. Warm a mother’s
heart, spill the beans on the assholes who took her daugh-
ter’s job away.”

Miriam flopped down on the big overstuffed sofa. “It’s ei-
ther a very long story or a very short one,” she confessed. “1
got interested in a couple of biotech companies that looked
just a little bit odd. Did some digging, got Paulette involved—
she digs like a drilling platform—and we came up with some
dirt. A couple of big companies are being used as targets for
money faundering.

“Turns out that The Weatherman’s parent company is into
them, deep. They decided it would be easier to fire us and
threaten us than to run the story and take their losses. I'm
probably going to get home and find a SLAPP lawsuit sitting
in my mailbox.”

“So. What are you going to do about it?”

Miriam met her mother’s penetrating stare. “Ma, I spent
three years there. And they fired me cold, without even try-
ing to get me to shut up, at the first inconvenience. Do you
really think I'm going to let themn get away with that if I can
help it?”

“What about loyalty?” Iris asked, raising an eyebrow.

“I gave them mine.” Miriam shrugged. “That’s part of
why this hurts. You earmn loyalty by giving it.”
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“You’d have made a good feudal noble. They were big on
loyalty, too. And blind obedience, in return.”

“Wrong century, wrong side of the Atlantic, in case you
hadn’t noticed.” .

Now Iris grinned. “Oh, I noticed that much,” she con-
ceded. “No foreign titles of nobility. That’s one of the rea-
sons why I stayed here—that, and your father” Her smile
slipped. “Never could understand what the people here see
in kings and gueens, either the old hereditary kind or the
modermn presidentiai type. All those paparazzi, drooling after
monarchs. I like your line of work. It’s more honest.”

“Harder to keep your job when you’re writing about the real
world,” Miriam brocded gloomily. She struggled to sit a little
straighter. “Anyway, I didn’t come around here to mope at you.
1 figure 1 can leave job-hunting until tomorrow morning.”

“Are you sure you’re going to be all right?” Iris asked
pointedly. “You mentioned lawsuits—or worse.”

“In the short term—" Miriam shrugge-', then took a deep
breath. “Yes,” she admitted. “I guess 1’11 be okay as long as ]
leave them alone.”

“Hmm.” Iris, looked at Miriam sidelong. “How much
money are we talking about here? If they're pulling fake
lawsuits to shut you up, that’s not business as usual.”

“There’s—"" Miriam did some mental arithmetic— “about
fifty to a hundred million a year flowing through this channel”

Iris swore.

“Mat”

“Don’t you ‘Ma’ ime!” Iris snorted.

“But—"

“Listen to your old ma. You came here for advigce, I'm go-
ing to give it, all right? You’re teiling me you just happened
to stumble across a money-laundering operation that’s han-
dling more money in a week than most people earn in their
life. And you think they’re going to settle for firing you and
hoping you stay quiet?”

Miriam snorted. “It can’t possibly be that bad, Ma, thig
isn’t goodfellas territory, and anyway, they’ve got that faked
evidence.”

I
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Iris shook her head stubbornly. “When you've got crimi-
nal activities and millions of dollars in cash together, there
are no limits to what people can do.” For the first time,
Miriam realized with a sinking feeling, Iris looked worried.
“But maybe I'm being too pessimistic—you've just lost your
job and whatever else, that’s going to be a problem. How are
your savings?”

Miriam glanced at the rain-streaked window. Whar's
turned Ma so paranoid? she wondered, unsettled. “They’re
not doing badly. I've been saving for the past ten years.”

“There’s my gisl,” Iris said approvingly.

“I put my money into tech-sector shares.”

“No, you didn’t!” Iris looked shocked.

Miriam nodded. “But no dot-coms.”

llReally?,’

“Most people think that all tech stocks are down. But
biotech stocks actually crashed out in ninety-seven and have
been recovering ever since. The bubble last year didn’t even
touch them. People need new medicines more than they
need flashy Web sites that sell toys, don’t they? I was plan-
ning on paying off my mortgage year after next. Now I
guess it’ll have to wait a bit longer—but I'm not in trouble
unless I stay unemploved over a year.”

“Well, at least you found a use for all that time in med
school.” Iris looked relieved. “So you're not hard up.”

“Not in the short term,” Miriam corrected instinctively.
“Ask me again in six months. Anyway. Is there anything I
can get you while I'm here?” .

“A good stiff drink.” Iris clucked to herself. “Listen, I'm
going to be all right. The disease, it comes and it goes—an-
other few wecks and I'll be walking again.” She gestured at
the aluminum walking frame next to her chair. “I've been
getting plenty of rest and with Marge around twice a day 1
can just about cope, apart from the boredom. I've even been
doing a bit of filing and cleaning, you know, tuming out the
dusty old corners?”

*“Oh, right. Turned anything up?”

“Lots of dustballs. Anyway,” she continued after a mo-

The family TRADE 21

ment. “There’s some stuff I've been meaning to hand over to
you.™

“‘Steff.” ” For a moment, Miriam couldn’t focus on the
problem at hand. It was too much to deal with., She’d lost
her job and then, the very same day, her mother wanted to
talk about selling her home. “I'm sorry, I'm not very fo-
cused today.”

“Not very—" Iris snorted. “You're like a microscope,
girl! Most other people would be walking around in a daze.
It’s not very considerate of me, I know, it’s just that I've
been thinking about things and there's some stuff you really
should have right now. Partly because you're grown up and
partly because it belongs to you—you might have soime use
for it. Stuff that might get overlooked.”

Miriam must have looked baffled because Iris smiled at
her encouragingly. “Yes. You know, ‘stuff.’” Photograph al-
bums, useless things like Morris’s folks® birth certificates,
my old passport, my parents’ death certificates, your adop-
tion papers. Some stuff relating to your birth-mother, t00.”

Miriam shook her head. “My adoption papers—why
would I want them? That’s old stuff, and you’re the only
mother I've ever had.” She looked at Iris fiercely. “You’re
not allowed to push me away!”

“Well! And who said I was? I just figured you wouldn’t
want to lose the opportunity. I you ever felt like trying- to
trace your roots. It belongs to you, and I think now is defi-
nitely past time for you to have it. I kept the newspaper pages
100, you know. It caused quite a stir”” Miriam made a face. “I
know you're not interested,” Iris said placatingly. “Humor
me. There’s a box.”

“A box.”

“A pink and green shoebox. Sitting on the second shelf of
your father’s burean in the guest bedroom upstairs. Do me a
favor and fetch it down, will you?”

“Just for you.”

Miriam found the box easily enough. It rattled when she
picked it up and carried it, smelling of mothballs, down to
the living room. Iris had picked up her crochet again and
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was pulling knots with an expression of fierce concentration.
“Dr. Hare told me to work on it,” she said without looking
up. “Tt helps preserve hand-eye cocrdination.”

“T see” Miriam put the box down on the sofa. “What’s
this one?”

“A Klein-bottle cozy” Iris looked up defensively at
Miriam’s snort. “You should laugh! In this crazy inside-out
world, we must take our comforts from crazy inside-out
places.”

“You and Dad.” Miriam waved it off. “Both crazy inside-
out sorts of people.” ’

“Bleeding hearts, you mean,” Iris echoed ominously.
“People who refuse to bottle it all up, who live life on the
outside, who—" she glanced around— “end up growing old
disgracefully” She sniffed. “Stop me before I reminisce
again. Open the box!”

Miriam obeyed. It was half-full of yellowing, carefully
folded newsprint and elderly photocopies of newspaper sto-
ries. Then there was a paper bag and some certificates and
pieces of formal paperwork made up the rest of its contents.
“The bag contained stff that was found with your birth-
mother by the police,” Iris explained. “Personal effects.
They had to keep the clothing as evidence, but nobody ever
came forward and after a while they passed the effects on to
Marris for safekeeping. There’s a locket of your mother’s in
there—I think you ought to keep it in a safe place fof now; 1
think it’s probably quite valuable. The papers—it was a ter-
rible thing. Terrible.”

Miriam unfolded the uppermost sheet; it crackled slightly
with age as she read it. UNKNOWN WOMAN FOUND STAEBED,
BABY TAKEN INTQ CUSTODY. It gave her a most pecaliar feel-
ing. She’d known about it for many years, of course, but this
was like seeing it for the first time in a history book, written
down in black and white. “They still don’t know who she
was?” Miriam asked.

“Why should they?” Iris looked at her oddly. “Sometimes
they can reopen the case when new evidence comes to light,
or do DNA testing, but after thirty-two years most of the
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witnesses will have moved away or died. The police officers
who first looked into it will have retired. Probably nothing
happens unless a new lead comes up. Say, they find another
body or someone confesses years later. It’s just one of those
terrible things that sometimes happen to people. The only
vnusual thing about it was you” She looked at Miriam
fondly.

“Why they let two radicals, one of them a resident alien
and both of them into antiwar protests and stuff like that,
adopt a baby—"" Miriam shook her head. Then she grinned.
“Did they think I would slow you down or something?”

“Possibly, possibly. But I don’t remember being asked
any questions about our politics when we went to the adop-
tion agency—it was much easier to adopt in those days.
They didn’t ask much about our background except whether
we were married. We didn’t save the newspapers at the time,
by the way. Morris bought them as morgue copies later.”

“Well” Miriam replaced the news clipping, put the Ld
back on the box, and contemplated it. “Ancient history.”

“You know, if you wanted to investigate it—" Iris was us-
ing rhat look on her, the penetrating diamond-tipped stare of
inquisition, the one Miriam tried to think herself into when
interviewing difficult customers—"1 bet a journalist of your
experience would do better than some doughnut stuffed po-
liceman on a rontine job. Don’t you think?”

“I think I really ought to help my real mother figure out
what she’s going to do about not going stir-crazy while she
gets better,” Miriam replied lightly. “There are more imme-
diate things to investigate, like whether your tea is cold and
if there are any cookies in the kitchen. Why don’t we leave
digging up the dead past for some other time?”
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iriam drove away slowly, distractedly,
nodding in time to the beat of the wind-
shield wipers. Traffic was as bad as usual,

but nothing untoward penetrated her thoughts.

She parked, then hunched her shoulders against the
weather and scurried to her front door. As usual, her keys got
muddled up. Why does this always happen when I'm in a
hurry? She wondered. Inside, she shook her way out of her
raincoat and jacket like a newborn moth emerging from its
sodden cocoon, hung them on the coat rail, then dumped her
shoulder bag and the now-damp cardboard box on the old
telephone table and bent to unzip her boots. Free of the con-
straints of leather, her feet flexed luxuriously as she skid
them into a pair of battered pink slippers. Then she spotted
the answering machine’s blinking light. “You have new mes-
sages,” she sang to herself, slightly manic with relief at being
home. “Fuck "em.” She headed for the kitchen to switch on
the coffeepot, then poured a mug and carried it into her den.
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The den had once been the dining roont of this suburban
home, a rectangular space linked to the living room by an
archway and to the kitchen by a serving hatch. Now it was a
cramped office, two walls jammed with bookcases and a
third occupied by a huge battered desk. The remaining wall
was occupied by a set of french windows opening onto the
rear deck. Rain left twisting slug trails down the windows,
kicking up splashes from the half-submerged ceramic pots
outside. Miriam planted the coffee mug in the middle of the
pile of stuff that accumulated on her desk and frowned at the
effect. “It’s a mess,” she said aloud, bemused. “How the hell
did it get this untidy?” .

“This is bad,” she said, standing in front of her desk. “You
hear me?” The stubborn paperwork and scattering of gadgets
stbbornly refused to-obey, so she attacked them, sorting the
letters into piles, opening unopened mail and discarding the
junk, hunting receipts and filing bills. The desk turned out to
be almost nine months’ deep in trivia, and cleaning it up was a
welcome distraction from having to think about her experi-
ence at work. When the desk actually showed a clear surface—
and she’d applied the kitchen cleaner to the coffee rings—slie
started on the e-mail. That took longer, and by the time she’d
checked off everything in her in-box, the rain battering on the
windows was falling out of a darkening sky as night fell.

When everything was looking shipshape, another thought
struck her “Paperwork. Hmm.” She went throngh into the
hall and fetched the pink and green shoebox. Making a face,
she upended it onto the desk. Papers mushroomed out, and
something clattered and skittered onto the floor. “Huh?”

It was a paper bag. Something in it, a hard, cold nucleus,
had spilled over the edge of the desk. She hunted around for a
few seconds, then stooped and ‘triumphantly deposited bag
and contents next to the pile of yellowing clippings, rancid
photocopies, and creamy documents. One of which, now that
she examined it, looked like a birth certificate—no, one of
those forms that gets filled in in place of a birth certificate
when the full details are unknown. Baby Jane Doe, age ap-
proximately six weeks, weight blah, eye color green, sex fe-
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male, parents unknown . . . for amoment Miriam felt as if she
was staring at it down a dark tunnel from a long way away.

Ignoring the thing-that-ratted, Miriam went throggh_ the
papers and sorted these, too, into two stacks. Press clippings
and bureaucracy. The clippings were mostly photocopies:
They told a simple—if mysterious—tale that had been fa-
miliar to her since the age of four. A stabbing in the park. A
young woman—apparently a hippie or maybe a Gypsy,
judging by her strange clothes—found dead on the edge qf a
wooded area. The cause of death was recorded as massive
biood loss caused by a deep wound across her back and left
shoulder, inflicted by some kind of edged weapon, maybe a
machete. That was nnnsual enough. What made it even more
unusual was the presence of the six-week-old baby shrieking
her little heart out nearby. An elderly man walking his dog
had called the police. It was a seven-day wonder.

Miriam knew the end to that story lay somewhere in Mor-
ris and Iris Beckstein's comforting arms. She’d done her
best to edit this other dangling bloody end to the story out of
her life. She didn’t want to be someone else’s child: She had
two petfectly good parents of her own, and the common as-
sumption that blood ties must be thicker than upbringing
rankled. Iris’s history taught better—the only child of Holo-
caust refugees settled in an unfriendly English town after the
war, she’d emigrated at twenty and never looked back after
meeting and marrying Morris.

Miriam shook out the contents of the paper bag over the
not-quite birth certificate. It was a lens-shaped silver locket
on a fine chain. Tarnished and dull with age, its surface was
engraved with some sort of crest of arms: a shield and ani-
mals. It looked distinctly cheap. “Hmm.” She picked it up
and peered at it closely. This must be what Ma told me about,
she thought. Valuable? There was some sort of catch under
the chain’s loop. “T wonder . . .”

She opened it.

Instead of the lover’s photographs she’d half-expected, the
interior of the shell contained a knotwork design, enamel
painted in rich colors. Curves of rich ochre looped and inter-
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penetrated, weaving above and beneath a branch of turquoise.
The design was picked out in silver—it was far brighter than
the exposed outer case had suggested.

Miriam sighed and leaned back in her sprung office chair.
“Well, there goes thar possibility,” she told the press clip-
pings gloomily. No photographs of her mother or long-lost
father. Just some kind of tacky cloissoné knotwork design.

She looked at it closer. Knotwork. Vaguely Celtic knot-
work. The left-hand cell appeared to be a duplicate of the
right-hand one. If she traced that arc from the top left and
followed it under the blue arc—

Why had her birth-mother carried this thing? What did it
mean to her? (The blue arc connected through two inter-
linked green whorls.) What had she seen when she stared
mnto it? Was it some kind of meditation aid? Or just a pretty
picture? It certainly wasn’t any kind of coat of arms.

Miriam leaned back further. Lifting the locket, she dan-
gled it in front of her eyes, letting the light from the bookcase
behind her catch the silver highlights. Beads of dazzling
blue-white heat seemed to trace their way around the knot's
heart. She squinted, feeling her scalp crawl. The sound of her
heart beating in her ears became unbearably loud: There was
a smell of burning toast, the sight of an impossible knot
twisting in front of her eyes like some kind of stereoisogram
forming in midair, trying to tumn her head inside out—

Three things happened simultaneously. An abrupt sense
of nausea washed over her, the lightbulb went out, and her
chair fell over backward.

“Ouch! Dammit!” Something thumped into Miriam’s
side, doubling her over as she hit the ground and rolled over,
pulling her arms in to protect her face. A racking spasm
caught her by the gut, leaving her feeling desperately sick,
and the arm of the chair came around and whacked her in
the small of her back. Her knees were wet, and the lights
were out. “Shit!” Her head was splitting, the heartbeat throb
pounding like a jackhammer inside her skull, and her stom-
ach'was twisting. A sudden flash of fear: This can’t be a mi-
graine. The onset is way too fast. Malignant hypertension?
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The urge. to vomit was strong, but after a moment it began to
ebb. Miriam lay still for a minute, waiting for her stomach-to

come under control and the lights to come back on. Shit, am '

I having an aneurism? She gripped the'locket so tightly that
it threatened fo dig a hole in her right fist. Carefully she tried
to move her arms and legs: Everything seemed to be work-
ing and she managed a.shallow sigh of relief. Finally, when
she was sure her guts were going to be alright, she pushed
herself up onto her knees and saw—

Trees.

Trees everywhere.

Trees inside her den.

Where did the walls go?

Afterward, she could never remember that next ternble
minute. It was dark, of course, but not totally dark: She was
in twilight qn a forested slope, with beech and elm and other
familiar trees looming ominously. out of the twilight. .The
groynd was dry, and her chair lay incongruously in a thicket
of shrubbery not far from the base of a big maple tree. When
she looked around, she could seg no sign of her hopse, or the
neighboring apartments, or of the lights along the highway.
Is there a total blackout? she, wondered, confused. Did I
sleepwalk or something?

She stumbled to her feet, her slippers treacherous on leaf
mulch and dry grass stems. She shivered. It was ¢old—not
quite winter-cold but too darmmed chilly to be wandering
around in pants, a turtleneck, and bedroom slippers. And—

“Where the hell am 17" she asked the empty sky.-“What,
the hell?”

Then the irony of her situation kicked in and she bégan to
giggle, frightened and edgy and afyaid she wouldn’t-be able
to stop. She did a twirl, in place, trying to see whatever there
was to see. Sylvan idyll at nightfall, still-life with-deranged
doi-com refugee and brown office furniture. A gust of wind
rattled the branches overhead, dislodging a chilty shower of
fat drops: A couple landed on Miriam:s arms and face, mak-
ing her shudder.

The air was fresh—too fresh.. And there was none of the
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subliminal background hum of a big city, the noise that
never completely died. It didn’t get this quiet even out in-
the country—and indeed, when she paused to listen, it
wasn’t quiet; she could hear distant.birdsong in the deepen-
ihg twilight. ~

She took a deep breath, then another. Forced herself to
thrust'the hand with the locket into her hip pocket and let go
of the thing. She patted it obsessively for a minute, whim-
pering slightly at the pain in her head. No holes, she.thought
vaguely. She’d once wom pants like*this where her spare
change had worn a hole inthe pocket lining and eventually
spilled on the ground, causing no end-of a mess.

For some reason, the idea of losing possession. of the
locket filled her with a-black terror.

She looked up. The first stars of evening were coming out;
and the sky-was.almost clear of cloud. It was going to be.a
cold night.

“Ttemn,” she muttered. *““You are not at home. Ouch. You-

have a splitting headache and you don’t think you fell asleep
in the chair, even thqugh' you-were in"it-when you arrived
here.” She-looked around in wild surmise. She’d never been
one for the novels Ben. occasionally read, but she'd seen

enough trashy TV serials to pick up the idea. Fwilight Zone,

Time Squad, programs like that. “Items: I don’t know.where
or when T amy but this ain’t home. Do I stay put and hope-1
automagically stap back into my own kitchen or . . . what?
It was the locket, no two ways about.it. Do I lock at it again-
to g0 back?”

She fumbled into her pocket nervously. Her fingers
wrapped "around warm metal. She breathed more easily.
“Right. Right.”

Just nerves, she thought. Alone¢ in a forest at night—what
lived here? Bears? Cougars? There could be anything here,
anything at all. Be a fine joke if she went exploring and
stepped on a rattler, wouldn’t it? Although in this weather . . .
“I"d better go home,” she murmured to herself and was about
to pull the locket out-when she-saw a flicker of light in the
distance.
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She was disoriented, tired, had just had a really bad day,
and some cosmic-trickster-god had dumped a magic amulet
on her to see what she’d do with it: That was the only expla-
nation, she reasoned afterward. A sane Miriain would have
sat down and analyzed her options, then assembled a plan of
action. But it wasn’t a sane Miriam who saw those flickers of
orange light and went crashing through the trees downhill to-
ward them.

Lights. A jingle, as of chains, Thudding and hollow clonk-
ing noises—and low voices. She stumbled out into the sud-
den expanse of a trail—not a wide one, more of a hiking
trail, the surface torn up and muddy. Lights! She stared at
them, at the men on horseback coming down the trail toward
her, the lantern held or a pole by the one in the lead. Dim
light glinted off reflecting metal, helmet, and breastplate like
something out of a museum. Someone called out something
that sounded like: “Curl!” Look. He’s riding toward me, she
thought dazedly. What’s that he’s—

Her guts liquid with absolute fright, she torned and ran.
The flat crack of rifle fire sounded behingd her. repeated
short bursts firing into the night. Invisible fingers ripped at
the branches overhead as Miriam heard voices raised in
hue and cry behind her. Low branches scratched at her face
as she ran, gasping and crying, uphill away from the path.
More bangs, more gunshots—astonishingly few of them,
byt any at all was too many. She ran. straight into a tree, fell
back winded, brains rattling around inside her head like
dried peas in a pod, then she pushed herself to her feet
again- faster than she’d have believed possible and stum-
bled on into the night, gasping for breath, praying.for res-
cue.

Eventually she stopped. Somewhere along the way she’d
lost her slippers. Her face and ribs felt bruised, her head was
pounding, and she could bargly breathe. But she couldn’t
hear any sounds of pursuit. Her skin felt oddly tight, and
everything was far too cqld. As soon as she was no longer
running, she doubled over and sugecumbed to a fit of racking
coughs, prolonged by her desperate attempts to muffle thern.
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Her chest was on fire. Oh god, any god. "Whoever put me
here. I just want you to know that I hate you!

She stood up. Somewhere high overhead-the wind sighed.
Her skin itched with the fear of pursuit. I've got to get home,
she realized. Now her skin crawled with gnother fear—fear
that she might be wrong, that it wasn’t the locket at all, that it
was something else she didn’t understand that had brought
her here, that there was no way back and she’d be stranded—

When she flicked it open, the right-hand half.of the-locket
crawled with light. Tiny specks of brilliance, not the phos-
phorescence of a watch-dial or the bioluminescence of those
plastic disposable fashlights that had become popular for a
year or two, but an intense, bleached blue-white glare like a
miniature star. Miriam panted, trying to-let her mind drift
into it, but-after a ntinute she realized all she was achieving
was giving herself a headache. “What did I do to*make it
work?” she mumbled, puzzled and frustrated-and increas-
ingly afraid. “If she could make it—"

Ah. Thai was what she’d been doing. Just relaxing, meditat-
ing. Wondering-what the hell her birth-mother had seen in it.
Miriam gritted her teeth. How was she going to re-create that
sense of detached curiosity? Here in a wild forest at night, with
strangers shooting ather in the dark? How-—she narrowed her
eyes. The headache. If I can see my way past it, I could—

The dots of light blazed up for a moment in glorious con-
flagration. Miriam. jackknifed forward, saw -the orange
washout of streetlights shining down on a well-mowed lawn.
Then her stomach rebelled andrthis time she touldn’t keep it
down. It was. all she could do to catch her breath between
heaves. Somehow her guts had been replaced by a-writhing
snake, and the racking spasms kept pulsing through her until
she began to worry about tearing her esophagus.

Noise-of a car slowing—then speeding up again as the
driver saw her vomiting. A yell from the window, ifarticu-
late, something like “Drunk fucking bums!” Something clat-
tered into the road. Miriam didn’t care. Dampness and cold
clenched their icy fingers around her, buf she didn’t care:
She was back in civilization, away from the threatening trees
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and her pursuer. She stumbled off the ffont. lawn of. some-
body’s-house and sensed harsh asphait beneath her bare feet,
stones digging into her soles.-A road'sign said it was some-
where she knew. -One of the.other side foads, off Grafton-
Street, which her road also opened off. She was- less than
half a mile from home.

Drip. She looked up. Drip. The rain began to fall agdin,
sluicing down her aching face: Her clothes were stained and
filthy with mud-and vomit. Her legs were scratched and fele
bruised. Home. It was a primal imperative. Put.one foot.in
Jront of another, she told-herself through the deafenjng ham:
mering-in her skull. Her head hurt, and the world was spirf-
ning around her.

An indefinite time—perhaps ten minutes, perhaps half an
hour-—later, she saw a familiar sight through-the downpour.,
Soaked to the skin and shivering, she nevertheless felt tike.a
furnace. Her house.seemed-to shimmer like a mirage in.the
desert when she looked at it. And now she discovered an-
other problem—she’d come; out withant her keys!Silly me,
what was I thinking? she wondered . vaguely: Nothing but this
locket; she thought, weaying its chain atound her right index
finger, w .

The shed, whispered a“vestige of cool control in the back’
of her head. ' ] .

Oh, yes, the shed, she answered herself.

She stumbled around .the side of her "house, past .the
cramped, green rug that passed for a yard, to.the shed: in
back:It was padlocked, but the small side window wasn’t ac:"
tually fastened and if you pulled just so:it would open out-,
ward, It took her three tries and half a fingernail—the.rain
had warped the-wood somewhat—but once.open she couid
thrust an arm inside and fumble around for the hook.with'the.
key dangling from it on a lodp. She fetched the'key, opened
the padlock—dropping it casually op the lawn—and found,
taped to the underside of the workbench; the spare key to the*
french doors. -

She 'was home.

~

walk ON
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soinehow” Miriam foypnd. her way upstairs. She

worked this:out whien she awakened sprawled on

¥ her bed,-feet freezing .and hot™ shivérs chasing

across her skin while a platooh-of miners with-pickaxes
worked her head aver. [t was _her bladdér that woke her up
and led-her still_half-asleep=to.the bathrooms, -where she’
turnéd on all-the lights, shot the deadbolt-on the d'oor,—hus_ed
the toilet, and rummaged-arourid for.an Advil to help with*
the hangover symptoms. “What.you need is a _good shower,”
she told herself grimly, trying:to‘ignore the,pl_]e of foul and
stinking clothes on the floor that mingled with tife toyvels
she’d spilled evetywhere the, nighit -before:, Nalfed ‘i A
brightly lit pink-and- chromed Bathrbom, she spym’the taps,
sat on the'edge of. the bathtub, and tried to think her way past

the haze of depression and pain. ~ ST
“You're-a-big girl,” shetold the scalding hot'waterfall as it
gushed into the tub, “Big girls don’t.get bent out of s_h_ape‘ by
little things,” she told herself.-Like losing her job. “Big girls
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deal with divorces. Big girls deal with getting pregnant
while they’re at school, putting the baby up for adoption, fin-
ishing med school, and retraining for another career when
they don’t like the shitty options they get dealt. Big girls
cope with marrying their boyfriends, then finding he’s been
sleeping with their best friends. Big girls make CEOs shit
themselves when they come calling with a list of questions.
They don’t go crazy and think they’re wandering around a
rainy forest being shot at by armored knights with assault ri-
fies.” She sniffed, on the edge of tears.

A first rational” thought intruded: I'm getting depressed
and that's no good. Followed rapidly by a second one:
Where's the bubble bath? Bubble bath was fun. Bubble bath
was a good thought. Miriam didn]t like wallowing in self-
pity, although right now it was almost as tempting as a nice
warm shower. She went and searched for the bubble, Bath, fi-
nally found the bottle in the trashcan—almost, but not en-
tirely, empty. She held it' under the tap and let the water
rinse the last of the gel out, foaming and swirling around her
feet. -

Depression would be a.perfectly reasonable response fo
losing my job, she told herself, if it-was actually my fault.
Which it wasn’t. Lying back in the scented water and inhal-
ing steam. But going nuts? I don’t think so. She'd been
through bad times. First the unplanned pregnancy by Ben, in
her third year at college, too young and too early. She still
couldn’t fully articulate her reasons for not having an abor-
tion; maybe if that bitch-from the student counseling service
hadn’t sirply assumned . . . but she’d never been one for do-
ing what everyone expected her-to do, and she’d been-confi-
dent—maybe too confident—in her relationship with Ben.
Hence the adoptiomr. And then, a couple of years later when
they got married, that hadn’t been the smartest thing she’d
ever done either. With twenty-twenty hindsight it had been a
response to a relationship already on the rocks, the kind that

. ‘could only end in tears. But she’d weathered it all without
going crazy or even having a small breakdown.-fron control,
that’s .me. But this new thing, ‘the stumbling around the

The £aaly TRADE 35

woods being shot.at;.seeing a knight, a guy in armor, with an
M-16 ¢r something—that was scary. Time fo face the music.
“Am I sane?” she asked the toilet-duck. v

Well, whatever this is, it ain’t in DSM-IV. Miriam-racked
her memory for decade-old clinical lectures. No way was
this schizophrenia. The symptoms were all wrong, and she
wasn't hearing voices or feeling weird about people. It was
just a single sharp incident, very vivid, realistic as—

She stared at her stained pants and ‘turtleneck. “The
chair,” she muttered. “If the chair’s missing, it was real. Or
at least something happened”

Paradoxically, the thought of the missing chair gave her
something concrete to hang on to. Dripping wet, she_stum-
bled downstairs. Her den was as she’d left it, except that the
chair was.missing and there were.muddy footprints by the
french doors. She knelt to .examine the floor behind- her
desk. She found a couple of books, dislodged from the shelf
behind her chair when she fell, but otherwiseno sign of any-
thing unexpected. “So it was real!?

A sudden thought-struck her and she whirled then ran up-
stairs to the bathroony, wincing. The locket!—

It was in the pocket of her pants. Pulling a face, she care:
fully -placed it on the shelf above the sink where. she, could
see it, then got.into the bathtub. I'm not going nuts,. she
thought, relaxing in the hot water. It's real.

An hour later she emerged, feeling much improved. Hair
washed and conditioned, nails carefully trimmed and
stripped of the tesidue -of yesterday’s polish, legs itching
with niild razor-burn, and skin rosy from an exfoliating
scrub, she felt clean,.a$-if she’d succeeded in stripping away
all the layers of dirt and paranoia that had stuck to her the day

‘before. It-was-still only lunchtime,-so she dressed again: an
old T-shirt, jeans that had seen better days, and an old pair of
sneakers.,

The headache and chills subsided slowly, as-did the
lethargy. She headed downstairs slowly and.dumped her
dirty clothing in the washing machine. Then she poured her-
Seif a glass of orange juice and maraged to force down one
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of the granola bars she kept for emergencies. This brought
more thoughts to mind, and as scon as she'd finished eating
she headed downstairs to poke around in the gloom of the
basement.

The basement was a great big rectangular space under the
floor of the house. The furnace, bolted to one wall, roared
eerily at her; Ben had left lots of stuff with her, her parents
had passed on a lot of their stuff too, and now one wall was
faced in industrial shelving units.

Here was a box stuffed with old clothing that she kept
meaning to schlep to a charity shop: not her wedding
dress—which had gone during the angry month she filed for
divorce—but ordinary stuff, too unimportant to repudiate.
There was an old bag full of golf clubs, their chromed heads
dull and speckled with rust. Ben had toyed with the idea of
doing golf, thinking of it as a way up the corporate ladder.
There was a dead lawn mower, an.ancient computer of
Ben’s—probably 2 museum piece by now—and a work-
bench with vice, saws, drill, and other woodworking equip-
ment, and maybe the odd bloodstain from his failed attempts
to be the man about the house. There on that high shelf was a
shotgun and a box of shells. It had belonged to Morris, her
father. She eyed it dubiously. Probably nobody had used it
since Dad bought it decades ago, when he’d lived out west
for a few years, and what.she knew about shotguns cotld be
written on one side of a postage stamp in very large letters,
even though Moiris had insisted on teaching her to use a
handgun. Some wise words from the heavyweight course on
industrial espionage techniques the Weatherman HR folks
had paid for her to take two years ago came back: You're a
Journalist, and these other folks are investigators. You’re
none of you cops, none of you are doing anything worth
risking your lives over, so you should avoid escalating con-
frontations. Guns turn any confrontation into a potentially
lethal one. So keep them the hell out of your professional
dife! “Shotgun, no,” she mused. “But. Hmm. Handgun.” Must
stop talking ro myself, she resolved.

“Do 1 really expect them to follow me here?™ she asked
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the broken chest freezer, which gaped incomprehendingly at
her. “Did I just dream-it all?”

Back upstairs, she swiped her leather-bound planner
from the desk and poured another glass of orange juice.
Time to worry about the real world, she told herself. She
went back to the hall and hit the *“play” button on the an-
swering machine. It was backed up with megsages from the
day before.

“Miriam? Andy here. Listen, a little bird told me about what
happened yesterday and I think it sucks. They didn’t have any
details, but I want you to know if you need some freelance
commissions you should give me a call. Talk later? Bye.”

Andy was a junior editor on a rival tech-irade.sheet. He
sounded stiff and stilted when he talked to the telephorie ro-
bot, not like a real person at all. Bitit still gave her a shiver
of happiness, almost a feeling of pure joy, to hear from him.
Someone cared, someone who didn’t buy the vicious lie Joe
Dixon had put out. That bastard really got to me, Miriam
wondered, relief replaced by a flash of anger at the way
she’d been treated.

Another message, from Paulette. Mirian tensed. “Miriam,
honey, let's.talk. I don’t want to rake over dead shit, but
there’s some siff I need to get straight in my-head. Can I
come around?” .

She hit the “pause™ button. Paulette sounded severely
messed up. It was like a bucket of ice water down her spine.
I did this. I got us both fired, she began thinking, and her
knees tried to tarn to jelly. Then she thought, Hold on. I
didn't fire anybody! That switched on the anger again, but
left her feeling distinctly shaky. Sooner or later she'd have to
talk to Paulie. Sooner or—

She hit the “next message” button again.

Heavy breathing, then: “Bitch. We know where you live.
Heard about you from our mutual friend-Joe. Keep your nose
out of our business or you’ll be fucking sorry”—click.

Wide-eyed, she turned and looked over her shoulder. But
the yard was empty and the front door was locked. “Bas-
tards,” she spat. But there was no caller-ID on the message
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afid probably not engugh to.get the police interested-in it. Es-
pecially not if Joe’s minions at The Weatherman started’'mud
slinging with forged fire-wall logs: They could make her
look like the next Uhabomber if they wanted to.-For a mo-
ment, outrage Blurred her vision. She forced herselfo-stop
panting and sit- down again, fiext to the treacherous, veri-
omous answering machine. “Threaten me in‘'my own home,
will you? Fuck”

The gravity of her situation was only just sinking in: “Bet-
ter kéep a gun under my pillow,” she muttered under her
breath. “Bastards.” The opposite wall seemed-to be pulsing
slightly, a reaction to her fury. She felt herfingers clenching

involuntarily. “Bastards.” Kicking her out of her job and
smearing her reputation wasn’t enough for them, was it?

Sheld show them—

—Something.

After a minute she calmed down -endugh to face .the re-
maining message on.the answering machine. She had-diffi-
culty forcing herself to press the butfon. But the next-message
wasn’t another threat—quite the opposite. “Miriam, this-is
Steve from The Herald. 1 heard the news. Get in touch.”

For that, she hit the “pause” bution yet again, and this time
frowned and “scribbled a note to herself.: Steve wasn’t a
chatty editor, like Andy; Steve freated words like dollar bills.
And he wouldn’t be getting in touch if it didn’tinvolve work,
even freelance work. A year ago he’d tried to head-hunt her,
offering a big pay raise and a higher position. Taking stock
of her options—and when they were due to mature—she’d
turned him down. Now she had reason to regret it.

That was.the end of her mailbox, and she hit the *erase”
button hard enough to hurt her finger. Fwo editors” taiking
about work, a former office mate wanting to chew ovér the
corpse~-and-what séunded like a death threat; This isn’t go-
ing to go.away, she realized: I'min-it up to my neck now. A
stab of guilt: So is Paulie. I'll have to ralkto her. A ray of
hope: For someone who's unemployed, T sure get a lot of
business calls.- A conclusion: Just as long as I stay sane 1
should be all right.
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The living room was more hospitable-right-now than the
chairless den, jts huge french doors streaked with rain falling'
from a leaden sky. Miriam went through conslderpd build-
ing a fire in the hearth, and collapsed into the sofa instead.
The combination of fear, anger, and tension had drained
most of her energy. Opening her planner, she turned to a
blank page and began writing:

I NEED WORK

Call Andy and: Steve. Pass “Go.” Collect freelance
commissions. Collect two hundred dollars. Keep up-the
mortgage payments. ’

1AM GOING CRAZY

Well, no. This isn’t schizophrenia. I'm not hearing
voices, the walls aren’t going soft, and nobody iy beam-
' ing orbital mind control lasers at me. Everything’s fine
except I had a weird fugue moment, and-the office chair
is missing.

DID SOMEONE SLIP ME SOMETHING? .
Dor’t-be silly: Who? Iris? Maybe she and Momis
tripped when they were younger, but she just wouldn’t
do that.to me.-Joe Dixon js a sleazebag with crimina]
comnections, but he-didn’t offer me a drink. And who
else have I seen in the past day? Anyway, that snothow -
hallucinogens work.

e

MAGIC
That’s silly, too, but-at least it’s testable,

l- Miriam’s eyes narjowed and she chewed the cap of her
pen. This was going to take-planning, but at least it was be-
ginning to sound like-she had her ducks lined up in a-row.
She began jotting down tasks:

1. Call Andy at The Globe. Try to sell him a feature.or
three.
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-2, Make appoiritment to see Steve at Thé Herald. See
what he wants.

3. See Paulie. Check-how she’s doing. See if we can re

construct the investiationawithout drawing attention,

.See if we can pitch it'at’Andy or Steve. Cover the an-
gles. If we do this, they will turn nasty. Call FBI?

4, See if whatever I did last night is repeatable. Get ev-
idence, then a witness. If it’s me, seek help. If it’s not
me...

5. Get the story.

That afterncon Miriam went shopping. It-was, she figured,
retail therapy. Never mind the job-hunting, there’d be time
for that when she knew for sure whether or not she was go-
ing insane in some obscurely nonstandard manner. It was
October, a pretty time of year to go hiking, but fall had set in
and things could turn nasty at the drop of a North Aflantic
depression. Extensive preparations were therefore in order.
She eventually staggered hdme underthe weight of a Ioad of
camping.equipment: tent; jacket, new boots, portable stove.
Getting it all home oh the T was a pain, but at least it told her
that she could walk under the weight. =

A couple of hours later she was ready. She checked her
watch for the fourth time. She’d taken two ibuprofen-tablets
an hour ago and the propionic acid inhibitor should bé doing
its job by now.

She tightened the waist strap of her pack and stretched ner-
vously. The garden shed was crampedand dark and there
didn’t seem to be room to-turn around with her hiking gear
and backpack on. Did I put the spare key back? she asked her-
self. A” quick check proved.that she had. Trrelevant thoughts
were better tlian Am I nuts?—as long as they weren’t an ex-
cuse for prevarication.

e
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Okay, here goes hothing.

The locket. Shé held it in her left hand.-With her right
she.patted her righthip pocket. The pistol was technically
illegal—butvas Ben had pointed out; he'd rather ‘deal with
an unlicensed firearms charge than his-own funeral. The
rattling” memory of a voice -snarling at her answering ma-
chine, the echo of rifle-fire in the darkness, made her pause
for a mément. “Do I'really want to do this?” shé asked her-
self. Life was complicated enough as it was.

Hell yes! Because either I'm mad, and it doesn’t matter, or
my birth-mother was involved in somethifig huge. Something
much bigger than a billion-dollar money-laundering scam
through Proteome and Biphase. And if they-killed her be-
cause of it— A sense of lingering injustice prodded her con-
science. “Okay,” she told herself. “Let’s do-it. 'm right
bekiind myself.” She chuckled grimly and flicked the locket
open, half-expecting to see-a-photograph of a woman, or a
painting, 0r something else to tell her she needed helg—

The knot tried to turn her eyesinside out,-and then the hut
wasn’t there any more, ~

Miriam gasped. The air was cold, and her head throbbed-—-
but not as badly as last time.

“Wow.” She.carefully pushed the locket into her-left pocket,
then pulled out her pocket dictaphone! “Memo begins:
Wednesday, @ctober 16, 8 p.m. It’s dark and the temperature’s
about ten degrees coldér . . . here-Wherever the'hell ‘here’ is?
She mrned-around.slowly. Trees, skeletal, stretchedoff in all
dircctions. She was stinding ‘on a slope, not ‘steep but steep
enough to explain why'she’d-skidded. “No signof people. I
can either go look for the chair or not. Hmm. I think not.”

She lookedup. Wind-blown cloiids scudded-ovethead, be-
neath a crescent moon. She didn’t turn her flashlight o No
call for artracting attention, she reminded herself.-Just look
around, then go home .

“I'm an astronaut,” she‘ rmurmured into the dictaphone,
She ‘took ‘a step forward, feeling her pack sway on her back,
toward a big elm tree. Turnirig around, she paused, then
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kmelt and carefully placed an old potsherd from the shed on
the leafy humus where she’d been standing. “Neil and Buzz
only spent eight hours on the moon on that first trip. Only
about four hours on the- surface, in two excursions. This is
going to be my moonwalk.” As long as I don't get my damn
Jool self shot, she reminded herself. Or stuck. She'd brought
her sleeping bag and tent, and a first-aid kit, and Ben’s pistol
(just in case, and she felt wicked because of it). But this
didn’t feel like home. This felt like the wild woods—and
Miriam wasn’t'at home in the woods. Especially when there
were guys with guns who shot at her like it was hunting sea-
son and Jewish divorcées weren’t on the protected list.

Miriam took ten paces up the hill, then stopped and held
her breath, listening. The air was chilly and damp, as if a fog
was coming in off the river. There was nothing to hear—no
traffic noise,-no distant rumble of trains or jets. A distant
avian hooting might signify an owl hunting, but that was it.
“It’s really quiet,” Miriam -whispered into her mike. “I've
never heard it so silent before.”

She shivered and looked around. Then she took her small
flashlight out and slashed a puddle of light across the trees,
casting long sharp shadows. “There!” she exclaimed. An-
other five paces and she found her brown swivel chair lying
on a pile of leaf mold. It was wet and thoroughly the worse
for wear, and she hugged it like a long-lost lover as-she lifted
it upright and carefully put it down. “Yes!”

Her temples throbbed, but she was overjoyed..“I found
it,” she confided in her dictaphone. “T found the chair. So
this is the same place.” But the chair. was pretty messed up.
Almost ruined, in fact—it had been a secondhand retread to
begin with, and a night out in the rainy woods hadn’t
helped any.

“It’s real,” she said quietly, with profound satisfaction.
“I’'m not going mad. Or if I'm confabulating, I'm doing it so
damn consistently—" She shook her head. “My .birth-
mother came here. Or from here: Or something. And she
was stabbed, and nobody knows-why, or who-did it That
brought her back to reality. It raised echoes of her own.sita-

Y "
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ation, hints of*anonymouis threatening plione calls, and other
unfinished business. She sighed, then retraeed her -steps-to
the potsherd. Massaging her scalp, she sat down on the spot,
with her back to the niearby ¢lm tree: o

She stopped talking abruptly, thrust the dictaphorie into
her hip pocket, pulled out the locket, and held her breath.

The crunch of a‘breaking=branch carried a long way in the
night. Spooked, she fiicked the locket open, focused on its
depths, and steeled herself to face the coming hangover: She
really didn’t want to be out in the woods at night—at least,
not without a let more preparation.

The next morning—after phoning Andy at The Globe and
securing a commission forf a business supplerhent feature-on
VC houses, good for half a month’s income, with the prom-
ise of -a regular weekly -slot-if her features were good
enongh—Miriam bit the bullet-and phoned -Paulette. She
was nerving hérself for an answering machine on the-fifth
ring when Paulette answered.

“Hello?” She sounded hesitant—unusual for Paulie.

“Hi, Pauli¢! Tt’s me. Sorry I didn’t get back to you yester-
day, I had a migraine.and a lot of; uh, issues to deal with. I'm
just about getting my head back together. How are you do-
ing? Are you okay?”’

A brief silence. “About as well as you’d expect,” Paulette
said guardédly. -~

“Have you had-any, uh, odd phone calls?*~

“Sort.of,” Paulette replied.

Miriam tensed. What'’s she concealing?

“Théy sent me a reemployment offer,” Paulie continued,
guardedly. .

“They did, did they?” asked Miriam. She waited a beat.
“Are you going-to take it?? ~ . >

“Am I, like hell!” Miriam relaxed slightly. Paulette
sounded furious. She hadn’t expected Paulie to roll ovef, but
it was good to get this confirmation.

“That bad, huh? Want to talk about it? You free?”
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“My days are pretty open right now—listen, are you
busy? How about I come over to your place?”

“Great,” Miriam said briskly. “I was worried about you,
Paulie. After I got past being worried about me, I guess.”

“Well. Shonld I bring a pizza?”

“Phew .. ” Miriam took stock. .Just a bitch session_ to-
gether? Or something more going on? “Yeah, let’s do that.
T'1l lay on the coffee right away™

“That’d be wonderful,” Paulette said gratefully.

After she’d put the phone down, Miriam pondered her
motives. She and Paulette had worked together for three
years and had hung out together in their off-hours. Some
people you met at work, socialized with, then lost contact af-
ter moving on; but a few turned into friends-for life. Miriam
wasn’t sure which Paulie was going to turn-out to be. Why
did.she turn the reemployment offer down? Miriam won-
‘dered. Despite being shell-shocked from the crazy business
with the locket, she kept circling back to the Monday morn-
ing disaster with a rankling sense of injustice. The sooner
they blew the lid off it in public, the sooner she could go
back to living a normal life. But then the locket kept coming
back up. I need a sanity check, Miriam decided. Why not
Paulie? Better to have her think she’d gone nuts than some-
one whose friendship went back a long way and who knew
Iris. Or was it?

An hour later the doorbell rang. Miriam stood up and
went to answer it, trying to suppress her worries about how
Paulette might be coming. She was waiting on the doorstep,
impatiently tapping one heel, with a large shopping bag in
hand. “Miriam!” Paulette beamed at her.

“Come in, come in” Miriam retreated. “Hey, what’s that?
Have you been all right?”

‘I"ve been worse.” Paulie bounced inside, and. shut the
door behind her, then glanced around curiously. “Hey, neat.
I was worried about you, after I got home. You didn’t look
real bappy, you know?”

“Yeah. Well, I wasn’t.” Miriam relieved her of her coat
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and led her into the living room. “T’m really glad you’re tak-
ing it so calmly. For me, I-put in three years and nothing to
show for it but hard work and junk bonds—then some ass-
hole phoned me-and wamed me off. How about you? Have
you had any trouble?”

Paulette peered at her curiously. “What kind of warning?”

“Oh, he kind of intimated that he was a friend of Joe’s,
and I’d regret it if I stuck my nose in any deeper. Playing at
goodfellas, okay? I'd been worrying about you ... What’s
this about a job offer®”

“I, uh—" Paulette paused. “They offered me my job back
with strings attached,” she said guardedly. “Assholes. I was
going to accept till they faxed through the contract.”

“So why didn’t you sign?” Miriam asked, pouring a mug
of coffee while Pauletie-opened the pizza boxes.

“I've seen nondisclosure agreements, Mirtam. I used to be
a paralegal till I'got sick of lawyers, remember? This wasn’t
a nondisclosure agreement; it was a fucking straitjacket. 1f
'd signed it, I wouldn’t even own-the contents of my own
head—before.and after working for them. Guess they fig-
ured you' were the ringleader, right?”

“Hah.” There was.a.bitter taste in Miriam’s mouth, and it
wasn’t-from the coffee. “So. Found-any work?”

“Got no offers yet.” Paulette took a-bite of pizza to cover
her disquiet. “Emphasis on the yet. You?”

“Ilanded a freelance feature.already. It’s not going to cover
the salary, but it goes-a hell of a way. I was wondering—

“You want to carry on working the investigation:”

It wasn’t a question. Miriam nodded. “Yeah. I want to get
the sons of bitches, now more than ever. But something tells
me moving too fast is going to be a seriously bad idea. I
mean, there’s a lot of money involved. If we can redo the in-
vestigative steps we've got so far, I figure this time we onght

to go to the FBI first—and then pick a paper. I think I could-

probably anction the story, but I'd rather wait until the feds
are ready to start arresting people. And-I'd like to disappear
for a bit while they're doing that.” A sudden bolt of realiza-
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tion struck Miriam, so that she almost missed Paulette’s_re-
plyf ;he locket! That’s one place they won't be able to follow
mel If—

“Sounds possible.” Paulie looked dubious. “It’s not going
to be easy duplicating the research—especially now that
they know we stumbled across them. Do you really think it’s
that dangerous?”’

“If it’s drugs money, you can get somebody shot for acou-

. ple of thousand bucks. This is way; bigger than that, and
thanks to our friend Joe, they now know where-we live. |
don’t want to scréw up again. You with me?”

After a moment, Paulette nodded. “T want them too” A
flash of anger. “The bastards don’t think I matter enough to.
worry about.”

“But first there’s something I need to.find:out. I nead to
vanish for 3 weekend,” Miriam-sajd slowly, a fully formed
plan moving into focus in her mind—one that, would hope-
fully answer several questions. Like whether someone else
could see her vanish and reappear, and whether. she’d have
somewhere to hole up if the anonymous threats, mrned
real—and maybe even a chance to learn more about her
enigmatic birth-mother than Iris could tell her>

“Oh?” Pauleite perked.up. “Going to think things over?
Or is there a male person in. play?” Male persons in play
were guaranteed to get Paulie’s notice: Like Miriam, she
was a member of the early thirties divorcée.club.

“Neither.”” Miriam considered her next-words carefully.-“I
ran across something odd on Monday night. Probably noth-
ing to do with our story, but I'm planning on investigating it
and I'll be away for a couple of days. Out of town.”

“Tell me more!”

“I, um, can’t. Yet” Miriam had worked it through. The
whole story was.just too weird to lay on Paulie.without some
kind of proof to get her attention. “However, you can do me a
big favor, okay? I need o get to a rest arearjust off a road near

Amesbury with some hiking gear. Yeah, I know that sounds
weird, but it’s the best way to make sure nobody’s following
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me. If you could ride out with me and drive my car home, then

put it back there two days later, that would be really good.”

“That’s . . . odd.” Paulette looked puzzled. “What’s with
the magical mystery tour?” -

Miriam improvised fast. #“I could tell you, but then I'd
have to get you to sign a nondisclosure agreement that would
make anything The Weatherman offered you look liberal.
And the whole thing is supersecret; my source might spike
the whole deal if I let someone in on it without prior permis-
sion. I'1l be able to°telt you when you pick me up afterward,
though.” If things went right, she'd be able to tell a more-
than-sornewhat-freaked Paulie why she’d vanished right'in
front of her eyes and then reappeared in front of them. “And
I want you to promise to teil nobody about it until you pick
me up again, okay’?”

#“Well,.okay. It’s not as if I don’t have time on my hands.”
Paulette frowned. “When are-you planning on doing your
disappearing act? And when do you want picking up?”

“I was—they’re picking me up’ tomorrow at 2 P.M. pre-
cisely,” said Mirtam. “And I'll be showing up exactly forty-
eight hours later” She gritmed. “If you lie in wait—prétend
to be eatmg your ] lunch or something-s=-you can watch therit
pick.me up.”

Friday-moming dawned cold but clear, and Miriam show:
ered then packed her camping equipment again. The door-
bell rang just after noon, it was Paulette, wearing a formal
black suit. “My God, is it a funeral?”

“Had a job interview this morning.” Paulette pulled a face.
“ got'sick-of sitting at home.thinking about those bastards
shafting us and decided to do somcthmg -for number one in
the meantime.”

“Well, gbod for you.” Miriam picked up her backpack.and
led Paulie out the front door, then locked up behind her. She
opened her car, put the pack in, then opened the front.doors.
“Did it go well?” she asked, pulling her seat belt on.

- o+
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“It went like—" Paylette pulled another face. <Listen, Fm
a business researcher; right? Just betanse I used to be a.para-
legal doesn’t mean that I want to go back there.”

“Lawyers,” Miriam said as she started the engine..!Lots
of work in that field, I gnaranteé you.”

“Oh’yeah,” Paulette agreed."She pulled the'sun visordown
and looked at.herself in the mirror. “Fuck, do. I really look

.like that? I'm turning into my first ex-boss.”

~““Yes indeed, you look-just like—naah™ Miriam thought

better of it and rephrased: “Congressimman Paulette Milan,
" from Cambridge: You have. the floor, ma’ am: ?

“The first ex-boss -is if-politics now,” * Paulie observed
glodmily. “A real dragon” -

“Bitch.”

“You didn’t know her.”

They drove on in amiable silehce; for.the, best part.of an
hour, out.into the wilds of Massachusetts. Up the coast, pait
Salem; out toward ‘Amesbury, off. Interstate 95 and on to &
four-lane highway, then finally a side road. Miriam had been
here before,.years ago, with Ben, when thirigs had been go-
ing okay. There was a.rest area up on-a low hill overlooking
Browns Point, capped by a powder of trees, gaunt-skeletons
hazed in red and-auburn foliage.at this time of year. Miriam
pulled up at the side of the road just next to the rest area and
parked. “Okay, this is it,” she said. There were butterflies in
her stomach again: I'm going to go through witlrit, she real-

_ ized to her surprise. ’

“This?” Panlette looked around su.rpnsed “But this is

nowhere!”

“Yeah, that’s fight. Bcst place 10 do th]s > Mmam opened
thie glove locker..*Looks~l brought my old. camcorder. No
time for explanations.:I'm going to get out of, the-car,, grab
my pack, and walk over there. I want you to film me..In ten
minutes either I'1l tell yon why I asked you to do this and
you can call me mde names—or you’ll know to take the car
home and come back the day. after. temorrow to pick-me.up.
Okay?!9 - - .

“Miriam, this is nuts—”

The Fa@lly TRADE 49

She got out in a hurry and collected-her pack from the
trunk. Then, without waiting' to see what Paulette did, she
walked over to- the middle.of the parking lot. Breathing
deeply, she hiked the pack up onto her back and fastened the
chest strap—then pulled the locket out of r.he outer pocket
where she’d stashed it.

Fecling acutely self-conscious, she flicked it open arid
mrned her back on the parked car.“Raised-it to her face and
stared into the enameled knot painted inside it. This is stupid,
alittle voice told her. And you're. going to'have your-work cut
out convincing Paulie you dor't need to seé a shrink.

Someone wds calling her name sharply. She screened it
out. Something seemed to move inside the knot=—
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his time it was raining gently.
Miriam winced at the sudden stabbing in her
head and pocketed the locket. Then she did what
she’d planned all along: a three-sixty-degree scan that took
in nothing but autumn trees and deadfail. Next, she planted
her“pack. transferred the pistol to her right-hip pocket; re-
trieved her camera and the recorder, and started taking snap-
shots as she dictated a mnning commentary.

“The time by my watch is fourteefi twelve hours. Precipi-
tation is light and intermittent, cloud cover is about six-
severiths, wind out of the northwest and chilly, breeze of
around five miles per hour. I think”

Snap, snap, snap: The camera had room for a thousand or
so shots before she’d have to change hard disks: She slung it
aronnd her neck and shouldered the pack again. With the
Swiss army knife Ben had given her on their second wed-
ding anniversary—an odd present from a clueless, cheating
husband with no sense of the difference between jewelry and
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real life—she shayed-a patch of bark-above eye level on the
four nearest.trees, then fished around-for some stones-to pile
precisely where she’d come through. (It*wouldn’t do to go
back only to come dut in.the middle of her own car. If. that
was possibleFof course.) ~

As she worked, she had the most peculiar sensation: I'm
on my second moon missjon, she.thought. Did any of the
Apollo astropauts-go to thes-moon more than ance? Here she
was, not~going crazy, recordipg notes -and taking photo-
graphs to document her’ exploration of this extraordinary
place that simply wasn’t- like home. Whatever “home”
meant, now that gangsters-had her-nymber.

“I still don’t know why I'm here,” she'recorded, “but I've
got the same alarming prefrontal headache, mild hot.and
cold chills, probable *elevated-blood. pressure as last time.
Memo:, Next time bring a sphygmomanomptcr I avant -to
monitor. for alignant hypertension. And urine sample, bot-
tles” The headache, she realized, was. curiously similar to a
hangover, itself caused by dehydration that triggered inflam-
mation of the menjnges. Miriam continued: “Query physio-
logical respones to. ..: . whatever it4s that I do. When I focus
on the knot. Memo: Scan the locket,-use Phetoshop to rescale
itapd print it on paper, then see if the pattern works-as a fotus
when I look at it on a clipboard. More work Yor next time .

They won’t be able.to cgtch me here, she thought fiercely
as she~.scanned around, this time looking for somewhere
suitable to pitch her tent,and go to ground. Il be able to nail
them and they'won't even be able to find me-to lay 4 finger on
me! But-there-was more to it than that, she finally.admifted to
herself as she'hunted for a fiat spat. Fhe locket had belonged
to her-birth-mother, and receiving it had raised an unquiet
ghost. Somebody had stabbed her, somebody who had never
been found. Miriagn, wouldn’t be able to lay that realization
to.rest again until-she leamed:what this"place had.meant to
her njother—-and why it had killed her. -

With, fQur hours to_go before sunset, Mirianr was acutely
aware that she didn’t have any-time to-waste: The tempera-
ture would dip-toward .frost at night and she plannedto be

e —— e —
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well dug-in first. Planting her backpack at the foot of the big
horse chestnut tree, she gathered armfuls of dry leaves and
twigs and scattered them across it—nothing that would fool
a real woodsman, but enough to render it inconspicuous at a
distance. Then she walked back and -forth -through a
hundred-yard radius, pacing out the forest, Iookmg for its
edge. That there was an edge came as no surprise: The steep
escarpment was in the same place here as on the hiking map
of her own world that she’d brought along. Where the
ground fell away, there was a breathtaking view of autumnat
forest marching down toward a valley floor. The ocean was
probably eight to ten miles due east, out of sight heyond hills
and dunes; but she had a sense of its presence all the same.

Looking southwest, she saw a thin coil of smoke rising—
a settlement of some kind, but small. No roads or telegraph
poles marred the valley, which seemed to contain nothing
but trees and bushes and the-odd clearing. She was - alone in
the woods, as alone as she’d ever been. She looked up. Thin
cirrus stained the blue sky, but there were no jet contrails.

“The area appears to be thinly populated,” she muttered
into her dictaphone. “They’re buming something—coal or
wood—at the nearest setlement. There are no telegraph
poles, roads, or aircraft. The air doesn’t smell of civilization.
No noise to speak of, just birds and wind and trees”

She headed back to her clearing to orient herself, then
headed on in the opposite direction, down the gentle slope
away from her pack. “Note: Keep an eye open for big
wildlife. Bears and stuff.” She patted her right hip pocket
nervously. Would the pistol do much more than anfoy-a
bear?'She hadn’t expected the place to be quite this desolate.
There were no bears, but she ran across a small stream—
nearly fell into it, in fact,

There was no sign of an edge to the woods, in whichever
direction she went. Nor were there signs of habitation other
than the curl of smoke she’d seen. It was four o’clock now.
She returned to her clearing, confident that nobody was
arcund, and unstrapped her tent from the backpack. It took
half an hour to get the dome tent erected;-and another half-
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hour with the netting and leaves to.turn it into something that
could be mistaken for a shapeless deadfal]l. She spent an-
other fifteen minutes returning to the stream to fill her ten-
liter water carrier. Another.half-hour went on digging a hole
pearby, then she took ten minuies to run a rope over a bough
and hoist her bag of food out of reach of the ground. Dark-
ness found her lighting her portable gas-stove to boil .water
for her tea. I djd it, she thought triumphantly. I didn’t forget
anything important! Now all she had to do was make.it
through tomorrow and the morning of the next day.withou
detection.

The night grew very coId without a fire, but her sleepmg
bag was almost oppressively hot with-the tent zipped shut.
Miriam slépt lightly, starting awake at-the slightest noise—
wo:r_led at the possibility of bears or other big animals-wan-
dering through her makeshift camp, spooked by the sigh of
wind and the patter of a hght predawn rainfall. Once she
drearhied of wolves howling in the .distance.- But dawn ar-
rived without misadventure and dragged her bleary-eyed
from the tent to squat over the trench she’d remembered to
dig the day before. “The Girl Scout training pays off at last,"
she dictated with a sardoni¢ drawl.

Atin of sansages and beans washed down with.strong blacl,c~

coffee made a passable breakfast. “Now what?” she asked
herself. “Do I wait it out with the camp or go exploring?”

For a moment, Miriam quailed. The enormity of the
wilderness around her-was beginning to grind on her nerves,
as was the significance of the situation she’d thrown herself
into. “T could break a leg here and nobody would ever find
me. Or—" Gunfire in the night. “Someone stabbed my
mother, and she didn’t come here to escape. Thers mnst bo a
reason why. Mustn’t there?”

Something about the isolation-made her want to chatter, to
fill up the oppressive silence. But the words that tumbled out
didn’t tell her much, except that she was— Let’s face it. I'm
scared. This wasn’t the sensible.thing to do, was it? But I
haven’t been doing sensibie properly since I got myself fired

on Monday.
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Unzipping the day pack from her backpack, she filled it
with necessities, then set out for the escarpment.

It was a clear, cold morning, and the wisp of smoke she’d
seen yesterday had disappeared. But she knew roughly
where she’d seen.it, and a careful scan of the horizon with
binoculars brought it into focus once-more—a pause-in the
treeline, punctuated by nearly invisible roofs. At a guess, it
was about thrce miles away. Shé glanced at the sky and
chewed on her qu.ier lip: Doable, she decided, still half-
unsure that it was the right thing to do. Bur I'll go out of my
skull if I wait here two days, and Paulie won't be back until
tomorrow. Bearing and range went into her notepad and onto
the map, and she blazed a row of slashes on every fifth trec
along the ridgeline to help her on the way back. The scarp
was too steep to tisk on her own, but-if she went along the
crest of the ridge, she could take the easy route down into the
valley. -

Taking the easy route was not, as it happened, entirely
safe. About half a mile farther on=—half a mile of plodding
through leaf mounds, carefully bypassing deadfalls; and
keeping a cautious eye open—an unexpected sound .made
Miriam freeze, her heart in her mouth and ice in her veins.
Metal, she thought. That was a metallic noise!. Who's there?
She dropped to a squat with her back against a tree as a,
horse or mule snorted nearby.

The sound of hooves was now audible, along with a
creaking of leather and the occasional clatter or jingle of
metalwork. Miriam crouched *against the tree, very stll,
sweat freezing in the small of her back, trying not to breathe.
She couldn’t be sure, but it sounded like a single set of
hooves. With her camonflage-patterned jacket, knitted black
face mask, and a snub-nosed pistol clutched in her right
hand, she was a sight to terrify- innocent eyes—but she was
frightened half out of her own wits.

She held perfectly still as a peculiarly dressed mian-led a
mule past, not ten yards away from her. The animal was
heavily overloaded, bulging wicker baskets towering over its
swaying back. Its owner wofe leggings of some kind, but
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was, swathed from head to knees in what looked like an an-
cient and moth=eaten-blanket. He-didn¢ look furtive;he just
looked dirt-podr, his face lined and tanned from exposure to
the weather.

The mule paused. Almost, absently, its owner reached out
and whacked it across the hindquarters with his rod: He
grunted something in what sounded like German, only softer,
less sibilant.

Miriam watched, fear melting into fascination. That was a

knife at his belt, under the blanket-—a great big pigsticker of
a knife, almost a short sword. The mule made an odd sort of
complaining noise and bégan moving again. What's in the
baskets? she wondered. And where's he taking it?
- There were clearly people living in these wogqds. Better-be
careful, she told herself, taking deep breaths to calm down
as she waited for-him to pass out of sight. She ponderett
| again whether or not she shouldn’t go straight back to her
campsite. In the end curiosity won out—but it was cyriosity
tempered by edgy caution.

An hour later, Miriam found a path wandering among the
trees. It wasn’t a paved road by any stretch of the imagina-
tion, but the shrubbery to either side had been trampled
down and the path itself was muddy and flat: Fresh road-
apples told her which way the man with the mule had gone.
She.slashed-a marker on the tree where her path intersected
the road, crudely scratching in a bearing and distance as dig-
its. If her growing suspicion was true, these people wouldn’t
be able to make anything of it. She picked her way through
the trees along one side of the path, keeping it just in sight.
Within another half-mile the trees ended in a profusion of
deadfalls and stumps, some of which sprouted amazing
prowths of honey fungus. Miriam picked her way- farther
| away from the path, then hunkered down, brought out binoc-

ulars and dictaphone, and gave voice to her fascination.
; “This is incredible! It's. like a museum diorama of a me-
dieva] village in England, oniy— Eww, L sure wouldn’t
drink from' that stream. The, stockade is about two hundred
yards -away and they’ve cleared the woods all around -t
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There are low stone walls, with no cement, around the field.
1t’s weird, all these rows running across it like a patchwork
quilt made from pin-stripe fabric.”

She paused, focusing her binoculars in on a couple of fig-
ures walking in-the pear distance. They were close-enough to
see her if they looked at the treeline, so she instinctively
hunched lower, but they-weren’t paying attention to the for-
est. One of thenr was leading a cow—a swaybacked beast
like something from a documentary about India. The build-
ings were grayish, the walls made of stacked bundlés.of
something or other, and the roofs were thatched—not the
picturesque golden color of-the rural English tourist trap
she’d once stayed in outside Oxford, but the real thing, gray
and sagging. “There are about twelve buildings; none of
them have windows. The road is unpaved, a mud. track.
Thiere are chickens or some kind of fowl there, pecking in
the dirt. It looks sleazy and tumbledown.”

She tracked after the human figures, focused on the stock-
ade. “There’s a gate in the stockade and a platform or tower
behind it. Something big’s in there, behind the wall, but I
can’t see it from here. A long house? No, this doesn’t
ook . ... wrong period. These aren’t Vikings, there’s, uh—

Around the curve of the stockade an ox came info view,
dragging some kind of appliance—a wooden plow, perhaps.
The man. walking behind it looked as tired as the-animal.
“They’re all wearing those blankets. Wornen too. That-was a
woman feeding the chickens. With a headscarf wrapped
around her face like a Muslim veil. But the men wear pretty
much the same, too. This place looks so peor. Neglected.
That guy with the mule—it must be the equivalent of a
BMW in this place!”

Miriam felt distinctly uneasy. History book scenes were
outside -her experience—she was a creature of -the .city,
raised with the bustle and noise of urban life, and the sordid
poverty of the village made her feel unaccountably guilty.
But it lefrquestions unanswerecl *“This could be the past; we
know the Vikings reached New England around the eleventh
century. Or it could be somewhere else. How can I tell if T

!
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can’t get in and see ' what's inside the stockade? I think I need
an archaeologist.”

Miriam croliched down and began 1o snap off photo-
graphs. Hére three hens pecked aimlessly at the dirt by an
open doorwdy, the door itself a slab of wood leaning drunk-
enly against the wall of the hut. There a woman (or a man,
the shapeless robe made it impossible to be sure) bent overa
wooden trough, émptying a bucket of water into it arid then
lifting and pounding somethmg from within. Miriam* fo-
cused closer—

“Wer find thée?” Someone piped at her:

Miriam jolted around and stared: “The someone stared
right back, frozen, eyes wide. He looked to be about fourteen
or fifteen years old, dressed in rags-and barefoot: He was
shorter than she was. Pipecleaner arms, legs like wire, big
brown eyes, and a mess of badly trimmed hair in a pudding-
bowl cut. Time slowed to a’crawl. That’s a skin infection, she
realized, her guts turning’to ice as she focused on a red weal
on the side of his neck. He was skinny, not as thin as a famine
victim but by no means well-fed. He had a'stick, clenched
nervously in his hands, which he was bringing up—

Miriam glared at him and straightenéd up. Hertight hand
went to her hip pocket, and she fumbled for the treicherous
opening. “You'ltbe sorry,” she snapped, surprised at hérself.
It was the first thing that entered her head. Her hand closed

on the butt of the pistol, but she couldn’t quite draw it—it’

was snagged onsomething.

Oh shit. She yanked at her pocket desperately, keeping
her eyes on his face, despite knees that felt like jelly and a
churning coid in her gut. She had a strong flashback te the
one time she was mugged, a desperate sense of helplessness
as-she tried to disentangle the gun from her pocket lining
and bring it out before the villager hit her with his stick.

But he didn’t. Instead, his eyes widened. He opened his
mouth and shouted; “An-solda’des Koen!” He turned, drop-
ping the stick, and darted away before Miriam could react. A
momenit later she heard him wailing, “An solda¥™~

“Shit.” The gun was in her hand, all but fofgotten. Terror
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lent her feet wings. She clutched her camiera and ran like
hell, back toward the forest, beedless of any noise she might
make. He nearly had me! He’ll be back with help! I've got to
get out of here/ Breathless fear drove her-until branches
scratched at her face and she was panting:. Then the low ap-
ple trees gave way to taller, older trees and a different qual-
ity of light.-She staggered along, drunkenly,.as behind her a
weird hooting noise unlike any horn she’d heard before split
the quiet.

Ten minutes later she stopped and listened, wheezmg for
breath as she tried to get her heart under control. She had
run parallel to the path, off to one side. Every instinct was
screaming at her to run but she was nearly winded, so she
listeped instead. Apart from the horn blasts, there were no
sounds of pursuit. Why aren't they following me? She won-
dered, feeling ill with uncertainty. What's wrong? After a
moment she remembered her camera: She’d lost the lens cap
* in her mad rush, “Damn, I could have broken my ankle,” she
muttered. “They’d have caught me for--" she stopped.

“That look in his eye.” Very carefully,.she unslung:the
camera and sHd it into a big outer hip pocket. She glanced
around the clearing sharply, then spent a moment untangling
the revolver frdm her other pocket. Now that she had all the
time ip the world, it was easy. “He was scared,” shetold her-
self, wondering. “He was ferrified of me! What was that he
was shouting? Was he warning the others off?”

She began to walk again, wrapped in a thoughtfu] silence.
There were no sounds of pursuit. Behind her the village hid
in the gloom, like a terrified rabbit whose path had just
crossed a fox on the prowl. “Who are, you hiding from?” she
‘asked her memory of the boy with the stick. “And who did
you mistake me for?”

It was raining again, and the first thing she noticed once she
crossed over—through the blinding headache—was that
Paulette was bouncing up and down like an angry squirrel,
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chattering with indignation behind the camcorder’s view-
finder. “Idiot! What the hell do you think you were doing?”
she demanded as Miriamh opened the passenger door and
dumped her-pack on the backsedt. “I almost had a heart at-
tack! That’s the second timeé you've nearly given me one this
week!”

“I said it 'would be a sbirprise, right?” Miriam Tollapsed
into the passenger seat.-“God, I reek. Gét me home and once
I've had a shower I’ll explain everything. I promise.”

Paulette -drove in tight-lipped silence. Findlly, during a
moment when they were stationary at a traffic light, she said:

“Why me?”

Miriam considered for a moment *“You don’t know my
mother.” -

“That’'s—oh. I see, 1 think. Anything else?”

“Yeah I trusted you to keep your mouth shut and not to-

panic.”

“Ul-hub. So what have you gotten yourself ‘into this
time?™

“I’m not sare. Could be the story of the centiiry—the sec-
ond one this week. Or it could be a very good reason indeed
for burying ‘something and walking away fast. ['ve got some
ideas—more, since I spent a whole' ddy and a half over
there—but I'm still not sure.”

“Where's over there? I mean, where did you go?” T he car
moved forward.-

“Good question. The straight answer is: I’nrnot sure—¥he

geography-is the same, the constellations ate the same, but’

the landscape’s different in places and therd’s an honest-to-
god medieval village in a forest- And they don’t speak En-
glish. Listen, after I've had my shower, how about I buy
supper? I figure I owe you for dropping this on your-lap.”

“You sure do,” Paunlette said vehemently. “After you van-
ished, I went home and watched the tape six times befote 1
believed what I’d séen with.my own two eves.” Her bands
were white on the steeritg whéel. “Only you could fall into
something this weird!”
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“Remember Hunter S. Thompson’s First Law of Gonzo
Journalism: ‘When the going gets tough, the tough get
weird’?' Miriam chuckled, but there was an edge to it
Everywhere she looked there were buildings and neon lights
and traffic. “God, I feel like I spent the weekend in the Third
World. Kabul.” The car smelled of plastic and deodorant,
and it was heavenly—the stink of civilization. “Listen, I
haven’t had anything decent to eat for days. When we get
home I'm ordering take out. How does Chinese sound?”

“I can cope with that.” Paulette made a lazy right turn and
slid into the slow-moving stream of traffic. “Don’t feel like
cooking?” i .

“I've got to have a shower,” said Miriam. “Then I've got a
weekend of stuff to put in the washing machine, several hun-
dred pictures to download and index, memos to Ioad-into the
computer, and an explanation. If you figure I can do all that
and a pot roast too, then you don’t know me as well as I think
you do.”

“That,” Paplette remarked as she pulled over into the
parking space next to Miriam’s house, “was a very mixed
metaphor.”

“Don’t listen to what I say; listen to what I mean, okay?”

“I get the picture, Dinner’s on you.”

After half an hour in the bathroom, Miriam felt human, if
not entirely dry. -She stopped in her bedroom for -long
enough to find some clean clothes, then headed downstairs
in-her bare feet.

Paulette had parked herself in the living room with a cou-
ple of mugs of coffee and an elegant-looking handbag. She
raised an eyebrow at Miriam: “You look like you've been
dry-cleaned. Was it that bad?”

“Yeah.” Miriam settled down on the sofa, then curled her
legs up beneath her. She picked up one of the mugs and in-
haled deeply. “Ah, that’s better.”

“Ready to tell me what the hell is going on?”

“In amoment.” Miriam closed her eyes, then gathered.up
the strands of still-damp hair sticking to her neck and wound
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them up, outside her collar. “That’s better. It happened right
after they screwed us over, Paulie. I figured you'd think I'd
gone off the deep end if Fjusttold you about it, which.ds why
I didn’t call-you back the same day. Why I asked you to
drive. Sorry about the surprise.”

“You should be: F'spent an hour in the woods loolcmg for
you. I nearly called the police twice; but you’d said precisely
when you'd be back and I thought they’d think Fwas the one
who was -nuts. *Sides, you've got-a habit of dredging up
weird shit and leaving me to pick up the pieces. Promise me
there aréno gangsters in this one?”

*I promise.” Miriam nodded. “Well, what do you think?”

“T think I'd like*some lemon chicken. -Sorry” Paulette
grinned impishly.at Miriam’s frown. “Okay, I bélieve you've
discovered something very weird indeed. I actually-vidéoed
you vanishing into thin air in front of the camera! And when
you'appeared again—no, I didn’t get it on {ape, but-1 saw
you out.of the corner-of my eye. Either we’re both crazy or
this is for real.”

“Madness doesn’t come in this shape and size,” Miriam
said soberly.-She winced. “I need a painkiller.” ‘She rubbed
her feet, which were cold. “You.know I'm adopted, right?
] My mother didn’t quite tell me everything until-Monday. I
went to see-her after we were fired-. .

For the next hour.Miriam filled-Paulette in_on the events
of the past week, leaving out nothing except her phone call
i 0 Andy. Paulette listened closely and asked the right ques-
tions. Miriam “was satisfied-that her friend didn’t think she
was mad, wasn’t humoring her. “Anyway, I've now gof tape
of my vanishing; a shitload of photographs of this village,
and dictated notes. See? It’s beginning to mount up.”

1 “Evidence,” said Paulette. “That would be ‘useful if.you
want to go public.” Suddenly she looked thoughtful. “Big if
there.”

“Hmm?” Miriam drank down what was left of.her coffce.

“Well, this place-you go to—it’s either in the past or the fu-
b tiire, or somewhere else, right? I think we can probably rule out

rFY
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the past or futu:c options. If it was the past, you wouldn’t have

run across a village the way you described it; and as for the fu-

ture, there’d still be some sign of Boston, wouldn’t there?”

‘ “Depends how far in the future you go.”” Miriam frowned.

‘ }(eah, I guess you’re right. It’s funny; when I was a little

gn:I 1 always figured the land of make-believe would be

bright and colorful. Princesses in castles and pringes to go
around kissing thein so they turned into frogs—and dragons

to. keep the royalty population under control. But in the mid-

d]_e ages there were about a thousand peasants living in-sor-

did poverty for every lord of the' manor, who actually had a

sword, a horse, and a house with a separate bedroom to sleep
in. A hundred peasants for every member of the nobility—
the lords and their families—and the same for every member
of the merchant or professional classes.”

“Sounds grimly real to me, babe: Forget Hollywood.-Your
map was accurate, wasn’t it?”
“What are you getting at? You’re thinking about . . . What

was that show called: Sliders? Right?” .

“Alternate earths. Like on TV Paulette nodded. “,I:only
watched a couple of episodes, but . . . well. Suppose you are
going sideways, to some-other earth where there’s nobody
but some medieval peasants. What if you, like, crossed over
next door to a bank, walked into exactly where the. yault
would be in our world, waited for the headache to go a;J;ay
then crossed back again?” . ,

*“T'd be inside the bank vault, wouldn’t I? Q4"

. “That, as they say, is the sixty-four-thousand-dollar ques-
tion,” Paulette commented dryly. “Listen, this is going to be
a long session. I figure you haven’t thought all the angles
thl:ough. What were you planning on doifig with it?”
caﬂ‘l”—e'-l’m." Miriam stopped. “ told you about the phone

Paulette looked at her bleakly. “Yeah. Did I tell you—Y

“You too?” )

She nodded. “The evening after I_told them to gofuck
themselves. Don’t know who it was: 1 hung up on him and
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called the phone company, told them it was a nuisance call,
but they couldn’t tell me-anything.”

“Bastards.” __

“Yes. Listen. When I was growing up in Providence, there
were these’ guys-. . . it wasn’t a rich neighborhood, but they
alwdys had- sharp- suits. Momma told me never to cross
them—or, even talk-to-them. Trouble is,.when they talk to
you— I think I need-a drink. What do you say?”

“T-say "thete’re a couple of bottles in the cabinet,” said
Miriam, massaging her forehead..“Don’t mind if Ijoin you.”

Ceffee gave way to a couple of modest glasses of South-
em Comfort. “It’s a ‘mess,” said Paulette. “You, uh—we
didn’t talk about Monday. Did we?”

“Noy* Miriam admitted. *“If* you want to just drop it and
forget the whole business, I'm not going to twist your arm.”
She swallowed. She felt acutely uneasy, as if the whole ¢om-
fortable middle-class professional existence she’d carved
out for herself was under threat. Like the months when she’d
subliminally sensed her marriage decaying, never quite able
to figure out exactly what was wrong until . .

“‘Drop it?’ ” Paulette’s eyes flashed, a‘'momentary.spark
of anger. “Are you crazy? These hard men, they’re réally
casy to understand. If you back down, they own you. It's
simple as that. That'’s something [ learned-when I was a kid.”

“What happened—" Miriam stopped. -

-Paulie tensed, then breathed.out, a long sigh. “My-parents
werel’t rich,” she said quietly. “Correction: They were poor
as pigshit. Gramps was a Sicilian immmigrant, and he hit the
bottle. Dad stayed on the wagon but never figured out how to
get.out of debt. He held-t together for, Mom and us kids, but
it wasn’t easy. Took me-seven years to get through college,
and T wanted a law degree so bad I could taste it: Because
lawyers make lots of money, that's mimero uno. And for sec-
onds, T'd:be able to tell the guys Dad owed where to get off”

Miriam leaned-forward to top off her glass.

“My brother Joe didn’t listen to what Momma told us,”
Paulette said slowly. “He got into gambling, maybe a bit-of
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smack. It wasn’t the drugs; but one time he tried to ‘argue
with the bankers. They held him down and used a cordless
drill on both his kneecaps.” -

“Uh.” Miriam felt.a little sick. “What happened?”

“I got as far-as being a paralegal before.l figured out
there’s no point getting into a job where you hate the guts of
everybody you have to work with, so I switched track and
got a research gig. No journalism degree, see, so I figured I'd
work my way up. Oh, you meant to Joe? He OD’d on heroin,
It wasn’t an accident—it was the day after they told him he’d
néver walk again.” She said it with the callous disregard.of
long-dead news, but Miriam noticed her knuckles tighten on

ber glass. “That’s why I figure you don’t want.to ever let.

those guys notice you.-But if they do, you don’t ever. back
off.”

“That’s—I"m really sorry. I had no idea.”

“Don’t blame yourself” Paulette managed an ironic
smile. “I, uh, took-a liberty with the.files before I ‘printed
them.” She reached inside her handbag and flipped a CD-
ROM at Miriam.

“Hey, what’s this?” Miriam peered at the greenish silver
surface.

“It’s the investigation.” Paulie grinned at her. “I got every-
thing before you decided to jump. Sandy’s desk and get Joe
to take an unhealthy interest in us.”

“But that’s stealing!” Miriam ended on a squeak.

“And what. do you call what they did to -your job?”
Paulette.asked dryly. “I call this insurance.”

“Oh.”

“Yes, oh. I don’t think, they know .about it—otherwise

we’d be in way deeper shit already. Still, you should find

somewhere to hide it until we need it.”

Miriam looked at the disk as if it had turned into a snake.
“Yeah, I can do that.” She drained her glass, then picked dp
the disk and carried it over to the stereo. “Gotcha” She
pulled a muttidisk CD case from the shelf, opened it, and
slid the extra disk inside. “The Beggar's Opera. Think you
can remember that?”

The famlly TRADE 65.

*0h! Why didn’t I think of dding that?”

“Because.”” Miriam grinned at her. “Why didn’t I think of
burning that disk in the first place?”

“We each need a spare brain.” Paulette stared at her. “Lis-
ten, that’s problem number one. What about problem num-
ber two? This crazy shit from another world. What were you
messing around with it for?”

Miriam shrugged. *T had some idea that I could hide from.
the money laundry over there,” she said slowly. “Also, to tell
the truth, I wanted someone else to tell me I wasn’t going-
crazy. But going totally medieval isn’t going.to answer my
problem, is-it?”

“I wouldn’t say so.” Paulette put her glass down, half-
efipty. *“Where were we? Oh-yeah. You cross over to_the
other side, wherever that is, and you wander over to where
your bank’s basement is, then you cross back again. What do
you thinkhappens‘?”

“I come out in a bank vault.” Miriam pondered. “They’re
wired inside, aren’t they? After my, first tI'Ip I was a total ca-
sualty, babe, I mean, projectile vomiting—" she paused, em-
barrassed. “A fine bank robber I'd make!”

“There*is that,” said Paulette. “But you’re not thinking it-
through. What happens when, the alarm goes off?”

“Well.-Either I go back out again too fast and risk an,
aneurism or ..~ Miriam trailed off. “The cops show and ar-
rest me.”

“And what happcns aftér they, arrest you?*

“Well, assuming they don’t sh_oot. first and ask questions
later, they.cuff me, read-me my rights; and haul me off to the
station. Then book me in and stick me in a cell.” .

“And “then? Paulette rolled her eyes at Miriam’s slow
uptake.

*“Why, I calj my lawyer—" Miriam stopped, eyes unfo-
cused. “Nq, they’d take my.locket,” she said slowly.
~“Sure. Now, tell me. Is it your locket oris it the paitern in
your locket? Have, you tested it? If it’s the design, what if-
you've had it<atiooed on the back of your arm in the mean-
time?” Paunlette asked.
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*“That’s—" Miriam shook her head. “Tell me there’s a
flaw in the logic.”

“I'm not going to do that.” Paulette picked up the boitle
and waved it over Miriam’s glass in alcoholic benedictibn.
“I think you’re poing to Have to test.it tomorrow to find out.
And I’m going to have to test it, to see if it works for me—if
that’s okay by you,” she added hastily. “If it's the design, you
just got your very own ‘Get Out of Jail Free’ card. Doesn’t
miatter if you can’t use it to.rob bank vaults, there’s any num-
ber of other scams you can run if you can get out of thé fix
instantaneously. Say, uh,-you walk into a bank and pull a
holdup ‘No need for a gun, just pass over a note sayirg
you’ve got a bomb and they should give you all the money.
Then, instead of running away, you head for-the staff rest.
room and just vanish into thin air.”

“You have got a larcenous mind, Paulie.”” Miriam shook
her head in awe. “You’re wasted in publishing.”

“No, I'm not” Panlette frowned seriously. “Y’see, you
haven’t thought this through. S’pose you’ve got this super
power. Suppose-nobody else can use it—we can try me out
tomorrow, huh? Do the experiment with the photocopy of
the locket on you, then try, me. See if I can doiit. Ffigure it’s
going to be you, and not me, because if just anybody could
do it it would be common knowledge, huh? Or your mother
would have done it. For some Teason somebody stabbed
your mother and she didn’tdo it. So there must be some kind
of gotcha. But anyway. What do you think the cops would
make of it if instead of robbing banks or photographing
peasant.villagers you, uh, donated your powers to the Torces
of law and order?”

“Law and order consists of bureaucracies,” Miriam said
with a brisk shake of her head. “You've seen all those te-
dious:FBI press conferences I sat in on when they were lob-
bying for camivore and crypto export controls, hih?” A
vision unfolded behind ker eyes, the poisonous fire blossom
of an airliner striking am undefended skyscraper- “Jesus,
Paulie, imagine if Al Qaida.could do this!”

“They don’t need it: They've got suicide volunteers. But
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yeah, there.are other bad guys who . . . if you-can see it, 50
can the-feds. Remember that feature about nuclear terrorism
that-Zeb ran last year? How-the NIRT units and. FEMA were
able to track bombs_as they, come in .across the frontier if
there’s an alert on?”

“T don’t want-to go there.” The thought made Miriam feel
physically ili. “There is ng way in hell I'd smuggle a nuclear
weapon across a frontier.”

“No.” Paulette leaned forward, her eyes serious: “But if
you have -this ability, who else might have it? And-what.
could they do with it? There are some-very scary, dangerous-
national security implications here, and if you.go public the
feds will bury you so deep—"

“T said I don’t want to go there,” Miriam repeated. “Lis-
ten, this is getting deeply unfunny. You're frightening-me,
Paulie, more than-those assholes with their phone calls-and
their handle on the pharmaceutigal industry. I'm-wondering
if maybe I should sleep with 2 gun under my pillow.”

“Get frightened fast, babe; _it’s “your ass we're talking
about. I've had two days to think about your vanishing trick
and our goodfella problem, and I tell you; you're still think-
ing like an honest journalist, not a paranoid:Listen, if.youn
want to clean up,-how about the crack trade?-Or heroin? Go-
down to Florida, get the right connections, you could bring a
small dinghy over and stash it on the other side, no. prob--
lems—it'd just take you a while, a few trips maybe. Then
you could carry fifty, a hundred kilos.of coke. Sail it up
the coast, then-up the Charles. Bring it back over right in the
middle of Cambndge, out of.fucking nowhere without-the’
DEA or the cdps noticing. They say one in four big Shlp—
ments gets intercepted—that’s bullshit—but maybe one in
five, one in eight ... . you could smuggle the stoff right under
their noses in the middle of a terrorist- scare. And I don’t
know whether you'd do that or not—my guess,is not, you've
got capital-P principles—but that is the first thing the cops'
will think of”  ~

“Hell” Miriam stared into the bottom of her glass, pri-

vately aghast. “What-do.you suggest?”
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Paulette put her own glass down. “Speaking as your legal
adviser, I advise you to buy guns and move fast. Mail the
disk to.another newspaper and the local FBI office, then go
on a long cruise.while“the storm bteaks. That—and take a
hammer to the locket and smash it up past recognition.™

Miriam shook her head, then winced. “Oh, my dching
head. I demand.a second. opinion. Where is my recount
dammijt?”

“WellL” Paulette paused. “You’ve made a good start on the
documentation. We can see if it’s Just you, run the experi-
ments, right? I fignre the clincher.is if jou-can carry a sec-
ond person through. If you can do that, then not only doyou
have documents, you've ‘got witnesses. If you go public, you
want to do so with a splash—so widespread that they.can’t

put the arm on you. They’ve got secret-courts and tame

judges to try national security cases, but if° the evidence is
out in the open they can’t shut you up, especially if it’s-inter-
national. I'd say Canada would be best.” She paused-again, a
bleak look in her eye. “Yeah, that-might work.”

“You missed something” Miriam stabbed a finger .in
Paulette’s direction. “You. What do you get?”’ 3

“Me?” Paulette covered her heart with one hand, pulled a
disbelieving face. “Since when did I gét a vote?” .

“Since, hell, since I got you intc this mess. I'figure I owe
you. .Noblesse oblige. You're a friend, and I don’t drop
friends in it, even by omission”

“Friendship and fifty cents will buy- you a coffee.” Paulie
paused for a moment, then grinned. “But I'm glad, all the
same.” Her smlle faded. “1 didn’t get the law- “job”

“I'm sorry.” .

“Will you stop domg that?Every chapcer you get-to beat”
yourself up for getting me fired, you're down’on your knees
asking for forgiveness!” )

“Oh, sorry. I didn’trealize it was getting on your nerves,”
Miriam sdid contritely.

“Fuck off!” Paulette giggled. “Pardon my French. Any-
way. Think abouf what F said..Tomorrow you can mail that
disk to the FBI if you want, then go on a-long vacation. Or
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stick around and we’ll work.on writing a story that'll get you
the Pulitzer. You can catch all the bullets from the goodfella
hit men while I’ be your loyal little gofer, get myself a star-
spangled reference and a few points of the gross. Like, fifty
percent. Deal?”

“Deat. 1 think my head hurts.” Miriam shuffled around
and stood up. Shie felt a littfe shaky: Maybe it was the alco-
hol hitting her head on an empty”stomach. “Where’s that
takeout?”

Paulette 16oked blank. *You ordered it?”

“No.” Miriam snapped Her fingers in frustration. “I’1l go
do that right now. I think .we have some forward planning to
do.” She paused unevenly in the doorway, looking at Paulette.

“What?”
“Are you in?” she asked.
“Am I in? Are yo puts? I wouldn’t miss this for anything!”
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hey:came] for her in "the ‘edrly "Touts, long ‘after

Paglette had called a.taxi and Miriam Had slank

into béd with.a stomach full of lemon chickerrand a
head full of schemes. They came~with stealth, blatk vais,
and Mac-10s: They’ didn’t know or- care” about - Her- plans:
They were soldiers- They<hatl their -ofders; this ‘was the
house the damp- brown chair was colocated w1th andso thls
was the target~That was all they n;eﬂcd .

Miriami slept’through the: breakmg of the-french wifidow
in her ‘den because the-two ‘hep on entry-detail” crowban'ed
the screens oper, then rolled transparent sticky polytirethane
film across the glass*before they strgck it with rubber mal*
lets, then peeled the statred shéets.right out of the-frame.-
The phone’ Ime had- becmcut finutes before there was a
cell-phone jamimér iri e back garden E

The-two B'reakaand-enter men took point; rolling into the-
den and taking-uppositions at either sidé of the room. The
light shed by the LEDs on her stereo and computer glinted

- -
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dimly off their night-vision goggles and the pptics of _th_eir_
guns as they waited tensely, listening for any sign of activity.

Hand signals relayed the news from outside, that Control

hadn’t seen any signs of motion through the bedroom cur-
tains. His short-wavelength radar imager let him see wl}at
the snatch crew’s night-vision gear missed: It could pinpo_mt
the telltale pulse of wanm blood right through a drywall sid-
‘ing. Two more soldiers in goggles, helmets, and flak jackets
darted through' the opening and into the hall, cautiously ex-
tending small mirrors on telescoping arms past open door-
ways to see-if anyone was inside. Within thirty seconds they
had the entire ground floor swept clean. Now they moved the
thetmnal imager inside: Control swept each ceiling carefully
before pausing in the living room and circling his index fin-
ger under the light fitting for the others to see. One body,
sleeping, right overhead. _

Four figures in black body armor ghosted up the statrcase,
two with guns, and two behind them with specialist equip-
ment. The master bedroom opened off the small landing at
the top of the stairs—the plan was to charge straight through
and neutralize the occupant directly.

However, they hadn’t counted on Miriam’s domestic vn-
tidiness: Living alone and working a sixty-hour week, she
had precious litfle time for homemaking: All her reat-
freakery got left behind at work each evening. The landxgg
was crowded, an overflowing basket of dirty clothing wait-
ing for a trip down to-the basement beside a couple of
bookcases that narrowed the upstairs hall so that they had to
go in single-file. But there were worse obstacles to come.
Miriam’s house was full of books. Right now, a dog-eared
copy of The Cluetrain Manifesto lay facedown at one‘side of
the step immediatety below the landing. It was _pr,cc;sely as
cold as the carpet it lay on, so to the night-vision goggles
it was almost invisible. The first three intruders stepped over
it without noticing, but the fourth placed his right boot on it,
and the effect was as dramatic as if it had been a banana
skin.
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Miriam joltéd awake in terror, hearing a horrible clatter-
ing noisé on the landing. Her mind was a biank, the word in-
fruder tunning through it in neon letters the size of
headfines—she sat bolt upright and fumbled on the dressing
table for the pistol, - which §he’d placed there when she found
she could feel it through the pillow. The noise of the bed-
room door shoving open was infinitely frightening and as
she brought the gun around, trying to get it untangled from
the pillowcase—Brilliant light lanced thirough her eyelids, a
flashlight: “Drop it, lady!”

Miriam fumbled her finger into the trigger guard—

“Drop it!” The light came closer, right in her face. “Now!”

Semething like a freight locomotive came out.of the dark-
ness and slammed into the side of her right arm.

Someone said, “Shee-it” with héartfelt feeling, and a huge
weight landed on her belly. Miriam gathefed breath to
scream, but she couldn’t feel her right arin and something was
pressing on her face. She was choking: The air as acrid and
sweet-smelling and thick, a cloying flowery laboratory stink.
She kicked out hard, legs tangled in the comforter, -gasping
and screarning deep in her throat, but they were muffling her
with the stench and everything was fuzzy at the edges.

She couldn’t move. “Not funny,” someone a long way
away at the end of a black tunnel tried to say. The lights-were
on now, but everything was dark. Figures mioved around her
and her arm hurt—distantly. She couldn’t move. Tired:
There was something in her mouth. Is*this an ambulance?
she wendered. Lights out.

The dogpile on the bed slowly shifted, standing up. Spe-
cialist A worked on the subject with tongue depressor and
tubes, readying her for assisted ventilation. The chloroform
pad sitting on the pillow was an acrid nuisance: For thé jour-
ney ahead, something safer and more reliable was necéssary.
Specialist B worked on her at the same time, sliding the col-
lapsible gurney under her-and strapping her to it at legs,
hips, wrists, and shioulders.

“That was a fucking mess,” snarled Control, picking up the
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little snub-nosed revolver in one black-gloved hand. *Safety
catch was on, luckily. Who screwed up on the landing?”

“Sir” It was Point B. “There was a book. On the stairs.”

“Bitchin’. Okay, get little Miss Lethal here loaded and

‘ready to move. Bravo, start the cleanup. I want her personal
files, wherever she keeps them. And her computer, and all
the disks. Whoever the hell was with her this evening, I want
to know who they are too. And everything eise. Charlie,
pack her bags like she’s going on vacation—a long vacation.
Clothing, bathroom stuff. Don’t make a mess of it. I want to
be ready to evacuate in twenty minutes.”

“8ir. Yes, sir” Control nodded. Point B was going to pull a
shitwork detail when they got home,- but you didn’t disci-
pline people in the field unless they’d fucked up bad enough
to pull a nine-millimeter discharge. And Point B hadn’t. A
month cleaning the latrines would give him time to think on
how close he’d come to getting plugged by a sleepy woman
with.a thirty-eight revolver.

Spec A was nearly done; he and Spec B grunted as they
lifted the coffin-shaped framework off the bed. Miriam was
unconscious and trussed like a turkey inside it. “Is she going
to be okay?” Control asked idly.

“] think so,” said Spec A. “Bad bruising on her right arm,
and probably concussed, but I don't expect anything major.
Worst risk is she pukes in her.sleep and chokes on her own
vomit, and we can deal with that” He spokeconfidently.
He'd done paramedic_training and Van Two was equipped
like an ambulance.

“Then take her away. We’ll be along in half an hour when
we're through sanitizing.”

“Yeah, boss. We’ll get her home.”

Control looked at the dressing table, strewn with under-
wear, month-old magazines, and haif-used toiletries. His ex-
pression turned to disgust at the thought of searching
through piles of dirty clothing. “Sky father,.what a mess.
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There was an office not-far from Miriam’s-cell. The office
was quiet, and its dark oak paneling and rich-Persian carpets
gave it something of the ambiance of a very exclusive Victo-
rian gentleman’s club. A wide walnut desk occupied the
floor next to-the-window bay. The top of the desk was inlaid
with a Moroccan leather blotter, upon which lay a banker’s
box full of papers and other evidence.

The cccupant of the office-sat at the desk,-reading the
mess of photocopies and mermos from the file boxsHe was
in his éarly fifties, thickset with the stomach of middle age,
but tall enough to carry it well. His suit was conservative: He
might have been a retited general or a corporate chairman.
Neither guess woilld be wrong, but neither would be the full
tuth, either. Right now he looked as if he had a headache;
his expression was sour as he read a yellowing newspaper
clipping. “What a mess,” he muirmured. -“What a- blessed
mess . <7

A buzzer sounded above the left-hand door.

The officeholder glanced at the door with wintry gray eyes.
“Enter,” he called sharply. Then he looked back at the.papers.

Footsteps, the sound of male dress shoes—leather-
soled—<—on parquet, were abruptly silenced as the visitor
reached the carpeted inner sanctum. +

“You summoned me, uncle? Is there any mgvement on
my proposal? If anyone wants me to—"

Angbard-Lofstrom looked up again and fixed his nephew
with along icy stare. His nephew shuffled, discomfited:*a tall*
blond fellow whose suit would not have been out of place in
aadvértising agency's offices. “Patience,” he said in English:

“But1—

“I said patience.” Angbardlaid the newspaper clipping flat
on his blotter and stared at his nephew. “This is not the time
to discuss.your proposal. About which there is no riews, by
the way. Don’t expect anything to happen soon; you need-to
learn timing if you -want to make progress, and the changes
you are suggesting we make are politically difficult.”

“How much longer?” The young man sounded tense,
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“As long as 1 deem necessary.”” Angbard’s stare hardened.
“Remember why you are here.”

“I—ves, my lord. If-it pleases you to accept my apolo-
gies...” ;

“How is the prisoner?” Angbard asked abruptly.

“Oh. Last time I checked—fifteen minutes ago—she was
unconscious but sleeping normally. She is in one.of the dop-
pelginger cells. I removed the mnemonic she was, wearing
on her person and had one of the maids search her for tat-
toos. Her cell has no mitror, np shaving apparatus. I left in-
structions that I am to be called when she awakens>

“Hmm* Angbard chewed on his upper lip with an expres-
sion of deep disapproval. “What does the doctor say?”’

“The doctor says that he’ might have to splmt her arm,
lager—there Ivaruxsmg—but she sustained ne serious harm
in the, course of the pickup.”

“Well.” Angbard waved one harid in the direction of the
chairs positioned before his desk. “Sit down.”-His nephew
sat with alacrity, his back stiff. “Do we have any known
loose ends, Earl Roland?”

“Yes, sir, but nothing critical. We have retrieved the docu-
ments, camera, .recorder, personal computer, and all -the
other effects that-we could find. Her hoyse was ugtidy, but
we are fairly sure we were able to locate everything—heér of -
fice was well-organized. The windows have been repaired,
and the neighbors informed indirectly: that she is on assign-
ment away, from home. She is unmarried and has few attach-
ments.” Roland looked faintly disapproying. “There is
reference io an elderly mother who lives alone: The only
possible problem is referred to in the contractor’s report. Bv-
idently on her last excursion a woman, identity unknown, ar-
rived, collected her car, then her person, and drove her
home. Presumably a friend. . The problem is that she left the
stakeout by taxi without any notice—I assume she sum-
moned it by means of a mobile telephone—and our contrac-
tor team was too short-staffed to dispatch a- tail. I- have
therefore instructed them to continue surveillance and rein-
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state the line tap, in the hope that the friend reappears. Once
she does so—"

Roland shrugged.

“See that you do—I want them in custody as soon as pos-
sible.” Angbard harrumphed. “As to the prisoner’s disposi-
tion . . " He paused, head cocked slightly to one side.

“8ir?” Roland was a picture of polite attentiveness.

“The prisoner is to be ireated with all the courtesy due to
one of your own station, indeed, as a senior Clan member, I
say. As a respected guest, detained for her own protection.”

“Sir!” Roland couldn’t contain his-shock.

Angbard stared at him. “You have somethmg to Say, my
carl?” he asked coldly.

Roland swallowed.“T hear and’. . . and will of course obey,”
he said. “Just, please permit me to say, this is a surprise—"

“Your. surprisé is noted,” Angbard stated coldly. “Never-
theless, I will keep my reasons to myself for the time being.
All you need to know at present is that the prisoner must-be
treated with, as they say, kidskin gloves.” He stared at the
young officer intently; but he showed no sign of defiance:
and after a moment Angbard relented slightly. “This—" he
gestured at the box before him—“raises some most disturb-
ing possibilities.” He tapped oné finger on-the topmost sheet.
“Or had you noticed any strangers outwith-the Clanwho are
gifted with the family talent?”

“Mm, 1io, sir, I had not.” Roland looked suddenly thought-
ful. “What are.you thinking?”

“Later,” Angbard said tersely. “Just see she’s transferred
to a comfortable—but securely doppelgiingered—suite. Be
polite #nd hospitable, win her trust, and treat her person with
the utmost respect. And notify me when she is'ready to an~
swer my questions.

I hear and-obey,” Roland ackrmwledged less- puzzled,
but clearly thoughtful. .

“See that you do,” Angbard rumbled. “You are dismissed.”

His nephew-rose, straightened his suit jacket, and strode
toward the door, a rapier banging-at his §ide. Angbard stared
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at the door in silence for a2 minuté after he had gone, then
tumed his eye back to the items in the file box. Which in-
cluded a locket that he had seen before—almost a third of a
century ago.

“Patricia,” he whispered under his breath “what has be-
come of you?”

—

Daylight. That was the first thing that Miriam noticed.
That—and. she had the mother of all hangovers. Her head
felt as if it was wrapped in cotton wool, her right arm hurt
like hell, and everything around her was somehow wrong.
She blinked experimentally. Her head was wrapped in cot-
ton wool—or bandages. And she was wearing something un-
familiar. She’d gone to bed in her usual T-shirt, but now she
was wearing a nightgown—but she didn’t owrr onel What'’s
going-on?

Daylight. She felt nuizzy and stupld and her head was
pounding: She was thirsty; too. She,rolled over and blinked:
at where the nightstand. should haye been. There was a
whitewashed wall six inches from her nose. The bed she was
lying in wgs jammed up against a rough cinder-block wall
that had been painted white. It was as weird as that confused
nightmare about the light and the chemical stink—

. Nightmare?

She rolled the other way, her legs tangling up in- the mght—
gown. She nearly fell out of the-bed, which was far too nar-
row. It wasn’t her own bed, and for a moment of panic she
wondered what could possibly have happened. Then it all
clicked into place. “Gangsters or feds? Must be the feds,”
she mumbled to herself. They must have followed me. Or
Paulie. Or something.

A vast, hollow terror seemed to have replaced her stom-
ach. They’ll ‘bury you so deep,’ she remembered. ‘So. deep’
that—

Her throat felt sore, as if she’d spent the entire ‘night
screaming. Odd, that. Maybe it was anticipation.

Somehow she swung her legs over the side of the strange
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bed. They touched the floor much too soon, and she sat up,
pushing the thin comforter aside. The far wall was too close,
and the window was set high up;-in fact, the whole room wds
about the size of a closet. There was no other furmniture ex-
cept for a smdli stainless-steel sink bolted o the wall oppo-
site the door. The door itself was a featureless siab of wood
with a peephole implanted in it at eye level. She noted with a
dull sense of recognition that the door was perfectly smooth,
with no handle or lock mechanism to mar its surface: It was
probably wood veneer over metal.

Her hand went to her throat. The locket was gone. ..

Miriam stood, then abruptly found that she had to lean
against the wall to keep upright. Her head throbbed and her
right. arm was extremely sore. She turned and locked up at
the window, but it was above-the top of her head, even if she
had the energy to stand on the bed. High and small and with-
out curtains, it looked horribly like the skylight of a prison
cell. Am I in prison? she wondered.

With that thought,. Miriam lost what calm she had. She
leaned against the door and pounded it with her left hand,

setting up a hollow-racket, but stopped when her hand began

to throb and the fear swept back in a suffocating wave, driv-
ing a storm surge-of rage before it. She sat down and buried
her face in her hands and began to sob quietly, She wasstill
in this position a few minutes later when the door-frame
gave a quiet click and epened outward.

Miriam looked up suddenly as the door opened. “Who the
fuck are you?”’ she demanded.-

The map standing in thé doorway was perfectly mrned
out, from his black loafers to the ends of his artfully styled
blond hair: He was young (late twenties or early thirties),
formally dressed in a fashionable suit; clean-shaven, and his
face was set in neutral lines. He could have been a Mormon
missionary or an FBI agent. “Miss Beckstein, if you’d be so
good-as to come with me, please?”

“Who are you?” She repeated, “Aren’t you guys supposed
to read me ny rights or something?” There. was something
odd about-him, but she couldn’t quite get her head around it.
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Past his shoulder she coild see a corridor; blurry right
now—then she realized what it was that she wag having tron-
ble with. He’s wearing a sword,.she told herself, hardly be-
lieving her eyes.

“You seem to be laboring under a-misapprehension.” He
smiled, not unpleasantly. “We don’t have to read you your
rights. However, if you'll come with me, we can go some-
where more comfortable to discuss the. sithation. Unless
you're entirely happy with the sanitary facilities here?”

Miriam glanced behind her, suddenly acutely aware that
her bladder was full and her stomach was queasy. “Who are
you?” she asked uncertainly.

“If you come with-me, you'll get your-answers,” he said

soothingly. He took a step back and something made Miriam
suspect there. was an implicit or else left dangling at the end
of his last sentence. She lurched to her feet imsteadily and he
reached out for her elbow. She shuffled backward instinc-
tively to avoid contact, but lost her balance against the edge
of ‘the bed: She sat'down hard and went over backward,
cracking her head against the wall.

“Oh dear,” he said. She stared up at him through a haze of
pain. “I 1l bring a wheelchair for you. Please don’t try to
move.”

The ceiling pancaked lazily above her head. Miriam felt
sick and a little bit drowsy. Her head was’splitting - Migraine
or anesthesia hangover? she wondered. “The well-dressed
man with the sword sticking incongruously out from under
his suit coat was back, with a wheelchair and“another man
wearing a green medical smock. Togetherthey picked her up
and planied her in the chair, loose as a sack-of potatoes.
“Oww,” she moanecd softly.

“That was a nasty bash,” said her visitor. He walked be-
side the chair. Lighting strips rolled by overhead, closed
doorways to either side. “How do you feel?”

“Lousy,” she managed. Her right arm had come out in
sympathy with her skull. “Who’re you?”

“You don’t-give up, do you?” he observed. The chair
turned a corner: More corridor stretched ahead. “I'm

L
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Roland, Earl Lofstrom. Your welfare is my responsibility for
now.” The-chair stopped in front of burnished stainless-steel
panels—an elevator. Mechanisms grumbled behind the door.
“You shouldn’t have awakened, in that.isolation cell. You
were only there due to.an admjnistrative error. The individ-
ual responsible has been disciplined.”

A cold chil! washed down Miriam’s spine, cutting through
the haze of pain. “Pon’t want your name,” .she muttered,
“Want to know who you people are. My rights, dammit” *

The elevator doors opened and the attendant pushed her
inside.. Roland stepped in beside her, then waved the atten-
dant away. Then he pushed a button out of sight behind her
head. The -doors closed and the eleyator-began to rise, but
stopped only a few seconds later. “You appear to be under a
misapprehension,” .he repeated. “You're asking for your
rights. The, uh, Miranda declaration, yes?”

She, tried, to look up at him. “Hyh?? “

“That doesn’t apply here. Different jurisdiction, you know.
His accompanying smile-left Miriam deeply unnerved.

The elevator doors opened and he wheeled her into a silent,
carpeted corridor with ng windows—just widely spaced doors
to either side, like an expensive hotel. He siopped-at the third
door along on the left and.pushed-it open, then tumed her
chair and rolled it forward into theroom within. “There. Isn’t
this an improvement over the other room?”?

- Miriam pushed down on the wheelchair arms with both
hands, wincing at a stab of pain in her right forearm. “Shit.”
She Iooked around. “This isn’t federal.”

“If-you don’t mipd.” He.took her elbow, and this time she
couldn't dodge. His grip wag firm bat-not painful, “This is
the main reception room of your suite. You'll-note the wins
dows don’t actually ,open,-and they’re made of foughened
glass for your safety. The bathroom is through that door, and
the bedroom is over there.” He pointed: “If you want any-
thing, lift the white courtesy phone. If you need a doctor,
there is one_on call. I suggest you take an hour to recover,
then freshen up and get dressed. There will be an interview
in due course.” -

...A.._ . a.ﬂk.




84 cbarles sTROSS

“What is this place? Who are you people?”

Finally Roland frowned at her. *“You can stop pretending
you don’t know,” he said. ““You aren’t going to convince any-
one.” Pausing in the doorway, he added. “The wat’s over,
you know. We won twenty years ago.” The door closed be-
hind him with a solid-sounding click, and Miriam was un-
surprised to discover that the door.handle flopped limply in
her hand when she tried it. She was lockéd in.

Miriam shuffled into the white-tiled bathroom, blinked-in
the lights, then sat down heavily on-the toilet, “Holy shit,”
she mumbled in disbelief. It was like an expensive hotel-—a
fiendishly expensive one, aimed at sheikhs and diplomats
and billionaires. The floor was smooth, a very high grade of
Italian marble if she was any judge of stonework. The sink
was a molded slab of thick green glass and the taps glowed
with a deep luster that went deeper than mere gilding could
reach. The bath was a huge scalloped shell sunk-into the
floor, white and polished, with blue and green lights set into
it amid the chromed water jets. An acre of fluffy white tow-
els and a matching bathrobe awaited her, hanging above a
basket of toiletries. She knew some of those brand names;
she'd even tried their samplers when she was feeling extrav-
agant. The shampoo alone was a hundred dollars a bottle.

This definitely isn’t anything to do with the government,
she realized. I know people who’d pay good money to be
locked up in here!

She sat down on the edge of the bathtub, slid into one of
the seats around its rim, and spent a couple of minutes puz-
zling out the control panel. Eventually she managed to éoax
half a dozen jets of aerated water into life. This is a prison,
she kept reminding herself. Roland’s words haunted her:

‘Different. jurisdiction, you know.- Where was she? They'd

taken the locket. That implied that they knew about it—and
about her. But there was absolutely no way to square this ex-
perience with what she’d seen in the forest: the pristine
wildemess, the peasant village.
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The bedroom was as utterly over the top as the bathroom,
dominated by a huge oak sleigh-bed-in a traditional Scandi-
navian style with masses of dewn comforters and pillows.
Rather than fitted fumniture there were a pair of huge oak
wardrobes and a chest of drawers and-other, smaller, furni-
ture—a dressing table with mirror, an-armchair, something
that looked like an old linen press. Every piece of furniture
in the bedroom looked to be an antique. The combined effegt
was overwhelming, like being expected to sleep in an auc-
tion house’s display room.

“Oh wow.” She tooked around and spotted the windows,
then walked over to them. A balcony outside blocked the
view of whatever was immediately-below. Beyond it she had
a breathtaking view of a sweep of forested land dropping
away toward a shallow valley with a rocky:crag, standmg
proud and bald on the other side, It was as untainted by civi-
lization as the site of her.camping_ expedltlon She turned
away, dlsquleted Something about this whole picture
screamed: Wrong! at her, but she couldn’t quite pat her fin-
geron it

The chest of drawers held an unpleasant surprise. She
pulled-the top drawer open, half-expecting.it.to be empty. In-
stead,- it contained underwear. Her underwear. She recog-
nized the holes in one or two socks.thiat she hadn’t gotten
around to throwing away.,

“Bastards” She focused on the clothing, mind’ spinning
futiously. They’re thorough, whoever they are. She looked
closer at the furniture. The writing desk appearted to be an
original Georgian piece, or even older, a monstrously valu-
able amtique. And the chairs, Queen Anne or a good
replica—disturbingly .expensive. A hotel would be content
with reproductions, $he reasoned. The emphasis would be on
wility, and comfort, -not authenticity. If there. were originals
anywhere, they’d be on display in the foyer. It reminded her
of something that she’d seen somewhere, something that
nagged at the back of her mind but stubbornly refused to
come to the foreground.

She stood up and confirmed her suspicion that the
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wardrobes held her-entire range of clothing. Moré words
carfie back to haunt her: ‘There will be an interview in due
course.” “T'm not-in a cell,” she told herself,-“hut T could be.
They showed me that much. So they’re playmg head games.
They want to play the stick-and-carrot game. That mieans
I've got some kind of leverage. Doest’t it?” Find-out'what
they want, then get out of here fast, she decided.

Half an hour later she was réady. She’d chosen. a blouse
the color of fresh blood, her black interview suit, lip gloss to
match, and heels. Miriam didn’t normally hold with
makeup, but this time she went the whole hog.-She didn’t
normally hold with power dressing cither; but somethifig
about Roland and this setup suggested that his people were
much more obsessed with appeararices than the dot-com en-
trepreneurs and Masspike corridor startup monkeys she usu-
ally dealt with. Any edge she could get ..

A bell chimed discreetly. She straightened up and turned
to look at the door as it opened. Here it comes, she thought
nervously.

It was Roland, who’d brought her up here from the cell. Now
that she saw him in the daylight front the windows with a
clear head, her confusion deepened. He looks like a secret

" service agent, she thought. Something about that indefingbly
military posture.and the short hair suggested he’d beerr or-
dered into that suit in place of combatfatigues.

“Ah. You've found the facilities.” He nodded. “How are
you feeling?”

“Better,” she said. “I see you ransacked my house”

“Yoh will find that everything has been accounted for.” he
said, slightly defensively. “Would you rather we’d given you
& prison uniform? No?”’ He sized her up with a glance.
“Well, there’s someone I have to take you 1o sée now.”

“Oh, .good? It slipped out before she ¢ould.clamp down -

on the sarcasm. *The chief of secret police, I assume?””
His eyes widened slightly. *“Don’t-joke about it he mut-
tered.
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“Oh.” Miriam dry-swallowed. “Right, well, we wouldn’t
want to keep him waiting, would we?” -

“Absolutely not,” Roland said seriously. He held the door
open, then paused for a moment. “By the. way, 1 really
wouldn’t want you to embarrass yourself trying to escape.
Thisis a secure facility.”

“I see,” said Miriam, who didn’t—but had made her.mind
up already that it would be a mistake to s1fnply cut and run.
These people had smatched her from her own bed. That sug-
gested a frightening level of —competence.

She approached the door warily, keeping as far away from
Roland as she could. ‘Which way?”

“Along the passage.”

He headed off. at a brisk march and she followed him,
heels sinking into the sound-deadening carpet. She had.to
hurry to keep up. When Fget out of this mess, I'm buying a
new.interview outfit—one I can run in, she promised-herself.

“Wait one moment,-please.”

She found herself fetched up behind Roland’s broad back,
before a pair of double doors that were exquisitely paneled
and polished..Odd, she wondered. Where i everybody? She
glanced over her shoulder, and spotted a discreet-video cam-
era watching-her back. They’d come around {wo comers, as
if the corridor followed a rectangle: They’d passed a broad
staircase leading dow, and the elevator—there ought to be
more people about, surely?

“Who am I—

Roland turned around, “Look, Just wait,” he said. “Secu-
rity calls.” She noticed for the first time that he had the in-
side of his wrist pressed against an unobtrusive box in the
wall.

“Security?” _

“Biometrics, I think it’s called,” he said. There was a click
from the door and he opened it slowly. “Matthias? Ish hafe
gefauft.des’usher des-Angbard.”

Miriam blinked—she didn’t recognize the langnage. It
sounded a bit like German, but not enough to make anything
out; and her high school German was rusty, anyway.

e ——
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; “Innien gekomm’, denn.”

The door opened and Roland caught her right arm, tugged
her into the room after him, and let the door-close. She
pulled her arm back and rubbed the sore spot as she glanced
around.

“Nice place you've got here,” she said. Thick draped cur-
tains surrounded the window. The walls were pareled richly
in dark wood: The maip piece of furniture was a desk beside
an inner office door. A broad-shouldered man in 2 black suit,
white shirt, and red te waited behind the desk. The only
thing to distinguish the scene from a high-class legal prac-
tice was the submachine gun resting by his right hand.

“Spresh’she de hoh’sprashe?”

“No,” said Roland. “Use English, please.”

“Okay,” said the man with the gun. He looked at Miriam,
and she had the disquieting sense that he was photographing
her, storing her face in his memory. He had frizzy black hair,
swept back from high temples, combinéd with a nose like a
hatchet and a glare like a caged hawk. “T am Matthias. Fam
the Boss’s sccretary, which is, his keeper of secrets. That is
his office door. You go in there without perrhission over my’
déad body. This is not an, um, how would you say it?* He
glanced at Roland.

“Metaphor,” Roland offered.

“Metaphor” Matthias looked at her again. He wasn't
smiling. “The Boss is expecting you. You may enter now.”

Miriam looked sidelong at him as Roland marched over
to the door and opened it, then waved her forward. Matthias
kept his eyes on her—and one hand close to the gun. She
found herself involuntarily giving him a wide berth, as she
would a rattlesnake. Not that he looked particularty ven-
omous—a polite, clean-shaven man in a pin-striped suit—
but there was something about his manner . . . she’d seen it
before, in a young DEA agent she had dated for a couple of
months before learning better. Mike Fleming had been qui-
etly, calmly, crazy, in a way that made her cut and run before
she got dragged too far in with him. He’d been quite pre-
paréd to-give his life for the cause he believed in—or to

-
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make any other sacrifice for that matter:"He was utterly un-
able 10 see the walls of the box he’d locked himself in. The
kind of gny who’d arrest a cripple with multiple sclerosis for
smoking a joint to deaden the pain. She suppressed a shud-
der as she entered the inner office:

The inner office was as excessive as the suite they'd given
her, the Mafia special with the locked door ahd the auction
house’s ransom in antiques. “The floor was tiled in hand-
polished hardwood, partially covered by a cdrpet that was
probably worth as much as her house, The walls were pan-
eled in wood blackened with age. There-were a coupie of
discreet oil paintings of big red-faiced men in medieval-
looking armor or classical robes posed before a castle, and a
pair of swords rested on pegs in the wall above the desk.
There was a huge walnut desk positioned beside the window
bay and two chairs were drawn up before it, positioned so
that the owner of the dffice would be"all but invisible from
the window.

Roland stopped before the desk, drew himself up to atten-
tion, and saluted. “My lord, I have the pleasure of presenting
to you . . . Miriam Beckstein.”

The presence in- the chiair inclined his head in acknow-
ledgment. “That is not her real name, but her presence is
sufficient. You may be at ease” Miriam squinted, trying to
make out his features against the glare. He must have taken
her expression for hostility, for he waved a hand: “Please be
seated, the both of yoil. I have no argument with you, ah,
Mirtam, if that is the name you wish to be known by.”

Roland surprised her by pulling a chair out and offering it
to her.-She startled herself in fum by sitting down, albeit ner-
vously, knees clenched together and back stiffly erect. “Who
are you people?” she whispered.

Her eyes were becoming accustomed-to the light: ‘She
could-see the mari in the high-backed chair smile faintly. He
was in late middle age, possibly as old as Morris Beckstein
would have been, had he lived. His suit-was sober—these
people-dressed like a company of undertakers—but so well
cut that it hadto be hand-tailored. His hair was graying, and
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-his face was indistinguished, except for a long scar running
up his left cheek.

“T might ask the same question,” he murmured. “Roland,
be seated, I say!” His tone of voice said-he was used to being
obeyed. “I am the high Duke Angbard of house Lofstrom,
third of that name, trustee of the crown of gnilds, defender
of the king's honor, freeman of the city of Njejwein, head of

security of the Clan Reunified, prince of merchant-princes, -

owner of this demesne, and holder of many more titles than
that—but those are the principal ones” His eyes were the
color of-lead, a blue so pale she found them hard to see, even
when they were focused directly on her. “Also, if 1 am not
very much mistaken, Iamyouruncle"

Miriam recoiled in. shock. “Whar?” Another voice
echoed her. She glanced sideways to see Roland staring at
her in astonishment. His cool exterior began to crack.

“My father would, never—" Roland began.

“Shut up,” said Angbard, cold steel in his voice. *“T was
not referring to your father, young man, but to your aunt
once removed: Patricia.”

“Would you mind explaining just what you're talking
about? Miriam demanded, anger finally getting the better
of her. She leaned forward. “Your people have abducted me,
ransacked my house, and kidnapped me, just because you
think I'm some kind of long-lost relative?’ .

Angbard nodded thoughtfully. “No, We are absolutely
certain you're a long-lost relative” He glanced at his
nephew. “There is solid evidence.”

Roland leaned back in his chair, whistled tunelessly, all
military pretense fled. He stared at her out of wide eyes, as if
he was seeing a ghost,

“What have you got to whistle about?” she demanded.

“You asked for an explanation,” Angbard reminded her.
“The arrival of an unknown wortd-walker is always grounds
for concern. Since the war . . . suffice to say, your appear-
ance would have been treated drastically in those days.
When you stumbled across the old coast_trail a week ago,
“and the patrol shot at you, they had no way of knowing who
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you were. That became evident only later—I believe you left
& pair of pink house-shoes beliind?—and triggered an exten-
sive mianhunt. However, you dre clearly not connected to a
traitorious faction, and closer research revealed some inter-
esting facts about you. I believe you were adopted?”

“That’s right.” Miriam’s heart was fluttering in her ribs,
shock and unpleasant realization merging. “Are you saying
you're my long-lost relatives?”

“Yes." Angbard waited a moment, then slid open one of
the drawers in his desk. “This is yours, I believe.”

Miriam reached out and picked up the locket. Tarnished
with age, slightly battered—a island of familarity. “Yes.”

“But not this.” Angbard palmed sorhething eise, then
pushed it across the desk toward her.

“Oh my.* Miriam was lost for words. It was the identical
twin to her locket, only brightly shining and Jacking sote
scrafches. She took it and sprang the catch—

“Ouch!™ She glared at Roland, who had knocked it out of
her hand. But he was bending down, and aftér a moment she
realized that he was picking it up, very carefully, keeping the
open halves facedown until it was upon the duke’s blotter.

“We will have to teach you how to handle these things
safely,™ Angbard said mildly. “In the meantime, my sister's
is yours to keep.”

“Your sister’s,”
around the locket.

“My sister went missing thirty-two years ago,” Angbard
said with careful lack of emphasis. “Her caravan was at-
tacked, her husband slain, and her guard mas3acred, but her
body was never found. Nor was that -0f her six-week-old
daughtér. She was on herway to pay attendance to the court
of the high king, taking her turn a$ the Clan’s hostage. The
wilds around Chesapeake Bay, as it is called on your side,
are tiot heavily populated in this world, We searched’ for
months, but obviously to little effect.”

“You found the box of docunients,” Miriam said. The ef-
fort of speaking wds vast: She could hear her heart pounding
in her ears.

she echoed stupidly, wrapping her fihgers
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“Yes. They provide impressive sypporting evidence—<ir-
cumstantial but significant. While you were unconscious,
blood samples were taken for, ah, DNA profiling. The re-
sults will be back tomorrow, but 1 am in no doubt. You have
the family face and the family talent—or did you think
world-walking was commonplace?—and your age_and the
documentary evidence fits perfectly. You are the danghter
Helge, bom to my elder sister, Patricia Thorold Hjorth, by
her husband the western magistrate-prince, Alfredo Wu, and
word of your survival is going to set the fox among the Clan
chickens with a vengeance when it emerges.” He smiled
thinly. “Which is why I took the precaution of sending away
the junior members of the distaff side, and almost all the ser-
vants, before bidding you welcome. It would not have done
for the younger members of the €lan to find out about your
existence before I looked to your defense. Some of them will
be feelmg quite anxious about the dlsruptwn of the braid
succession, your highness.”

"Hzg}mess? What are you talkmg about?” Miriam counld
hear het voice rising, out of control, but she couldn’t.get it
under control, “What are you an? Look, I'm a business jour-
nalist covering the Masspike corridor, not some kind of feu-
dal noble! I don’t know about any of this stuff!” She was on
her feet in front of the desk. “What’s world-walking, and
what does it have to do—" i

“Your highness,” Angbard said firmly, “you were a busi-
ness journalist, on the other side of- the wall of worlds. But
world-walking is how you came here. It is the defining talent
of our Clan, of the families who constitute the Clan. It is in
the blood, and you are one of us, whether you will it or no.
Over here, you are the-eldest heir to a countess and a
magistrate-prince of the outer kingdom, both senior mem-
bers of their families, and howeyer much you might wish to
walk away from that fact, it will follow you around. Even if
you go back over there.”

He turned to Roland,-ignoring.her stunned silence. “Earl
Roland, you will please escort your first cousin to her cham-
bers. 1 charge you with her safety and protection-until fur-
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ther notice. Your highness, we will dine in my charnbers this
evening; with one or two trustworthy guests, and I will have
more words for you then. Roland will assign servants to see
to your comfort and wardrobe. I expect him. to deal with
your questions. In the meantime, you are both-dismissed.”

Miriam glared at him, speechless. “I have only your best
interests at heart,” the duke said mildly. “Roland.”

“Sir.” Roland took her arm.

“Proceed.”

Roland turned and marched from the office, and Miriam
hurried to keep up, angry and embarrassed and trying not to
show it. You bastard! she thought. Out in the corridor: “You’re
hurting me,” she hissed, trying not to trip. “Slow down.”

Roland slowed and—mercy of mercies—let go of her
am. He glanced behind, and an invisible tension left his
shoulders. “T'm sorry,” he said.

“You're sorry?” she replied, disbelievingly. “You nearly
twisted my arm out of its socket!” She rubbed her elbow and
winced.

“I said I'm sorry. Angbard isn’t used to being disobeyved.
I've never seen anyone take such liberties with him and es-
cape punishment!” »

“Punishment—"" she stopped. “You weren't kidding about
him being the head of secret police, were you?”

“He’s got many more titles than he told yon about. He’s
responsible for the security of the entire Clan. If you like,
think of him as the head of the FBI here. There was a civil
war before you or I were born. He's probably ordered more
hangings than you or I have had hot dinners.”

Miriam stumbled. “Ow, shit!" She leaned against the wall.
“That’ll teach me to keep my eye on where I'm going.” She
glanced at him. “So you’re telling me I wasn’t paying
enough attention?”

“You’ll be all right,” Roland said slowly, “if you can adapt
to it.  imagine it must be a great shock, coming into your in-
heritance so suddenly.”

“Is that so?” She looked him up and down carefully, un-
sure how to interpret the raised eycbrow—-{s ke trying to tell
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me something or just haying a joke at ry eipense~—then a
second thought struck her. “I think I'm ‘missing something
here,” she said, deliberately casually.

“Nothing around hére is what it seems,”*Roland said with
a litle shrug. His expression was guarded. “But 1f thc duke-ig
right, if you really are Patricia’ siong—losbheu‘

Miriam recognized the expression in his eyes: It was be-
lief. He really believes I’'m some kind of fairy-téle priricess,
she realized with dawning horror. What -have I.got- myself
into?

“Youll have to tell me all about it.In m)& chambers”

5
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-oland led her back to-her suite and followed her
ifito, the: huge-reception room af its-heart. He
wandered over-to-the -windows and stgod there
with his hands tlasped behind his_back..Miriam kicked-tier
heels off and sat down:in-the huge; envcldpmg leather sofa.
opposite the wiridow. -
“When did your discover.the locket?” he asked
She watched him curiously. “Less than a. week ago. % .
“Afd until therr you'd grown up irrignorance, of your fam-
11y he said. “Amazing!” He nirned around. “His face-was set
in a faintly wistful expression.
“Are you going to just-stand thére?" she asked... - £
“It would.be impertinent to sit down without as.invita—
tion,” he replied. <I-know it’sthe case on.the’ other~51de but
here, the elders tend to stand,on. points of etiquettg
“Well-—"-her eyes gatrowed. “Sit.down if you: want-to.
You’re. making:me.nervqus. You.look as.if you're afraid I'1}

bite”
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“Um.” He sat down uneasily on the arm of the big chair
opposite her. “Well, it’s irregular, to say the least, to be here.
You being unwed, that is.”

“What's that got to do with it?” she snapped. “I'm di-
vorced. Is that another of the things you people are touchy
about?”

“ Divorced? " He stared at her hand, as if looking for a
ring. “I don’t know.” Suddenly he looked thoughtful. “Cus-
toms here are distinctly differentfrom the other side. This is
not a Christ-worshiping land.” Another thought struck him.
“Areyou,uh...?”

“Does Miriam Beckstein sound Christian to you?”

“It’s sometirnes hard to tell with people from the other side.
Christ worship isn’t a religion here,” he said seriously. “But
you are divorced. And a world-walker.” He leaned forward.
“What that means is you are automatically a Clan shareholder
of the first rank, eligible, unwed, and liable to displace a
dozen minor distant relatives from their Clan shares, which
they-thought safe. Your children will displace theirs, too. Do
you know, you are probably a great-aunt already?”

To Miriam this was msupportable “1 don’t want a huge
bunch of feuding cousms and ancestors and children! I'm
quite happy on my own.”

“It’s not as simple as that” A momentary flash of irrita-
tion surfaced: “Our personal happiness has nothing to do
with the Clan’s view of our positijon in life. I don’t like it €i-
ther, but you’ve got to understand.that there are people out
there whose plans will be.disrupted by the mere knowledge
of your existence, and other people who will make plans for
. You, regardless of your wishes}”

“l—" she stopped. “Look, I-don’t think we've got_this
straight. I may be related to your family by genetics, but I'm
not one of you. I don’t know how the hell you think or what
your etiquette is like and I don’t care about being the orphan
of a countess. It dogsn’t mean anything to me.” She sighed.
“There’s been some huge mistake. The sooner we get it over
with and I can go back to being a journalist, the better.”
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“If you want it that way.”.For almost & minufe he brooded,
staring at the floor in front of her. Miriam hooked one foot
over the othér and tried to relax enough to force her shoul-
ders back into the sofa. “You might last six weeks,” he said
finally. - -

“H‘Jh?” .

He frowned at a parquet tile. “You:can igriore yourrela-
tives, but they can’t ignore you. To them you’re an uriknown
quantity. The Clan shareholders all have the ability to walk
the worlds, to cross over and follow you. Over here they’re
rich and powerful—but your current situation makes them
insecure because you're unpredictable. If you do what’s ex-
pected of you, you merely disrupt several inheritances worth
a baron’s estate. If you iry to leave, they will thinkK you are
trying to- form a new.schismatic -family, maybe-even lure
away family splinters to set-up your own Clan to rival ours.
How do you think the rich and pawerful deal with threats to
their existence?” He logked: grave. “T’d rather not measure
you fof a coffin so soon, after discovéring you. It’s not every
day I find a new second cousin, especially one who’s as edu-
cated and intelligent as you seem to be. There's a shortage of
good conversation here, you know.”

“Oh.” Miriam felt deflated, frightened. What happens to

business life -when there’s no limit-to liability and the only
people you can work with are your blood yelativés? Instinc-
tively she changed the subject. “What did your uncle mean
about tonight? And servants, I mean, servants?’

“Ah, that” Roland slipped-down intd the seat at last, re-
laxing a little. “We are invited to-dine with the head of one
of the families in:private. The most-powerful family in the
Clan,.at that. It’s a formal affair. As for-the servants, you're
entitled ¢o half a dozen or s ladies-in-waiting, your own
guard of honor, and various others. My unclé the duke sent
the minor family members away, but in the meantime there
are maids from below-stairs-who.will see to you. Really
would have sent them earlier, when I brought you up here,
but he stressed the urgent need forsetrecy and-t thonght—"
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he paused. “You really did grow up over there, didn’t you? In
the middle classes.”

She nodded, unsure just how to deal with his sudden at-
tack of snobbery. Some of the time he seemed open and
friendly, then she hit a blind spot and he was Sir Medieval
Aristocrat writ large and charmless. “I don’t do upper class,”
she said. “Well, business class, maybe.”

“Well, you aren’t in America any more. You'll have get
used to the way we do things here eventually.” He paused.
“Did I say something wrong?”

He had, but she didn’t know how to explain, Which was why
a couple of hours later she was sitting naked in the bath-
room, talking to her dictaphone, trying to make sénse of the
insanity outside—without succumbing to hysteria—by treat-
ing it as a work assignment and reporting on it.

“Now 1 know how Alice felt in looking-glass land,” she
muttered, holding her dictaphone close toher lips. “They’re
mad. I don’t mean schizophrenic or psychotic or anything
like that. They’re just not in the same universe.as anyone else
I know.” The same universe was a slip: She could feel the
hysterical langhter bubbling up inside her. She bit her lower
lip, painfully hard. “They're nuts. And they insist I join in
and play their game by their rules.”

There was some bumping and thumping going on in the
main reom of the suite. That would be the. maidservants
moving stuff around. Miriam.paused the tape-for a moment,
considering her next words. *Dear Diary. Forty-eight hours
ago I was hanging out in the forest, happy as a clam with my
photographs of a peasant village that looked like something
out of the middle ages. I was exploring, discovering some-
thing new, and it was great, I had this puzzle-box reality to
crack open, a whole new story. Now I discover that I own
that village, and a hundred more like it, and I literally have
the power of life and death over its inhabitants. I can order
soldiers to go in and kill every last one.of them, on & whim.
Once the Clans recognize me officially, at an annual session,

-
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that is. And-assuming—as Roland says—nobody assassi-
nates me. Princess Beckstein, signing off for The Weather-
fnan,.or aybe Business 2.0. Jesus, who!d have thought I'd
end up starring in some kind of twisted remake of Cin-
derella? Or that it would turn out so weird?”

And I called Craig Venter and Larry Ellison mbber
barons in print, she thought mordantly, keying the “pause”
button again:

“Put that way it sounds fimny, but it isn’t. First 1 thought it
was the feds who broke in and grabbed me, and that's pretty
damn. scary to begin with. FEMA, secret security courts
with hearings held in camera. Then, it could have been the
mob, if the mob looked like FBLagents. But this could achr-
ally be worse._These. guys wear business suits, but.it’s only
skin-deep. They’te like: sheikhs from one-of the rich Gulf
Emirates. They don’t dress up medieval, they think medigval
and buy their clothes from Saks or Savile Row in England.”

A thought occurred to her.J hope Paulette’s keeping the
video camera safe. And her head down. She had an ungly,
frightened feeling that. Duke Angbard had,seen right through
her. He scared her: She’d met his type before, and they
played hardball—hard enough to make-a Mafia don’s eyes
water. She was half-terrified she’d wake up-tomorrow and
see Paulie’s head impaled on a pike-outside her bedroom
window. If only Ma hadn'’t given me the damned locket—

A tentative knock on the door. “Mistress? Are you ready
to come out?”’

“Ten minutes,” Miriam called. She.clutched her recorder
and shook-her head. Four servamis-had shown vp an hour
ago, and she'd retreated into the bathroom. One of them,
called something_ like Jona, had tried to foliow her. Appar:
ently conntesses weren’t,allowed to use a bathroom without
servants in attendance. That was when Miriam had Jocked
the door and braced the linen chest against it.

“Damn,” she muttered .and took a deep-breath. Then she
surendered to the inevitable.

They were waiting for -her when she came out. Four
women in severe black dresses and white aprons, their hair
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covered by blue scarves. They curtseyed before her as she
looked around, confused. “I’m Meg, if it please you, your
highness. We is to dress you,” the oldest of them said in a
soft, vaguely Germanic accent: Middlezaged and motherly,
she looked as if she would be more at home in an Amish
farm kitchen than a castle.

“Uh, it’s only four o*clock,” Miriam pointed out.

Meg looked slightly shocked. “But you are to be received
at.seven!” She pointed. out. “How’rer we to dress you in
time?”

AWell,” Miriam looked at the other three: All of them
stood with downcast eyes. I don't like this, she thought.
“How about | take something from my wardrobe-—yes, they
kindly brought ait my clothes along-—and put it on?”

“M-ma’am,”-the second oldest ventured: “I've seen your
clothes. Begging your pardon, but them’s not court clothes.
Them’s not suitable.”

‘Court clothes’? More crazy formal shir. ‘What would
you suggest, then?” Miriam asked exasperatedly. _

“0Old Ma’am Rosein can fit you up with something to
measure,” said the ‘old one, “should I but give her your
sizes.” She held up a very modern-fooking tape measure.
“Your highness?”

“This had better be good,” Miriam satid, raising her arms.
Why do I never get'this kind of service' at the Gap? She
wondered.

Three hours later Miriam was readied for dinner, and
knew exactly why she never got this kind of service in any
chain store—and why Angbard had so many servants. She
was hungry, and if the bodice they’d squeezed her into al-
lowed her to eat when she got'there she might consider for-
giving Angbard for his invitation.

The, youngest maidservant was still fussing over her
hair-—and the feathers and string of pearls she had woven
into .it, while lamenting its shortness—when the door
opened. It was, of cours¢, Roland, accompanied now by a
younger fellow, and Miriam began to get an inkling-of what
a formal dinner involved.

ThE Family TRADE 101

“Dear cousin!” Roland saluted her. Miriam carefully met
his eyes and inclined her head as far as she could. “May 1
present you with your nephew twice removed: Vincenze?”
The younger man bowed deeply, his red embroidered jacket
tightening across broad shoulders. “You look splendid, my
d ear”

“Do 1?” Miriam shook her head. “I fee].like an ornamen-
tal Aower arrangement," she said with some feeling,

“Charmed, ma’am,” said Vincenze with the beginning of
a stotter.-

“If you would like to accompany me?” Roland offered her
his arm, and she took it with alacrity. '

“Keep the speed down,” she hissed, glancing past him at
his younger relative, who appeared to be too young to need
to shave regularly.

“By all means, keep the speed down.” Roland nodded.

Miriam stepped forward experimentally. Her maidser-
vants had taken over an hour to install her in this outfit: f fee!
like I've fallen into a medieval costume_drama, she thought.
Roland’s high linen collar and pantaloons didn’t look too
comfortable, either, come to think of it. “What sort of occa-
sion is this outfit custornary for?” she asked.

“Oh, any formal event where one of our class might be
seen,” Roland observed: “except that in public you -would
have a head covering and an escort. You would normally
have much more jewelry, but your inheritance—" hie essayed
a shrug. “Is mostly in the treasury in Niejwein.” Miriam fin-
gered the pear] choker around her neck uncomfortably.

“You wore, um, American clothing today,” she’ teminded
him.

“Ch, but so is this, isn’t it? But of another period. It re-
minds us whence our wealth comes.” .

‘“Right.” She nodded minuntely. Business suits are informal
dress for medieval aristocrats? And formal dress that was
like something that belonged in a movie about the Renajs-
sance. Everything goes into the exterior, she-added to her
mental file of notes on family manners,

Roland escorted her up the wide stairs, then at the tall
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doors at the top a‘pair of guards in dark suits and dark
glasses announced them and ushered them in.

A long cak table awdited them in a surprisingly small din-
ing room that opened off the duké’s recephon room. Antique
glass globes risirig from brass stems in the wall cast a pale
hght over a table glistening with silver and crystal. A servant
in black waited behind each chair. Duke Angbard was al-
ready waiting for them, in similarly .archaic costume:
Miriam recognized a sword hanging at his belt. Do swords
8o with male formal dress here? she wondered. “My dear
nigce,” h€ intoned, “you look marvelous! Welcome to my
table.” He waved her to a.seat at the right of the head, black
wood with a high back and an amazingly intricate design
carved into it.

“The pleasure’s mine,” Miriam summoned upa dry smile,
trying to strike the right note. These goons can kill you as soon
as look at you, she reminded herself. Medieval squalor waited
at the gate; and police cell§ down in the basement: Maybe this
wasn’t so unusual outside the western world, but it was new to
her. She picked up her skirts and sat down-gingerly as a Servant
slid a chair ini behind her. The delicacy of its carving said fioth-
ing about its comfort—the seat was flat and'exfremely hard.

‘“Roland, and young Vincenze! You next, by the Sky Father”

“P-pleased to accept,” Vincenze quavered:

The outer door opened again, sparing him further risk of
embarrassment, and a footman called out in a low voice:
“The Lady Margit, Chatellaine of Praha, and her excelichcy
the Baroness Olga Thorold.”

Six women came in, and now Miriam realized that she
was probably underdressed, for the two high-born each wore
the most voluminous gowns she’d ever seen,-with trains that
" required two maids to carry them and hair-so entafigled in
knots of gold and rubies that they resémbled birds’ nests.
They looked like divas from-a Wagner opera: the fat-lady
and the slim virgin. Margit of Praha was perhaps forty, her.
hair beginning to turn white and her cheeks sagging shghtly
She looked as if she might be merry under other cireum-
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stances, but now her expression was grimly set. Olga
Thorold, in contrast, was barely out-of adolescence, a coltish
young girl with a gown of gold and crimson and a neck
swathed in gemstones that sparked fire whenever she-moved.
Olga looked half-amused by Miriam’s cool assessing
glance. .

“Please be seated,” said Angbard..Olga smiled demurely
and bawed her neck to him. Margit; her chaperone, merely
nodded and'tdok a seat. “ believe you have heard-tell of the
arrival of our returning prodigal,” he commented. “Pitr,
fetch wine if you please-The Medoc.”?

“I have heard quite a few strangenesses today,” Margit
commented in English that bore a strangely clipped accent.
“This songbird in your left hand, she is the daughter of your
sister, long-lost 1s this true?”

“It is so,” Angbard confirmed. A servant placed a cut-
crystal glass of wine in front of Miriam. She began to reach
toward it, then stopped, noticing that none of the .others
made such a gesture. “She.has proven her heritage—the
family trait-—and the blood tests received barely an hour ago
affirm-her. She is of -our bloodstock, and we have informa-
tion substantiating, sadly, the death of her dam, Patricia
Thorpld Hjorth. I present to you Helge, also known as
Miriam, of Thorold Hjorth, eldest heir snrviving.”

“So charmed!” Olga simpered at Miriam, who managed a
wordless nod in reply.

Plates garnished with 4 starter materialized in front of

everybody—roasted fowl of some kind, tiny enpugh to fit in
Miriam’s gloved hand. Nobody moved, but-Angbard raised
his hands. ‘Tn the ndme of the sky fathe—"  ~

Miriam froze, so utterly startled that she missed the mur-
mured continuation of his prayer, the flick of wine from
glass across the tabletop, the answering -murmer from
Roland and Olga and Margit and the stuttered response from
Vincenze. He said this wasn't a Christian country, she re-
minded herself, in-time to move-her lips as if saying some-
thing—anything, any response—just to fit in. Completing
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his brief prayer, Angbard raised his glass. “Eat, drink, and
be safe under my-roof;” he told them, then took a mouthful
of wine. After which it appeared to be open season.

Miriam’s stomach grumbled. She picked up kmife and
fork and attacked her plate discreetly.

“One hears the strangest stories, dear.” Miriam froze and
glanced across the table: Margit was smiling at her sympathets
ically. “You were lost for 50 long, it must have been terrible!”

“Probably.” Miriam nodded zbsentmindedly and put her
fork down. “And then again, maybe not.” She thought for a
moment. “What have you heard?”

“Lots,” Olga began breathlessly. “You were orphaned by
savages and raised in a workhouse as a scrub, isn’t that so,
nana? Forced to sleep in the fireplace ‘ashes at night! Then
Cousin Roland found you and—"

*“That’s enough, dear,” Margit said indulgently, raising a
gloved hand. “It’s her story, to tell in her own way.” She
faised an eyebrow at Mirlam. Mirdam blinked in retum,
more in startlement at the girl’s artlessness than her chaper-
one’s bluntness.

“T would not mind hearing for myself how your upbring-
ing proceeded,” Angbard rumbled.

“Oh. Indeed.” Miriam glanced down, realizing that her
appetizer had been replaced by a bowl of soup—some kind
of broth, anyway—while they spoke. “Well. I wouldn’t want
to disappoint you—" she smiled at Olga—*but I had a per-
fectly normal upbringing. You know my birth-mother disap-
peared? When she was found in, uh, the other side, 1 was
taken to a hospital and subsequently adopted by a young
childless couple.” Of stone-throwing student radicals who
grew up to be academics, she didn’t say. Olga was hanging
on her every word, as if she was describing some kind of ad-
venture with pirates and exploits in far-off lands. Either the
girl was an idiot or she was so sheltered that all of this
sounded exotic to her. Probably the latter.

“A university professor and his wife, a critic and reviewer.
1 think there was some issue with fny—-with Patricia’s mur-
der, so the adoption agency gave my adoptive parents her
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personal effects to pass on, but blocked inquiries about me
from anywhere else, it being a matter for the police: un-
solved murder, unidentified victim, and so on.”

“There’s only $0 much you can do to prevent a suicide
bomber,” Angbard said with deceptive mildness. “But we're
not at immediate risk here,” he added, smiling at Miriam, an
expression clearly intended to reassure her. “T’ve taken spe-
cial measures to ensure our safety.”

*“Your schooling,” Olga said. *Did you have a personal
tutor?”

Miriam frowned, wondering just what she meant. “No, 1
went to college, like everybody else,” she said. “Premed and
history of economics, then med school. Then, well,-instead
of continuing with med schoot, I went back to college again
to study something else. Medicine didn't get on with me.”

“You double-majored?’ Roland interrupted.

“Yes, sort of” Miriam put her fork down. She'couldn’t
eat any more, her stomach felt too full and her back ached.
She leaned her shoulders against the chair but couldn’t re-
lax. “I switched to journalism. Did an MA in it” Her
gloved hands felt hot and damp. They-reminded her of a
leng shift on a geriatric ward, a different type of glove
she’d ended up wearing for hours on end, cleaning up
blockages. Cora starch, she thobght absentmindedly. Must
get some dusting powder, “I began on the biotech sectdr
beat but found the IT industry shysters more interesting”
She paused. Olga’s expression was one of polite incompre-
hension, as if-she'd suddenly begun speaking fluent Japan-~
ese. “Yourself?” -

“Oh, I had a personal tutor!” Olga enthused. *“But Daddy
didn’t want to send me away to school on the other side. We
were having a spot of bother and he thought I'd need too
many bodyguards.”

Angbard smiled dgain, in a manner that Miriam found
disquietingly avuncular. “There has been a threat of rebel-
lion in Hel these past two years,” he explained with a nod in
Miriam’s direction. “Your father-needed the troops. Perhaps
next year we can send you to Switzer-Land?”
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“Oh, yes!” Olga clapped her hands together discreetly.
“T’d like that.”

“What would you like to stady?” Mirian asked politely.

“Oh, everything! Deportment, and etiquette,-and manage-
ment of domestic events—balls and banquets. It’s so impor-
tant to get the little things right, and how are you to
supervise everything if you don’t know what your steward is
doing?” She gave a little squeal. “I do hope they’ll let me
continue with the violin, though.”

Miriam forced herself to keep a straight face. “I can see
you're going to make a very good marriage,” she said, voice
neutral. It all added up to a horribly consistent picture: the
older woman as chaperone, the total eagemess for the de-
scription of her own upbringing and education, the wistful-
ness for a place at an expensive finishing school, This could
be a problem, she thought dispassionately. If they expect me
to behave like this, someone is going to be very disap-
pointed. And it won't be me . . .

“I'm sure she’ll marry well,” said. Margit, venturing an
opinion for the first time. Vincenze whispered something to
Roland, who forced a knowing chuckle. “She’s of the right
age.” Margit looked at Miriam dubiously. “I expect you'll—"
she trailed off.

“Discussions of Countess Helge’s eventual disposition
are premature,” Angbard said coolly. “Doubtless she will
want to make a strong alliance to protect herself. I'm sure
she has a solid head on her shoulders, and will want to keep
it there.” He smiled: a thin, humorless expression.

Miriam swallowed.- You old bastard! You’re threatenmg
me! Servants removed her plate and refilled her wine glass.
Growing anger threatened to overwhelm her. She took an
overhasty mouthful to conceal her expression, leaving a
bleeding ring of lip gloss on the crystal. Her heart was
pounding and she couldn’t seem to get enough air.

“To set your mind at ease, my dear, you are quite safe for
the time being,” said Angbard. “This is a doppelgingered
house, with a secured installation on the other side, as
strongly defended there as here—but if you were to venture

T
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gatside of it you.would be in jeopardy. I am concerned about
your other relatives, such as the family Axl, and your late fa-
ther’s heirs of family Wu, 1 the far west. A strong alliance
would go a long way toward protecting you.”

“An alliance,” she said thickly. It seemed to be hot’in the
dining'room. She finished her glass, to buy some time. *Y’-
know, it seems to me that-you're Laking a lot fof granted.
That I'1l fit in and adapt to your ways.”

“Ist’t that how it aiways works?” asked Olga, confused. A
dessert appeared, individual plates of chocolate truffies driz-
zled in syrup, but Miriam-had no room for food: Her meal
sat heavily on the top of her stomach. .

“Not always, no,” Miriam said tightly. She picked up her
full wineglass, then frowned, remembering two—three?—
refills” before it, and put it down again, a little harder than
she’d intended. Roland smiled at her indulgently. They all
seemed to be smiling at her-too much this evening, she no-
ticed. A if they expected her-to break down in tears and
thank them for rescuing her from a life of drudgery. She
forced herself to straighten her shoulders, sipped sparingly
from her glass, and tried to ignore the growing pains in the
small of hér back. If she could just-get through the remain-
der of the meal she’d be all right.““But we'1l worry-dbout that:
when we get to it, won’t we7"-She mustered a pained smile
and -everyone pretended she- hadnt said anything. The
strange cousin’s faux pas, she thought, as ¥incenze asked
Roland something about tavalry maneuvers.

A few minutes later, Angbard rapped a silver dessert
spoon on his glass. “If you have finished eating, by all means
let the after-dinner entertainment comimence,™he said.

Servants wheeled a tall trolley in and Miriam blinked in
surprise. A huge thirty-inch-Sony fiat-panel television faced
them; glassy-eyed, blocking the doorway. A black video
recorder sat on a shelf below it, trailing cables. A white-
gloved footman handed the remote to the duke’on a silver
plate. He bowed himself out as Angbard picked it up and
puointed it at the set.

It was all Miriam could do to keep her jaw from dropping
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when a familiar signature tune.came welling out of con-
cealed speakers around the dining chamber. A helicopter de-
scended onto a rooftop pad outside a penthouse suite: The
famous Stetson-wearing villain stepped out into a sea of
family intrigue. Miram guiped down her wine without
choking and reached for the inevitable—invisible—refill,
barely tasting it. Her nose was going numb, a warning sign
that she normally ignored at her peril, but this was just too
bizarre to take while remaining-sober. Dailas! she thought,
making it a curse. As a choice of after-dinner videos, it was
perfect. She’d been wrong about the ordeal being nearly
over: The meal was only the beginning.

Roland tried to say something as they left Angbard’s rooms.
“Hush,” she said, leaning on his arm as they descended the
grand staircase. Her back ached and she was wobbling on
her heels. “Just get me back to my room.” .

*] think we need to talk,” he said urgently.

“Later.” She winced as they reached the corridor. Take lots
of little steps, she thought. The ache in her back was worst in
the region of her kidneys. She felt drynk. *“Tomorrow.”

He held the door open for her. “Please—"

She looked into his eyes. They were wide and appealing:
He was a transparently gallant, well-meaning young man—
Young? He's only a couple of years younger than I am—with
a great ass, and she instinctively distrusted that. “Tomorrow,”
?he r;;aid firmly, then winced. “I'm tired. Maybe after break-

ast?”’

“By all means.” He stepped back and Miriam turned. to
close the door, only to find the head maidservaht, Meg,
standing ahead of her.

“Ah. Meg.” Miriam smiled experimentally. Glanced at the
bathroom. “I’ve had a long day and I'm going to bed shortly.
Would you mind leaving?”

“But how is you to undress?” Meg asked, confused.
“What if you want something in the night?”

“What’s the usual arrangement?” Miriam asked.

'S

109

The Fa@mily TrRADe

“Why, we sleep inside the door here, against your needs.”
She dipped her head.

“Oh my.” Miriam sighed, and would have slumped but for
her dress, which seemed to be holding her upright. “Oh god.”
She took a stride toward thé bathroom, then caught herself on
the door frame with one arm. “Well. You-can start by undress-
ing me.” It took the combined efforts of two maids teh minutes
to strip Miriam down to her underwear. Eventually something
gave way anid her ribs could move again. “Oh. Oh!” Miriam
took a breath, then gulped. “’Scuse ime.” She fled dizzily into
the bathroom, skidding on the tiled floor, and locked the door.
“Shit, shit . . ** she planted herself firmly on the toilet.

After.a moment, she breathed a sigh of reliefs Her gaze
fell on the dictaphone and she picked it up. “Memo to seif,”
she muttered. “At a formal banquet the pain in the small of
your back might be-the chair, but on the other hand it might
be your kidneys backing up.” Four, no five, glasses of wine.
She shook her head, still wobbly, and took another deep
breath. “And the breathing trouble. Fuck *em, next time—if
they want formal, they can put up with whatever I can buy
off the rack in Boston. I'm.not tumning myself into an ortho-
pedic basket case in the name of local fashion.”

Mirfam took another deep breath. “Right. More notes.
Margit of Praha, middle-aged, looks to be a chaperone for
Olga Thorold, who seems to be senibr to her. Olga is a ditz.
Thinks a Swiss finishing school is higher éducation. Main
ambition is to make a good marriage. I think Angbard may
have been showing her to me as a role-model, fuck knows
why—maybe that’s what high-born women do around here.
[ think Vincenze is just horribly shy. May be some sort of
ali-male schooling for menfolk here. Their English is better
than the women’s. I wonder if that means they get out more.”

She hit the “pause” button, then finished with-the toilet.
Standing up, she stripped off, then luxuriated.in the sensa-
fion of having nothing at all in contact with her skin.

A thought struck her. “I'm going to have a‘bath,” she
called through the door. “Don’t wait up for me. I don’t need
any help.”
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It was Miriam’s third bath of the day, but it didn’t strike
her as excessive. Her skin #tched, She poured expensive bath
salts.and perfumed oil into the water without remorse, then
slid dowr into the sea of foam. “Memo: The bath obviously
came over from the other side.-That means they must have
some way of moving heavy items. I need to find cut how. ¥
some asshole consin is going to try killing nie.because:of my
nanie, I'd like to know whether they’re likely to use a pistol
or a B-52 A-thought struck her. *It 1ooks like they’re stick
in a development trap, like the Gulf Emirates. The upper
class is fabulously rich and can import luxury items to their
heart’s content, and send their kids for'edutation overseas,
but they can’t import enongh, vh—sfuff—to develop their
population base. Start an industrial revolution. Whatever”
She leaned back, feeling her spine unkink: *I wish 1 knew
more about developing world economics. Because if that’s
what this ali boils down to, I'll have to change things”

She put the recorder down and soaped.herself all over, try-
ing to scrubraway the sweat and stress.

“Personal File: Roland, He’s too damn smooth.” She
paused, biting her. upper lip. “Reminds me of the college
jocks, same kind of-clean-cut hunky outdoors thing, except
he’s painfully polite and doesn’t smell of beer or cigarettes.
And hels trying to hide something. Second cousin, which
means, um, ] have no idea what that means in the context of
this extended Clan-family structure thing, except he treats
me like I’'m.made of eggshells -and soap- bubbles. Great
class, behaves.lke a real gentleman, then again, he’s proba-
bly a gold-piated bastard under the smooth exterior. That, or
Uncle Angbard is trying to throw us together for some rea-
son. And ke is a tough cookie. Right out of The, Godfather.
Trust him as far as you can throw him.”

She leaned back farther. “Next Memo: sexual politics.
These people are basically medievals-in suits. Olga is the
giveaway, but the rest of it is pietty hard to miss. Better not
talk. about Ben of the divorce, or the kid, they might get
weird. Maybe I can qualify as an aged spinster aunt who's
too important to mess with, and they’ll leave me aléne. But
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if they expect me to lie back and act like a, a countess, some-

| one's going to be in trouble” And if could be me, she admit-

ted. Stuck in.a strange land with weird and stifling customs,
under guard the whole time— . ]

“Memo: The locket is not unigue. Duke Angbard owns its
twin. He gave it to me to keep and talked about a-doppelgin-
gered house. And the family trait. Which means they know
all about it—and dbout how it works and how you use thern.
Hmmo, Find out what they know before, you start messing.”

There was a Iot to think about. “Most kids sometimes play
make-believe, that they’re actually the long-lost prince or
princess of a magical kingdom. Not fucking Ruritania v_v1th
poison-tasters, armed guards, and Dailas reruns as the height
of sophisticdted after-dinner entertainment.” She hummed
tunclessly. “I wonder where they get the money to pay for the
toys?” Something Panlette had said was trying to surface, but
she couldn’t quite remember what.

The bathtub drained and Miriam caught herself yawyning
as she toweled herself dry. “Maybe it’'ll all go away in the
morning,” she told herself.
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iriam jolted awake with her eyes open and
a strong sense of panic. Incoherent but un-
pleasant dreams. dogged her: gogpled sol-

diers looming over her bed, limbs moving through molasses,
too slow, too slow .

The bed was too blg, much too big. She groped for the
side of it, flonndering across cold white sheets like an arctic
explorer.

“Aagh.” She reached open air, found herself looking down
at the floor from an unaccusiomed height. Her arm-hust, her
mouthtasted horrible—something had obviously died in it
the night before, and she ached everywhere but especially in
a tight band across her forehead. “Mormings!” The air was

distinctly cold. Shivering; she threw the comforter off and

sat up, then jumped.

“What are you doing in here!” she squeaked; grabbing the
covers.

“Excuse, ma’am—we required to attend?” The maid’s ac-

cent was-thick ‘and hard to make out: English clearly wasn’t
ker first language, and she looked shocked, though whether
it was at Miriam’s nakedriess.or.her reaction to her presence
wasnit clear. -

* “Well” Miriam_held.her breath for a moment, trying to
get.her heart under control. “You can just wait-outside-the
door. I'll be.up in a minute.”

“But how is you to be dréss?” asked the woman, a rising
note of unhappiness in her voice.

*T'll take care of that myself?” Miriam sat up again, this
time holding the bedding around her..“Out. I mean,.right out
of my-chambeérs, all of you, completely olit!"You can come
back in half an hour. And shut the-door.””

She stood up as the door clicked shut, her heart still
pounding. “How the hell do they manage?” she wonderéd
aloud. “Jesus. Royalty!” It came out as a curse. It had-never
occurred to her to sympathize with the Queen of E‘ngland
before, but the.idea of being.surrounded.by flunkies moni-
toring her every breath give-her a a sinking fcehng in her
stomach:

I've got to get away fram thtsfofa while, she reahzed*szn
if I can’t avoid them ircthe long term, they’ll drive me mad if
1don’t get'some privacy>Domestic servants were Somethipg
that had ‘passed-out of-the American.middle=class lifestyle
generations ago. Just the idea of having.to deal witirthem
made-Mirtdm feel as-if she was about tobreak ont inhives. -

Right. I've gotto-get avay for a bit. How? Where > Mitiam
glanced at the bedside table and saw temporary escape sit-
ting thete, mext to *her dictaphone. -Ak.. A plap! She ap-
proached the huge chest of drawers and rummaged through
it, hunting clothes. Ten minutes later-she was dressed-in ur-
ban casual—jeans, sneakers, sweattr, leather.jacket. Some-
one-had Helpfully-installed some of her bags imthie bottom
of a cavernous wardrobe, and her small reporter’s briefcase
was among:them,. preloaded with a yellow pad, pens, and
some spare tapes and-batteries. &

She poked.her nose around the bedroom door cafitiously.
No, there was .nobody- lurking -in ambush. ¥ worked! She
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told herself. A quick dash to the bathroom and she was ready
to activate her plan. Ready, apart from a hollow feeling in
the pit of her stémach, anyway. “Damn. I'll need money.”
She ransacked the reception room in haste, hunting for her
personal effects, and found them in a closed bureau of ex-
quisite workmanship—her wallet, driving license, credit
cards, and house keys. Either the servants didn’t dare tamper
with the private possessions of a relative of the duke—or
they didn’t know what they were. She found some other
items in the bureau that shook her—her snub-nosed pistol
and a box of ammunition that she didri’t remember buying.
“What is this?” she asked herself before putting the gun in
her jacket pocket. She kept her hand around it. If what she
was planning didn’t work . . . well, she’d jump that hurdle
when she reached it.

They’re treating me as family, she realized. Adult, mature,
sensible family, not like Olga the ditz. Servants and assassins
crawling out of the woodwork, it's a whole different world,
Oh my.

Carefully not thinking too hard about the likely conse-
quences of her actions, Miriam walked to the center of the
reception room between sofa and fireplace, snapped open her
locket with her left hand, and focused on the design inside.

“Owww!” She stimbled slightly and cradled her fore-
head. Vision blurred, and everything throbbed. “Shit!” She
blinked furionsly through the pounding of her abruptly up-
graded headache. The room was still there: bureau, chairs,
fireplace——

“I wondered how long you'd take,” Roland said from be-
hind her.

She whirled, bringing her gun to bear, then stopped. “Je-
sus, don’t do that!”

Roland watched her from the sofa, one hand holding a
pocket watch, the other stretched out along the cushioned
back. He was wearing a sports jacket and chinos with an
open-necked shirt, like a stockbroker on casual Friday.

The sofa was identical to the unoccupied one in the suite
she’d just left—or so close as to-be its twin. But Roland
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wasn’t the only different feature of the room. The quality. of
light coming irr through the window was subtly altered, and
some iteins had appeared on the side table; and the bedroom
door was shut. “This isn’t the same apartment,” she said
slowly, past the-fog of headache. “It’s a doppelgiinger, fight?
And we’re on the.other side. My side.”

Roland nodded. “Are you going to shoot me or not?” he
asked. “Because if you aren’t, you ought to put that away.”

“Qops. Sorry.™ She lowered the pistol carefully and
pointed it at the floor. *“You startled me.”

Roland relaxed vistbly. “I think it's safe to say that you
startled me, too. Do you always carry a gun when you £x-
plore your house?”

“T hope you'll excuse me,” she.said carefully, “but after
waking up in"bed with a stranger leaning over me for the
second time in as many days, I tend to overreact a little. And
I wasn’t sure how the duke would respond to me going
walkabout.”

“Really?” He raised an eyebrow.

“No shit” She_ glanced around. The bathrodm door was
closed—she needed some Tylenol or some other painkiller
bad..“Do you keep hot and cold running servants on this
side, too?”’

“Not many; there's a cook and some occasional cleaning
staff,-but mostly this is réserved.for Covert Operations, and
we pay much more attention to secrecy. Over hereit’'sa....a
safe house, I-guess you’d call it, not a.palace. I take it you
haven't eaten—can 1 invite you to join' me downstairs for
breakfast?”

“As long as I don’t have to dress for it,” she said, check-
ing then pocketing her gun. She picked up her briefcase.”™1
dug the lecture about not being able to hide, I don’t*want
you to misunderstand me. But there are some things I really
need to do around town today. Assuming I'm not under
house arrest?”

Roland shrugged. “1 don’t see why not,” he said. “T can
answer for your security, in any case. Will yon be able to do
your stuff if I come along?”
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Miriam looked out of the window and took a deep breath.
“Well” She looked at him again. I guess 07" Damn, there
goes my chance to warn Paulie. “Is itreally that risky?”

“Breakfast first,” He was already. heading for the door. He
added, over his shoulder, “By now news of your arrival will
have leaked out and junior members.of at least two. of the
other families will be desperate, absolutely desperate. Byt
they don’t know .what you look like so you probably ‘don’t
need a permanent bodyguard yet. And once your position is
secure, they won’t be able tq touch you.”

““Breakfast,” ” she said, “*first.’

There was a kitchen on the ground floor, but there was noth-
ing medieval about it. With its stainless-steel surfaces, huge
chest freezer, microwave ovens, and gas range, it could have
been the back of arestaurant. The dining room attached to it
didn’t look anything like Angbard’s private apartinent, ei-
ther. It reminded Miriam more of a staff room at an upmar-
ket consultant’s office. A couple of guys in dark “suits
nodded at Roland from.a-table, but they were. finishing up
cups.of coffee and they cleared out as-soon as he offered her
a seat. “Tell me, what did you think of, uh, Olga?”

While she tried to puzzle out. what he meant by that ques-
tion, a-waitress appeared,.notepad poised. “What’s.on the
menu this morning?” Miriam asked. .

“Oh, anything you'd like.” She smiled breezily. “Cofiee,
we have a whole range of different types at present. Eggs, ba-

con, sausages, granola, breakfast cereal, juice—whatever”
“Double espresso for me,”-said Roland. “Rye- sourdough

toast, extra-matire thick-peel marmalade, unsalted butter.
Two fried eggs, sunny-side up.”

“Hmm. A large cappuccino for me, I think,”.said Miriam.
“Can you manage a Spanish omelette?”

“Sure!” Miss Breezy grinned at her. “With you in five
minutes.” ~

Miriam blinked at her receding back. “Now:that is what 1
call service.”
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“We take it seriously around here,” Roland said drily.
“That’s why we go through a Human Resources department.”

“You rurvthis household like a company.” Miriam frowned.
“In fact, this is a family business, isn’t it? That’s what you're
in” She paused. “Interuniversal import/export. Right?”

“Right.” He nodded.

“And you’ve been doing it for hundreds of years.” -

“Right you are,” he said encouragingly. “You’re figuring it
out for ypurself.” o

“It’s not that hard.” The distinctive noise of.a coffee per-
colator made ber raise her head. “How do you think last
night went?” ’ )

“T think—" he* watched her examining him. “Do you
know you’ve got'a very disquieting stare?” ‘

“Ygs.” She grinned at him. *I practice in the mirror before
I go in to an interview. Sometimes it makes my victims give
away more than they intended to. And sometimes it just
gives them bad dreams afterward.” . -

“Eeh. I can see you'd be a bad enemy, Miss Beckstein.

“Mijz, tp you.” She paused. )

The waitress was back, bearing a-tray laden with coffee,
milk, and a sugar bowl. “Call if you need anything more,”
she reassured them, then disappeared again. '

Roland’s eyes narrowed at he locked at her. “You remind
me of when I was at college,” he said: _

*Yon were at college?” she asked. “Over here, I mean?”

“Oh, yes.” He picked up his espresso and spooned,a small
quantity of brown sugar crystals into it. - o

“The girls don’t seem to get that-treatment,” -she pointed
out sharply.

“01?:‘%31 some of them do,” he replied, blowing on his

coffee. “At least, these days, this generation. QOlga is a

throwback——or, rather, her father-is. I'm not sure quite what
the duke was trying to prove, inviting you to.dine with us,
but he said something about culture-shock earlier. He'’s a
perceptive old coot, -gets hold of some very ungqucted
ideas and refuses to let themr go. I'm half-wondering if he
was testing you. Seeing if you'd break cover under stress or
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How you’d hoid up in public by using an audience he could
silence if the need arose.”

“A-ha” She took a first sip of her coffee. “So what did
you study?”

“As an undergrad, economics and history. Before Har-
vard, my parents sent me to Dartmouth,” he said quietly. “I
think I went g bit crazy in my first couple of years there. It’s
very different over here. Most of the older generation don't
trust the way everything has changed since 1910 or 0. Be-
fore then, they could kid themselves that the other side, this

- America, was just different, not better. Like the way things

were when our first ancestor accidentally stumbled upon a
way to visit a town in New England in 1720 or s¢. But now
they’re afraid that if we grew up here or spent too much time
we’d never want to come home.”

“Sort of like defecting diplomats and athletes from the
old Communist Bloc,” Miriam prodded.

“Approximately.” He nodded. “The Clan’s strength is
based on manpower. When we go back, you and,me, we'll
have to carry some bags. Every tinie we cross over, we carry
stuff to and fro. It’s the law, and you need a good reason to
flout it- There’s a post room: You’re welcome tb comeand go
at will as long as you visit it each time to carry post bags
back and forth.”

“A post room,” she said.

“Yes, it’s in the basement. I'll show you it after—ah,
food.”

For a few minutes they were both too busy to talk. Miriam
had to admit that the. omelette she’d ordered was exception-
ally good. As she was draining her coffee, Roland took up
the conversation again. “I’m over here to run some business
errands forthe Boss today..I hope you don’t mind-if I take a
few minutes out while you're doing whatever it is you were
planning to do?”

“No, I mean, be my. guest—" Miriam was nonplussed.
“I'm not sure,” she added slowly. “There are a few things I
needed to do, starting with, well, just seeing that I'm dllowed
out and about, know what I mean?”
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“Did you have any concrete plans?” Roland [ooked inter-
ested. )

“Well,” she leaned back and thought. “I have—had, be-
fore al] this-landed on me—a commission to write a feature-
for ¢ magazine. Nothing hard, but I'll need my iMac to write
it on. And Y mmust write it, if I don’t want to vanish off the
face of the earth, careerwise” She tried a smile.-“Got to
keep my options open. I'm a working girl.”

Roland nodded..“Ckay. And after that?”

“Well. I was thinking about.going home. Check my an-
swering machine, make sure everything’s okay, reassure the
eighbors that I'mi all right, that kind of thing.” Make sure
they haven't found Paulie’s CD-ROM. Try to get a message
10 her to keep her-head down. 1 don’ t have to stay for long,”
she added hasuly “I’m not thinking about running away; if
that’s what you’re worried about.”

Roland frowned thoughtfully. “Listen, is it just your mail
and phione that you-need? Because if so, it would be a lot
safer just to divert everything. We've got a telephone switch
in the subbasement-and- we can slam your domestic sub-
scriber lines right over. But it would be a good thing if you
avoided your home for the next few days. I can send someone
around if there’s anything you need, but—"" he shrugged.

“Why?” she asked.

“Because.” He put his butter knife down. “We, uh, when
there’s a succession crisis or 2 war within the Clan, things
can get very messy, very fast.” He paused for a moment, then
rushed on: “I wouldn’t want to risk anyone getting a clean
shot at you.”

Miriam sat very still, blood pounding in her ears. ‘Does
that mean what I think it means?” she asked. -

“Yes—your house is a target. We have it under sprveil-
lance, but accidents can happen, someone can miss some-
thing, and you might be, walking into a booby trap.
Tripwites inside the front door. It won't be secure until
we've doppelgingered it, which might take some time be-
cause it’s way out in the sticks on this side, and we’d need to
fortify the area to stop anyone crossing over inside your liv-
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ing room. It took days for us to find you, even with the office
chair in the forest as a marker But you might not be so lucky
next time.”

“Oh.” Miriam nodded to hcrself absorbing this new and
unwelcome fact. So you found me by the chair? “What about
my mother?”

Roland looked puzzled. “But your mother’s—"

“No, I mean my adoptive mother” Miriam gritted her

teeth. *“You know, the woman who raised me from a baby as
her own? Who is now all alone and wheelchait-bound? Is
she at risk? Because if so0—"" she realized that her voice was
rising.

“T’ll see to it at once,” Roland said decisively and pulled
out his-mobile phone. It obviously hadn't occurred to him
that Iris was of any importance.

“Do s0,” Miriam said tersely. “Or I'll never speak to you
again.”

“That’s uncalled for” Roland looked serious. “Is there
anyone else I should know about?” he asked after a moment.

Miriam took a deep breath. Here goes, she thought. “My
ex-husband is remarried and has a wife and child,” she said.
“Is he at risk?”

Roland mulled it over for a minute. “He’s a commoner,”
he said finally. “There were no childrer and you’re divorced.
So 1 guess he's out of the frame.”

No children. Miriam shook her head. “You'll have to tell
me about your inheritance laws,” she said carefully. Oh, what
complications! Someone out there in America was a twelve-
year-old girl—Miriam didn’t know where, she only knew
general details about her adoptive family—who ntight have
inherited Miriam’s current problem. She's too young, Miriam
thought instinctively. And she has no locket. But the adoption
records were.sealed and nobody but Ben and Iris knew about
the pregnancy. If the family hadn’t found her, then—

“Oh, they’re simple enough,” said Roland, a slightly bitter

note in his voice. “The, um, family talent? It only breeds true .

among the pure-blooded line. They found that out pretty
early. It’s what the biologists call*a recessive trait. On the

1
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other side, nm, marriage customs are different-—cousin mar-
riages are allowed, for one thing—and for another, children
who don’t have the.talent aren’t part of the Clan. But they're
kept in the families. They form the outer, nonshareholding
part of the Clan, but if two of them marry some of their chil-
dren may inherit the talent.”

-Good news mixed with bad news. On the one hand, her
daughter—who she hadn’t seen since fwo days after her
birth-—was safe from the attentions of the family, safe to lead
anormal life unless Miriam drew attention to her. As long as
the family dug no deeper.than they had so far. On the other
hand— *“You're telling me that my parents were cousins?”

“Second cousins once removed, I think.” Roland replied.
“Yes. By.family law and custom marrying out is forbidden.
You might want to bear that in mind, by the way, it’s the one.
big taboo.” He glanced aside nervously. “But you're proba-
bly safe because you did it over here and divorced him be-
fore anyone knew.” He was staring at the wall, she realized,
staring at something that wasn’t there in an attempt to avoid
her gaze. Unpleasant memories? “Otherwise there would be
repercussions. Bad ones.”

“You're telling me.” She noticed her fingers turning white
arouiid the rim of her coffee cup. “So presumably Uncle
Angbard will make life hard for me if I try to take off and he
wants me to marry someone who's a not-too-close family
member.”

“That’s an understatement.” Roland’s cheek twitched.
“It’s not as if the council would give him any other options,”
he muttered.

“What else?’ Miriam asked as the silence grew uncom-
fortable.

“Well!” Roland shook himself and sat up. He ’began tick-
ing off points on his fingers, his movements precise and eco-
nomical and tense. “We are expected to abide by the rules.
First, when you come over here, you stop by the post room
in each direction and carry whatever’s waiting there. You get
a free pass this time, but not in the future. Second, you check
with Security before you go anywhere. They’ll probably

. T R
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want you o carry a mobile phone or a pager, or a bodyguard
if-the security conditién is anything but bhie—blue for cold.
Oh, and third—" he reached into an .inner pocket~— “the
duke anticipated that you might want to go shopping, so he
asked me to give you this™” He passed her an envelope, the
hint of a smile tugging at his lips.

“Hmm.” Miriam opened it. There was an unsigned silvery-
colored Visa card inside with her name on it..*Hey, what’s
this?”

“Sign it”” He offered her a pen, looking pleased with him-
self, then watched while she scribbled on the back. “Your es-
tate is in eserow for now, but you should consider this an
advance against your assets, which are reasonably large”
His grin widened. “There may be problerns with the family,
bat spending money isn't one of them.”

“Oh” She slid it into her purse. “Any other messages’

from the duke?”

“Yes.” Roland managed a straight fade. “He said, “Tell her
she’s got a two-million-dollar credit limitand to try not to
spend it all at once.””

Miriam swore in a distinctly unladylike manner.

He laughed briefly. “It’s your money, Miriam—Countess
Helge. The import/export trade your ancestors pioneered is hu-
crative, and you can certainly earn your keep through it. Now
how about we visit the post room so I can do my business, and
then maybe you can do whatever it is that you need-to do?”

The post Toom was a concrete-lined subbasement, with pi-
geonholes sized to accommodate the big wheeled aluminum
suitcases that the family used for “mail.” Roland picked a
clipboard from the wall and read through it: “Hmm. Jast two
cases to FedEx today and that’s it.”

“Suitcases.” She looked at them dubiously, imagining all
sorts of illegal épntraband.

“Yes. Help me. Take that one. Yes, the handle locks into
“place as the wheels come out.”
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Struggling slightly, Miriam. tugged the big suitcase:out of
the post-room and into the stark cargo elevator next fo it.
Roland hit the button for the basement, and ‘they lurched
upward.

“What’s in these things?” she asked after a moment. “Tell
me if it’s none of my business.”.I’m not sure I want to know,
she thought, unable to avoid a flashback to the meeting in
Joe’s office, the threats on.her phone.

“Oh, it’s perfectly legal,” Roland -assured her. “This is all
stuff that is cheap enough in Gruinmarkt and Soffmarkt or
the other kingdoms of the coast and wants shipping to the

Outer Kingdom-—that would be California and Oregon—on.

this side. On the other side, there are no railroads ot airports
and cargo has to go by mule train across the Great Plains-and
the Rocky Mountatns, Which are full of nomad tribes, so-t
takes months and is pretty risky: We bring our goods across
to this side, heavily padded, and: ship them by FedEx. The
most valuable items in-here are the scaled letters sent by the
family post—we charge several times their weight in gold in
return for a postal service that crosses- the continent in a
week: We also move intelligence. Our western Clan mem-
bers—the Wu family; -formerly known as Armesen, and
braided with the eastern Tamilies—exchange information

-with us. By coordinating, our efforts, we can protect our tfa-

ditional shipping on the other side-from large bandit tribes
like the. Apache. It also helps us exert political leverage be-

'yond our numbers. For example, if the Emperor Outside dies

and there is 2 succession struggle, we can loan the Wu fam-

ily funds with which to ensure # favorable outcome and d6-

so long before news would otherwise reach us across the
continental divide.”

Miriam’s eyes were nearly bulging as she tried to make
sense of this. “You mean there’s no telegraph?” she asked.

“We are the telegraph,” he told her. “As for the rest of
what’s_in these suitcases,it’s mostly stuff that only” comes
from the east and is expensive in the west. Like, for example,
diamondsfrom India. They’re expensive enough in the Gruin-
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markt and almost impossible to get in the Outer Kingdom—
it’s much cheaper to ship them across the.Boreal Ocean by
barque than the western ocean by junk; especially since the
Mongols refuse to trade with the east. Or penicillin. The abil-
ity to guarantee that a prince’s wife will not-die of childbed
fever is worth more than any- amount of precious stones.”

““And going the other way .

“More messages. More dlplﬂmatlc intelligence. Spices
and gamets and rubies and gold from the Outer Kingdom's
mines.”

Miriamn nodded. The elevator doors opened onto the.un-
derground garage, and she followed him out into the con-
crete maze.

Several vehicles were parked there, including a long black
Mercedes limousine—and her own slightly battered Saturn,

Roland headed for the Merc. “Once we've fitted your car

with some extras, you can use it—if you want,” he said. “But
you can use any of the other cars here, t00.”

Miriam shook her head; taking “in 4 sleck Jaguar coupe
parked behind a concrete colurn. “T'm not sure about that,”
she murmured. What would it do for my independence? she
wondered, watching as Roland opened the Mercedes’s trunk
and lifted the suitcases into it. The two-miliion-dollar card
in her purse was much more intoxicating than the-wine last
night, but didn't feel as real. I'll have to try it, she realized.
But what if I get addicted?

The Mercedes was huge, black, and carried almost's ton of
armor built’into its smoothly-gleaming bodywork. Miriam
only realized this when she tried to open the passenger side
door—it was heavy, and as it swung open she saw that the
window was almost two inches thick and had a faint green-
ish tint. She sat down, pulled her seatbelt on, and tugged the
door shut. It thudded into.position as solidly as a bank
vault.

“You're serious about being attacked,” she said soberly.

“I don’t want to alarm you,” said Roland, *but the con-

L
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tents of those two suitcases are worth the equivalent of
twenty million dollars each on the other side. And there are
several hundred active family. members that we know of—
and possibly ones we don’t in hidden cells established by
their family elders fo gain a competitive edge over their ri-
vals in the Clan. You're unusual in that-you’re a hidden one
who was never intended to be hidden. The families in cam-
era could raid us, and unless we took precautions we'd be
sitting ducks. A young man like Vincenze—" he shrigged—
“maybe a bit more mature. Waiting on z street corner. Can
set off a bomb or walk up-behind someone and shoot him;
then just vgnish into thin air. Unless there’s a doppelgiinger
on the other side or maybe a hill where over here there’s a
cleared area, there’s no way of stopping that.”

“Twenty million.”

“At a very approximate excharige rate,” Roland offered,
starting the engine. Bright daylight appeared from an elec-
trically operated door at the top of the exit ramp. He put the
Mercedes in gear and gently slid forward. “We're fairly safe,
though. This car has been customized by the same people
that made Eduard Shevardnadze’s car. The President of the
Republic of Georgia.”

“Should that mean something?” asked Miriam.

“Two RPG-7s, arrantitank mine, and eighty rounds from a
heavy machine gun. The passengers survivi

“I hope we're not going to encounterthat sort of -treat-
ment,” she said with.feeling, reaching sideways to squeeze
his fingers.

“We aren’t.” He squeczed back briefly, then accelerated
up the ramp. “But there’s no harm in taking precautions.”

They came up out of the ground near Belmont, -and
Roland chaliffeured them smoothly onto the Cambridge
turnpike and then 1-95 and the tunnel. They exited-the high-
way near Logan International, and Roland. drove toward the
freight terminal. Miriam relaxed against the black leather
and propped her feet up against the wooden dashboard. It
smelled like a very expensive private club, redolent of the
stink of money. She'd been in rooms with billionaires before
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and any number of sharkish venture capitalists, but-some-
how this was different. Most of the billionaires she knew
were manipulative jerks or workaholics, obsessive and inse-
cure abont something or other. Roland, imrcoritrast, was “otd
money”—old .and unselfconscious, matnore as a vintage
wine. So old that he’d never known what it was like to be
poor—or even upper-middle class. For 2 moment, she felt a
flash of green-eyed envy—then remembered the” two-
million-dollar ballast in her purse. _

“Roland, how rich am 17” she asked nervously.

“Oh, very,” he said casually. He swung the Mercedes into
the éntrance to a parking lot, where  an automatic barrier
lifted—also automatically—-—and then brought them to a halt
in front of an anonymous-locking office with-a FEDEX sign
above it. “I don’t know for stre,” he added, “but I think your
share may run to almost one percent of the Clan’snet worth.
Certainly mauy millions.” .

“Oh, how, marvelous,” she said sarcastically. Ther more
thoughtfully, “I could pay all Iris’s medical bills out of the
petty cash, Counldn’t 177

“Yes. Help me with the suitcases?”

“If you help me sort out Iris’s medical bills. Seriously.”

- “‘Seriously’?” Yes, I'll do that” She stood up and
stretched, then waited while Roland lifted the heavy cases
out of the trunk. She took one and followed him as he rolled
the otfier up to the door, swiped a magnetic card, and entered
under the watchful eye of a security camera.

They came to a small office where a middle-aged-man in
a white shirt and black tie was waiting. “Today’s.consign-
ment,” said Roland. “I’d like to introduce you to Miriam.
She might be making runs on her own in fotmre—if ‘things
work out. Miriam, this is Jack. He handles dispatch and cus-
toms at this end.”

“Thank you, sir,” said Jack, handing Roland a board With
a three-part form ready to sigh. “This isjust a formahty to
confirm I've received evérything,” he added for her benefit.
Balding, overweight, and red-faced, Jack was about as
homely as anyone she’d seen since -she’d. been pitched
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headfirst into this nightmare, of -aristocracy. Miriam smiled
at him.

“There, that’s it, then,” he said; taking -the. papers back
from Roland. “Have a nice day, now"’

“My best to your wife,” Roland replied. “Come on,
Miriam. Time to go.”

“Okay:” She-followed him back tg the car. He started the.

engine anid eased them back out into the local traffic around"
the light ilﬁdus;:rial area. “Where next?”
. “Oh, we-pick up the cases for the return leg, then we're at
liberty,” he said. “I-thought you wanted to do some-shop-
ping? And some other things to-see to? How about a couple
of hours at Copley Place and messing around Back Bay, then
lunch?” - -

“Sounds good,” she agreed

“Okay.” He pulled over, into another parking lot. “Give
me a hand again?”

“Suge” |

They got out zmd Miriam followed him into yet. another
office., The procedure was the same in reverse: Roland
signed a couple of forms-and this time-collected two identi-
cal, ribbed alyminium suitcases, each so heavy that Miriam
could barely carry hers. "nght, now into town;” he said. after
he-lifted them both into the car’s trunk. ‘:I; s.almost ten o’-
clock. Think you've got time to hit the shops and be back by
five?”

“I'msure [ have,," She smiled at him.~“There’s some stuff [
could do with ypur help for, actually. Want to hang around?"

“Delighted to oblige.”

The Copley Place shops weren’t exactly ideal,-but it was to-
tally covered and had enough smiff in it to keep-Miriam oc-
cupied for.a couple of hqurs. The platingym. card didn’t
catch fire—it didn’t even show signs of overheating when
she-hit Niemann-Marcus_and some less obvious shops fora
couple of evening outfits and an expensive piece of rolling

luggage. — .
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After the first half hour, Koldnd did what many polite het-
erosexual men did: zoned out and smiled or nodded when-
ever she asked him for an opinion. Which was was exactly
what Miriam was hoping for, because her real goal wasn’t to
fill her wardrobe with evening dresses and expensive lin-
gerie (although that was an acceptable side effect) but to pull
out a bundle of cash and use some of it to buy certain acces-
sories. Such as a prepaid mobile phone and a very small
Sony laptop with a buridle of software (“If I can’t go back
home, I'll need something to write my articles on,” she
pointed out to Roland, hoping he wouldn’t figure out how
big a loss-leader that would make it). She finished her spree
in a sports shop, buying some outdoors tools, a pocket GPS
compass, and a really neat folding solar panel, guaranteed to
charge her laptop up—which she picked up while he was
poking around a display of expensive hunting tackle.

She wasn’t totally sure what she was going to do with this
stuff, but she had some ideas. In particular, the CD-ROMs
full of detailed maps of the continental United States and the
other bits of software she’d slipped in under his nose ought
to-come in handy. Even if they didn’t, she figured that if
Angbard expected her to shop like a dizzy teenager, then shic
ought to get him used to ber shopping like a dizzy teenager.
That way he'll have one less handle on me when I stop, she
thought, a trifle smugly.

Twelve thousand dollars went really fast when she was
buying Sony notebooks, and even faster when she switched
to Hermes and Escada and less well-known couture. But it
felt unreal, like play money. Some of the clothes would
have to be altered to fit, and delivered: She took them-any-
way. “I figure it can be altered on the other side,” she mur-
mured to Roland by way of explanation. He nodded
enthusiastically and she managed to park him for a few
minutes in a bookshop next door-to her real target, a sec-
ondhand theatrical clothing shop for an old-fashioned long
skirt and shirtwaist that could pass for one of the servants.
Theatrical supplier, my ass, she thought. The escape com-

mittee is in!
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Around two o’clock she took mercy on Roland, who by
this time was flagging, checking his watch every ten minutes
and following her around like a slightly dejected dog. “It’s
okay,” she said, “I'm about done. How about we catch that
lunch you were talking about, then head back to the house?
I've got to-get some of these clothes altered, which means
looking up Ma’am Rosein, and then I need to spend a couple
of hours on the computer.” ’

“That’s gréat,” Roland said with unconcealed sincerity.
“How about some clam chowder for lunch?”

Miriam really didn’t go for seafood, but if it kept him
happy that was fine by her. “Okay,” she said, towing along
her designer escape kit. “Let’s go eat!”

They ate. Over lunch she watched Roland carefully. He's
about twenty-eight, she-thought. Dartmouth. Harvard, Real
Ivy League territory and then some. Classic profile. She
sized him up carefully. Shaves well. Looks great. No visible
bad habits, painfully good manners. If there wasn’t clearly
something going on, I'd be drooling. Wouldn't 17 She
thought. In fact, maybe there’s something in thar? Maybe
that's why Angbard is shoving us together. Or not. I need to
find out more about the skeletons in the Clan closet and the
strange fruit rotting on the family tree. And there were worse
ways of doing that than chatting with Roland over lunch.

“Why is your uncle putting you on my case?” she finally
asked over dessert, an exquisite créme briilée. “I mean,
what's your background? You said he was thinking one step
ghead. Why you?”"

“Hrrm.” Roland stirred sugar into his coffes, then looked
at her with frank blue eyes, “I think your guess is as good as
mine.”

“Yon're unmarried.” She kicked herself immediately af-
terward. Very perceptive, Ms. Holmes.

“As if that matters.” He smiled humorlessly. “I have an at-
titadle problem.”

“Oh?’ She leaned forward.

“Let’s just say, Angbard wants me where he can keep an
eye on me. They sent me'to college when I was eighteen,” he
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said morosely. “It was—well, it was an eye-opener. I stayed
for four years, then applied to Harvard-immediately. Eco-
nomics and history. I thought I might. be able to. -change
things back home. Then I decided I didn’t want.to_go back.
After my first year or so, I'd figured out that I couldn’t stay
over here just on the basis of my, name—I'd haveuto work,
So I did. I wasn’t much of one for the.girls during that first
degree—" he caught her speculative look— “or the boys.”

“S0?” Personal Memo: Find out what they think of sex; as
opposed to marriage. The two-are not always interchange-
able. “What next?”

“Well.” He shrugged uncomfortably. “I wanted to stay over
here. I got into-a postgrad research, -program, studying the
history of economic development in the Netherlands. Met a
girl named Janice along the way. One thing led to another.”

“You wanted to marry her?”’ asked Miriam.

“Sky father, no!” He looked shocked. “The Clan council
would never have stood for it! Even if it was just over here.
But I could buy us both a house over here, make believe
that—" He stopped, took a sip of coffee, then put his-cup
down again. All through the process, he avoided Miriam’s
gaze.

“You didn’t want to go back,” she stated.

“You can crqss over twice in a day, in an hour, if you take
beta-blockers,” he said quietly. “Speaking of which” He ex-
tracted a blisterpack of pills from his inner pocket and
passed it across to her. “They do something .about the
headaches. You can discharge your duty to Clan and family
that way, keep the +post movmg, and live nine-tenths of your
life free of . .of,.

Miriam wmted for him to sort his tongue out.

“Jan and I had two years together,” he finally said quietly.
“Then they broke us up.”

““The Clan.” Her-mouth was dry. She turned the .pack of
pills over and over, reading the label. “Did they——"

“Indirectly.” He interrupted her deliberately,then finished
his coffee cup. “Look, she kept asking questions. Questions
that I couldn’t answer. Wasn’t allowed to answer. I'd have
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been required i0 go home and marry someene of high rank
within the-Clan soonér-or later, just to-continue the blood-.
line, but I'm a man. I'm allowed to spend some time settling
down. But eventually . . . if we marry out we go extinct in
two, maybe three generations. And the money goes down
faster, because our power base is built on positive market ex-
ternalities—have you—" )

“Yes,”-she said, mouth dry despite the coffee she’d just
swallowed without tasting. “The-more of you there are, the
more npdes you've got to trade between and the more effec-
tively you can run your import/export system, right?

“Right. We’re in a population trap, and it takes special dis~
pensation to marry out- Our position is especially tenuous
because of the traditional nobility; a lot of them see us a8
vile-upstarts, illegitimate and crude, because we-can’t trace
our-ancestry back‘to one of the hetmen of the Norge fleet
that conquered the Gruinmarkt away from the Auslaznd
tribes about four, five hundred years ago. We find favor with
the crown, because we’re rich—but even: there we are in a
cleft stick: It does not do-well to become so powerful that the
crown itself is threatened. If you get the charice to marry into
the royal family—of Gruinmarkt. or .of one of our neigh-
bors—but.that’s the only way you could marry out without
the ¢onncil coming dowi on you.”

“Huh. Other kingdoms? Where' d1d they come from, any-
way? It’s, I'd have said medieval—

“Nearly.” Roland-nodded. “I did some digging into it. You
are aware that in your world the feudal order of western'En-
rope emefged from the wreckage of the-Roman Empire, im-
posed largely by Norse—Viking—setflers who had
assimilated many of the local ways? I am not sure, but I be-
lieve much the same origin explains our situation here. On
this coast, there are several-kingdoms up and dowd the
seaboard. Sutcessive waves of-emigration from the old-
countries of the Holy Empire conquered earlier kingdoms
up and dowr the coast, forced into a militarized hierarchy to
defend themselves against the indigenous tribes. Vikings;
but Vikings who had- assimilated the Roman. church—ihe
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worship of the divine company of gods—and such learning
as the broken wreckage of Europe had to offer. We sent
agents across the Atlantic to explore the Ronie of this world
thirty years or so ago: It lies unquiet beneath the spurs of the
Great Khan, but the churches still make burned offerings be-
fore the gods. Maybe when there- are more of us we will
open up trade routes in Europe . . . but not yet.”

“Um. Okay.” Miriam nodded, reduced to silence by a sud-
den sense of cultural indigestion. This is so alien! “So what
about you? The Clan, I mean. Where do you—we—fit into
the picture?”

“The Clan families are mostly based in Gruinmarkt,
which is roughly where ‘Massachusetts and New York and
Maine are over here. But we, the Clan families, were enno-
bled only in the past six_ generations or so—the old land-
holders won’t ever let you forget it. The Clan council voted
to make .children of any royal union full members—that
way, the third generation-will be royalty, or at least nobility,
and have the talent. But nobody’s ‘married into-ene of the
royal families yet—either in the Gruinmarkt, or north or
south for that matter.

“In the Quter. Kingdom, to the west, things are different
again—there are civil service exams. Again, we’ve got an
edge there. We have schools over here and ways to, cheat.
But I was talking about the population trap, wasn’t I? The
council has a Iong arm. They won’t let you go. And it’l] take
more than just one person on the inside, pushing, to make
them chiange. I've tried, 1 got a whale huge reform program
mapped out that’d break their dependency, begin developing
the Gruinmarkt—but the-couneil tore it up and threw it out
without even reading it. Only Duke Angbard kept them from
going further and declaring me a traitor.”

“Let me get this straight,” Miriam said, leaning forward.
“You lived with Janice until she couldn’t put up with you not
telling her what you were doing for two hours a day, couldn’t
put up with not knowing apout your background, and until
your elders began leaning on you to-get married. Right?”

“Wrong,” he said. “I told Uncle Angbard where he-could
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shove his ultimatum.” He hunched over, a picture of misery.
“Biit she moved out, anyway. She’d managed to, convince
herself that T was. some kind of gangster, d{ug-"sml}ggler,
whatever, up to my.ears in no good. I was trying, trying, to
get permission to go over for good; to try to make it up to
ber, to make everything all right. But she was killed by a car.
A hit-and-Tun accident, the police said.”

He fell silent, story run down.

Well, she thought. Words failed her for a minute. “Were
the two things connected? Causally, that is?”

“You mean, did the council have her killed?” he aske_d
harshly. “I don’t know. I've refused to investigate the possi-
bility. Thousands of pedestrians are killed by h‘lt-and-.nm
drivers every year. She’d walked out oh me, and we might
never have got back together. And if 1 did dis.cover_ that one
of my relatives was responsible, I’d have-to kill them,
wouldn’t I? You didn’t live through the war. Trust me, you
don’t want to go thers, to having-assassins stepping out qf
thin air behind people and garotting them. Far better to let it
lie

“That doesn’t souhd like the same man speaking,” she
speculated. . -

“Oh, but it does.” He smiléd lopsidedly. “The half of me
that is a cold-blooded import/export-con§ultant, not the half
of me that’s a misguided romantic reféimer who thinks the
Gruinmarkt could industrialize and develop in less than half
acéntury if the Clan threw its weight behind the project. I'm
hoping the duke is listening . . .”

“Well, he has you where he can keep an eye on )_rou.’s’
Miriam paused. “For yourown good, to-his way of thinking.”

“Politics.”” Roland made it sound like a cirse. “I don’t
care about who-gets the credit as long as the job gets-done!”
He shook his head distractedly. “That’s the problem. Too
many vested interests, too many frightened little people_who
think any progress that breaks the pattern of Clan.business
activities is a personal attack on them, And that’s before we
even get started talking about the old aristocracy, the ones
who aren’t part of us.*
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“He’s keeping-you under lits thumb until he can figure out
a way to get a hold on you,” Miriam suggested. “Some way
of tying.you down,. maybe?”

“That’s what T'm afraid of.”"He locked dround,. trying to
catch the waiter’s eye. “I figured you’d understand,” he said.

“Yes, 1 guess I do,” she said regretfully. “And if- that’s
what he’s got in mind for you, what about me?”

They drove back to the house in the suburbs in companion-
able silence. From the outside,-the doppelgiingered mansion
looked like a sedate business unit, possibly a soffware com-
pany or an accounting firm. As they, rolled .onto the down
ramp, Roland cued the door remote, and the barrier rolled up
into the ceiling. For the first time Miriam realized how thick
it was. “That’s bombproof, isn’t it?”

- “Yup” He drove down the ramp without stopping and the
shutters were already descending behind them. “We don’t
have the luxury of a beaten fire zone on this side.”

“Oh.” She felt g chill. “The threats. It’s all real.”

“What were you expecting, lies?” He slid them nose-first
into a parking-spot next to the Jaguar, killed the engine, then
systematically. looked around before opening the door.

“I don’t know.” She got out and stretched, looking around.
“The garage door. That’s what brought it home.”

“The only home for the likes of us is a forfress,” he 3aid,
not without bitterness. “Remember the Lindbergh baby?
We've gotita hundred times worse. Never forget. Never re-
lax. Never be nonmn:

*] don’t—"-she took a deep breath. “I don’t think 1 can
learn to live like that”

“Helge—Miriam—" he stopped and-looked at her closely,
cotcerned. “It’s.not as bad as it sounds.”

She shook her head wordlessly.

“Really” He walked around the car to her. “Because
you're not alone. You're not the only one going. through
t_hlS "

“It’s—" She paused. “Claustrophoblc. He-was standing
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close to her. She stéppéd close.to him and he-opened his
arms and embraced her stiffly.

‘Tl help, any way I can,” he murmured. “Any way you
want. Just ask, whatever you need.” She could feel his back
muscles tense.

She lingged him. Wordless thoughts bubbled and.seéthed
in her mind, seeking-expression. “Thank. you,” she whis-
pered, “Ineeded that.” Letting-go.

Roland . stepped back promptly .and .turned to the car’s
trunk as if nothing had happenéd. “It’1t all work.out; we!ll

make sure of-it.” He opened the car’s trunk. “Meanwhile,-

can you help me with these? My, you’'ve been busy.”

“T assume we can get it all back?”

“Whatever you can carry,” he said. “Even if it's just for a
minute.”

“Whatever,” she said,bending to take the strain of another
of the ubiquitous silvery-aluminium wheeled suitcases and
her own-big case stuffed with shopping.

“Downstairs and across?” he asked.

“Hmm.” She shrugged.“Does the duke expect us to-dine
with him tonight?”

“Not that I've heard.”

Well, okay, she mused. “Then we don’t need to go-back
immediately.” %

“Mm.” He opened the lift-gates. “I’m afraid we do;we’ve
got to-keep the post moving, you see.-Two trips a day, five
days on and five days off. It’s-the niles.”~He waved her into
the lift and they stood together as it began to descend.

“Oh, well?” She nodded. “I suppose . . ."

“Would you mind very much if I invited you to.dine.with
me?” he asked in a sadden rosh. “Not a-formal affair, not at
all. If you'want someone else around, I’m sure Vincenze is at
alocseend..”

She smiled at him uncertainly, surprised at her own reac-
tion. She bit her lip, trying not to seem overeager. “I’d love

.o dine with,you,’? she said. “But tonight I'm working. To-

morrow?”
“Okay. If you say so.”
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At the bottom of the shaft he led her into the post room.
“What’s here?” she asked. )

“Well.” He pointed to a yellow square marked on the
floor, about three feet by three feet. “Stand there, facing that
wall”

“Okay. What now?” she asked. _

“Pick’ up the two cases—yes, I know they’re heavy, you
only need to hold them clear of the floor for a minute. Do
you think you can do that? And focus on that cupboard on
the wall. I’ll look away and hit this button, and you do what
comes natural, then step out of the square—fast. ['H be
through in a couple of minutes; got an errand to run first”

“An d _Oh.”

She saw the motorized screen roll up; behind it was. a
backlit knotlike symbol that made her eyes swim. It was just
like the locket. In fact, it was the same as the locket, ‘and she
felt as if she was falling into it. Then her head begdn to ache,
viciously, and she slumped under the weight of the suitcases.
Remembering Roland’s instructions, she rolled “them for-
watd, noting that the post room looked superficially the
same but the screened cupboard on this side was closed and
there were some scrapes on the wall.

“Hmm.” She glanced around. No.Roland, as yet. Well,
well,-well, she thought.

She glanced down at the case she’d carried over, blinked
thoughtfully, then walked over to the wall with the pigeon-
holes, where another case was waiting. One-that hadn’t been
prepared for her. She bent down and sprang the catch on it,
laid it flat on its side and lifted the lid. Her breath caught in
her throat. She wasn’t sure what she’d been expecting. She’d
been hoping-for gold, jewels, scrolls, or maybe antibiotics
and computers. This was what she’d been afraid of..She shut
the case and stood it upright again, then walked back to the
ones she’d brought over and concentrated on quieting her
racing heartbeat and smoothing her face into a-welcoming,
slightly coy smile before Roland the brilliant reformer,
Roland the sympathetic friend, Roland the lying bastard
scumbag could bring his own suitcase through.

*
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Who did you think you were kidding? she wondered bit-
terly. You knew it was too good to be true. And indeed it
had been clear from the start that there had to be a catch
somewhere.

The nature of the catch -was obvious and ironic with
twenty-twenty hindsight, and when she thought about it she
realized that Roland hadn’t actually lied to her. She just
hadn’t asked the right questions.

What supplied the-family’s vast wealth on her own, the
other, the American side of the border? It sure wasn’t a fast
postal service, not when it took six weeks to cross an untamed
wilderness on pack mules beset by savage tribes. No, it was a
different type of service—one intended for commodities of
high value, low weight, and likely to be interrupted in trans_lt
through urban America. Something that the family could ship
reliably through their own kingdoms and move back and forth
to American soil at their leisure. In America they made their

money by shipping goods across the Gruinmarke fast; in the .

Gruinmarkt they made their money by moving goods across
America slowly but reliably. The suitcase ¢ontained almost
twenty kilograms of sealed polythene bags,.and it didn’t take
a gerfius with-degrees in journalism and medicine to figure out
that they’d be full of Bolivian nose candy.

She thought about the investigation she’d been running
with'Paulie, and she didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. In-
stead she .began whistling a song by Brecht—Supply and

Demand—as she picked up her own suitcase-and headed for .

the elevator to her suite. )
My long-lost medievalist world-walking family are drug
import/. export barons, she realized. What the hell does that

make me?

)
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lone in her apartment with the door locked,
Miriam began to unpack her suitcase full of pur-

chases. She’d arrived to find the maids in a state

of near panic: “Mistress, the duke, he wants to see.you 10-
morrow lunchtime!” In the end she'd dismissed them all ex-
cept for Meg, the oldest, who she sat down with for a quiet
talk.

“I’m not used to having you around all the time,” she said
bluntly. “T know you're not going to go away, but I want you to
make yourselves scarce. Ask one of the electricians to put'a
bell in, so I can call you when I need you. I don’t mind people
coming in to tidy up when I’m out of my rooms, but I don’t
want to be surrounded all the time. Can you do that?” Meg had
‘nodded, but looked puzzled. “Any questions?” Miriam asked.

“No, ma’am,” Meg had replied. But her expression said
that she thought Miriam’s behavicr was distinctly strange.

Miriam sighed and pointed at the door. Maybe if I act h{ce

they're hotel staff . ..'Tll want someone to come Up In
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about three hours.with some feod—a tray of cold stuff will
do—and a pot of ted. Apart from.that, I don’t expett to see

" anyone tonight and I don’t want to be -disturbed. Is that

okay?”

“Yes’'m.” Meg ducked.her head and fled. “Ckay, so that
works,” Miriam said thoughtfully. Which-was good because
now she had some space to work in, unobserved.

Fifteen .minutes later the luggage was stowed where
Miriam wanted it. Her pew laptop was sitting on the
dresser, plugged in to charge next to a stack of unopened
software boxes. Her new wardrobe was.hing up, awaiting
the attentions of a.searnstress whenever Miriam had time
for a fitting. And the escape kit;as she was-already.thinking
of it, was stashed in-the suitcase at the back of the war-
drobe.

“Memo.” She picked .up her dictaphone and strolled
through-into the bathroom. It was the place she found it easiest
to think. Cool white tiles,fine marble, nothing to aggravate the
pounding headache she’d been plagued by for so much of the
past week. Plus; it bad a shower—which she tufned on, just for
the noise. *Need to look for a bug-sweeping kit next time I get
time on the other side. Must try the beta-blockers too,.once
I've looked up their side effects. Wonder if they've got a
trained doctor over here? Or a clinic of some kind? Anyway.”

She swallowed. “New memo. Must get the dictation soft-
ware installed on the laptop, so I can transcribe this diary.
Um. Roland and the family business bear some thoirght”
That's the understatement of the century, she told herself.
“They’re . . .'oh hell. They’re not.the Medelin cartel, but
they probably ship a good quantity.of their produce. It's a
family business, or rather a whole bunch of families who in-
termarry because of the hereditary factor, with the Clan as a
business arrangement that organizes everything. I suppose
they probably smiuggled jewels.or gold or something before
the drugs thing. The whole nine yards about not marrying
out—whether the ability is a recessive .géne or not doesn’t
matter—they’ve got omerra, the law of silence, as a side ef-
fect of their social setup. In this world, they're upwardly mo-
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bile nobles, merchant-princes trying to marry intq ghe rqyal
family. In my world, they’re gangsters. Mafia families with-
out the Sicilian in-laws.”

She hit the “pause” button for a moment.

“So I'm a Mafia princess. Talk about not getting involved
with goodfellas! What do I make of it?” )

She paused again and noticed that she-was pacing back
and forth distractedly. “It’s blood money. Or is it? If these
people are the government here, and they say it's legal to
smuggle cocaine or heroin, does that make it okay? This is
one huge can of worms. Even if you leave ethics out of the
question, even if you think the whole war on drugs is a bad
idea like prohibition in the twenties, it’s still a huge
headache”” She massaged her throbbing forehead. “T really
need to talk to Iris. She’d set me straight”

She leaned her forehead against the cool tiles beside the
mirror over the sink. “Problem is, I can’t walk away from
them. I can’t just leave, walk out, and go back tolife in Cam-
bridge. It’s not just the government who’d want tohbqry me
so deep the sun would never find me. The Clan can’t risk me
talking. Now that I think about it, it’s weird that they let
Roland get as far as he did. Only. If he’s telling the truth,
Angbard is keeping him on a short leash. What does that
suggest they've got in mind for me? A’ short leash and a
choke collar?”

She could see it in her mind’s eye, the chain of events that
would unfold if she were to walk into ar FBI office and
prove what she could do—maybe with the aid of a sack of
cocaine, maybe not. Maybe with Paulie’s CD full of re-
search, too, she realized, sitting up. “Shit.” A dawning sup-
position: Drug-smoggling rings needed to sanitize their
revenue stream, didn’t they?’And the business with Biphase
and Proteome was in the right-part of the world, and the Clan
was certainly sophisticated enough ... if her hunch was
right, then it was, in fact, her long-lost family’s investments
that Paulie was holding the key to.

In the FBI office first there’d be disbelief. Then the grow-
ing realization that a journalist was handing them the drugs
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case of the century. Followed by the hasty escalation, the
witness protection program offers—then their reaction to
hef demonstrated ability to walk through walls. The second-
ary scenarios as the FBI realize that they can’t protect her,
can't even protect themselves against assassins from andther
world. Then blind panic and bad decisions.

“If the families decided to attack the United States at
home, they could make al Qaida look like amateurs,” she
muttered into her dictaphone, stricken. “They have the re-
sources Of a government at their disposal, because over here
they’re running things. Does that make them a government?
Or so close it makes no difference? They’re rich and power-
ful on the other side, too. Another generation and they’ll
probably be getting their fingers into the pie in D.C. I won-
der. They make their money from smuggling, and they’re
personally immune to attempts to imprison them. The only
thing that could hurt them would be if Congress decriminal-
ized all drugs, so the price crashed and they could be
shipped legally. Maybe the-families are actually pushing the
war on drugs? Paying politicians to call for tougher sanc-
tions, border patrols against ordinary smugglers? Breaking
the competition and driying the price up because of the law
of supply and demand.- Damn.”

She flicked the “stop” button on her dictaphone and put it
down, shuddering. It made a frightening amount of sense. [
am sitting on b news story that makes the attack on the World
Trade Center look like a five-minute wonder, she realized
with a sinking feeling. No, I anv sitting in the middle of the
story. What am I going to do?

At that exact moment-the telephone out in her receptiot:
100 Tang.

0Old habits died hard, and Miriam was out of the bathroom’
in seconds with the finely honed reflexes of a journalist with
an editor on the line. She picked the phone up before she re-
alized there were no buttons, nothing to indicate it could dial
an outside line. “Yes?”

“Miriam?”

She froze, heart sinking, “Roland,” she said distantly.
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“You locked your door and sent your maids away. I
wanted to make sure-you're all right.”

“*All right’” She considered her next words carefully.
“T"m not all right, Roland. I looked in the suitcase. The other
one, the one waiting in the post room.” Her chest felt tight.
He’d lied to her: but on the other hand; she’d been holding
more than a little back herself—

A pause. “T know. It was a test. The only question was
which one yon'd open. I don’t know if it makes any differ-
ence, but I was ordered to give you the opportunity. To figure
it all out for yourself. ‘Give her enough rope’ were his exact
words. So now you know.” .

“Know what?” she said flatly. “That he’s an extremely de-
vious conspirator or about the family’s dirty little secret?”

*“Both.” Roland waited for her to reply.

T feel used,” she satd calmly. “] am also extremnely pissed
off. In fact, I'm still working out how I feel about everything.
1t’s not the drugs, exactly: I don’t think I've gotany illusions
about that side-of things. I studied enough pharmacology to
know the difference between propaganda and reality, and I
saw enough shit in med school from ODs and drunk drivers
and people coughing up lung cancers to know you get the
same results whether the drug’s illegal -or not. But the ma-
nipulative side of it—there’s a movie on the other side called
The Godfather. Have you ever seen it?”

“Yes. That's it, exactly” He sounded dryly amused. “By
the way, Don Corleone asked me to tell you that he expects
to see you in his office tomorrgw at ten o’clock sharp.” His
voice changed, abruptly serious. “Please don’t shout at him.
I think it’s another test, but 'm not sure what: kind—
whichever, it could be very dangerous. I don’t want to see
you get hurt, Miriam. Or Helge, as he’ll call you. But you're
Miriam to me. Listen, for your own good, whatever he says,
don’t refuse a direct order. He is much more dangerous
than he looks, and if he thinks you'll bite him, he may put
family loyalty, aside, because his real loyalty is to the Clan
as a whole. You're a close family member, but the Clan, by
the law of families, comes first. Just sit tight and remember
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that you’ve got more leverage than you realizé. He will
want you to make a secure alliance, both to keep you safe—
for the memory of his stepsister-—and to shore up his own
position. Failing that, he'll be able to pretend to ignore vou
as long as you don’t disobey"a direct order. Do you hear
what I'm saying?”

“Yes.” Her heart pounded. “So it’s going to happen.”

‘lWhm?l

“Fucking Cinderella. Never mind. Roland, I am not stu-
pid. I need some timie to myseif to think, that’s all. I'm angry
with you in the abstract, not the particular. I don’t like being
made to jump through hoops. I hear what you’re saying. Do
you hear me?”

“Yes,” A pause. “I think-I do. I'm angry too,”

“Oh, really?” she asked, half-sarcastically,

“Yes.” This time, a longer pause. “] like your sense of hu-
mor, but it’s going to get you into deep trouble if you don’t
keep it nnder control. There are people here who will re-
spond to sarcasm with a garottg.-Trying to change the way
the Clan works from the inside is hard””

“Good-bye.” She hung up hastily and stood .next to the
phone for a long minute, heart thudding at her-ribs, head
throbbing in time to it. The smell of leather ‘car seats was
strong jn her nose, the echo of his smile over lunch fixed in
her mind’s eye. Duke’s orders, she thought. Well, he woyld
say that; wouldn’t he?

She managed to pull herself away from the telephone and
walked back intg her bedroom, to the dresser with the tiny
Picturebook computer perched next to the stack of disks and
the external DVD-ROM. drive. She had software to install.
She riffled through disks containing relief maps of North
America, an electronic phatmacopoeia, and 4 multimedia
history -of the-Medici-families. She:put them dgwn nexf to
the encyclopedia of medieva] history and other textbooks
that had seemed relevant,

Once she’d made her first notes for the aruclc Steve had
commissioned, she’d start installing the software.-Then she
had a long night of crarmming ahead, reading up on the great

-

. i

-




144 CharlLes STROSS

medieval merchant 'pﬁnoes and their dynasties. The Sooner
she got a handle on this situation, the better. ..

Another morning dawned—a Sunday, bright and cold. Miriam
blinked tiredly and threw back her bed clothes to let the cold
air in. I may be getting used to this, she thought blearily..Oh
dear. She looked at her watch and saw that the ten o’clock in-
terview with Duke Angbard was worryingly'close. “Shit,” she
said aloud, but was gratified to note that the word brought no
maidservants scurrying out of-the woodwork. Even better, the
outer suite was empty except for a steaming jug of strong cof-
fee and a tray piled with croissants, just as she’d.requested. “1
«could get used to this level of room service,” she muttered un-
der her breath as she dashed into the bathroom. The computer
was still running from last night, a screensaver showing.

“She laid out her clothes for the meeting with the 'duke. Af-
ter a moment’s thought, she‘dressed conservatively, choosing
a suit with a collarless jacket that buttoned to her throat.
“Think medieval,” she-told herseif. “Think demure, femi-
nine, unprovocative.” For a touch of color, she tied a bright
silk scarf round her.throat. “Think camouflage.” And remem-
ber what Roland said about not defying the “old bastard
openly. Atleast, not yet. How arid where to:get the leverage
was the sixty-four-thousand-dollar question, of course, to be
followed by the bonus question of when and how to use it to
shaft him, but she doubted she’d find such tools conve-
niently lving around while she lived as a guest—or valued
prisoner—in his house. This whole business of beirlg be-
holden to a powerful man left a nasty taste in her mouth.

Howevér, there was one thing she could carry to even up
the odds—a very potent equalizer. To complete her enSem-
ble, Miriam chose a small black makeup bag, clearly 100
small to hold a gun or anything threatening. She didn’t load
it down with much: just a tube of lipstick, some tissues, and
a running dictaphone.

The door to her suite was cooperating today, she noted as
she pushed into the corridor outside. She remembered the

3
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way to the duke’s suite and made her way quietly past a pair
of diligent maidservants who were busy polishing the brass-
work on one of the doors and 4 footman who appeared to be
replacing the flowers on one of the ornamental side tables.
They bowed out of her way-and she nodded, passing them
hastily. The-whole-palace appeared to be ¢oming awake, as
if occupants who had been sleeping were coming out of the
woodwork to resume their life.

She reached the duke’s ounfer office door and paused. Big
domble doors, closed, with a-room orr the other side. She
took a deep breath and pushed the button set beside the door.

“Wer ish?” His voice crackled tinnily: a loose" wire
somewhere.

“It’s Miriam—Helge. I believe-the duke wanted to talk ta
me,” she replied to the speaker.

“Enter” The lock clicked discreetly and Miriam pushed
the door inward. It was astonishingly heavy, as if lned with
steel, and it drifted shut behind her.

Matthias, the frightening secretary, was waiting behind
the big desk in shirtsleeves, his jacket slung over the back of
his chair. This time “she noted the pile of papers in front
of him. Some of them looked like FedEx waybills, and some
of them looked like letters.

“Helge. Miriam.” Matthias nodded to her, almost «fnendly.

“Yes.” Why does he make me so nervous? She wondered.
Was it just the shoulder holster he 'wore so conspicuously?
Or the way he avoided ‘eye contact but scanned acfoss and
around her all the while? .

“You have aft appointmient,” he said. “But yoy-should.call
first, before setting out. So .that we cansend an escort for
yom”

*“*An escort’ 7” She asked. “Why-would I want an escort?”

He raised an eyebrow. “Why wouldn’t you? You are a lady
of statas, you deserve an escort. To be seen without-one is a
shight to your honor. Besides, someone might seek to take
advantage of the deficiency in order to approach you.”

“Uh-huh. I'1l think-about it.” She nodded at the inner door.
“Is he ready?”
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“One moment.” Matthias stood, then knocked on the door.
A muttered exchange followed. Matthias pulled the door
ajar, then held it for her. *“You may enter,” he said, his-ex-
pression unreadable. As she passed his desk, he moved to
place his body in front of the papers there.

Miriam pretended not to notice as she entered the.lion’s
den. As before, Duke Angbard was seated at his writing
desk, back to the window, so that she had to squint into the
light to see him. But this time there was nobody else present,
and he rose to welcome her into his study.

“Ah, Miriam, my dear niece. Please come jn.”

He was trying for the kindly.uncle role, she decided, so
she smiled warmly in return as she approached the- desk.
“Uncle. Uh, I'm ynfamiliar with the proper form of address.
I'hope you don’t mind if I call you Angbard?”

*“Not in private.” He smiled benevolently down at her.
public, it would be best to call me ‘your excellency.’ or ‘un-
cle,” depending on context—official or familial. Picase have
a seat.”

“Thanks.” She sat down opposite him, and he sat down in
turn. He was wearing another exquisitely tailored suijt of
conservative cut with, she couldn’t help noticing, a sword. It
was curved: a saber, perhaps, but she couldn’t be sure—the
blades with which she was most familiar were scalpels. “Is
there anything-in particular you wanted to talk to me about?”

“Oh, many things.” His broad wave-took in_ half the world.
“It isn’t customary here to introduce conversations with
business, but I gather you are accustomed to a life conducted
at a brisker pace.” He lganed back in his chair, face shad-
owed. “Roland tells me you opened the second case,”-he said
briskly. “What have you to say for yourself?”

Ah, the moment of truth. Miriam leaned back,;consciously
mirroring his pesture. “Well, I'd have to say that oaly an id-
iot lets themselves be sucked into-any business arrangement
without a full awareness of what it involves,” she said
slowly. “And nobody had ordered me rot. to peek. You
should also note that I’m here to discuss it with you, and the
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only other person who knows about it is Roland.. What do
you think?”

“I think that shows a necessary level-of discretion,” he
repliedafter a moment. “Now. What is_your opinion of the
business? And of your own relationship to it?” _ i

“It makes a lot of sense for a group of families in the po-
sttion that"ours'so clearly occupies,” she said, carefully try-
ing to avoid giving the wrong impression. “1 can see why
you might want to-test a new, ah, family member. As busi-
nesses go it is neatly orchestrated and appears to be effi-
ciently run.” She shrugged, biting back the urge to add: for
an eighteenth-century family conicern. As business organiza-
tions go, it’s still in the dark ages ; . . “And it’s hardly appro-
priate for me to comiment on where that platinum credit card
camme from, is #7"-

“Indeed not,” he said acerbigally.- “But you-seem to be
clear on your position” A sudden -tightening of the skin
around his eyes. “Are you a drg user?” he asked.

“Me?” She laughed, mentally crossing her fingers. “No!
Never” At least, not heroin or crack. Pledse don’t let him ask
about anything else. Like many students, she’d acquired a
passing familiarity with marijeara, bt had mostly given it
up some time ago. And she didn’t think he was the type to
count coffee, cigars, or whiskey as drugs.

“That's good,”-he said seriously. “Most users are indis-
creet."Can’t keep sectrets. Bad for business”

“Sobriety .is next to godliness,” she agreed, nodding en-
thusiastically, then wondered if she’d overdone it when-he
fixed her with a slightly jaundiced stare. Oops, five glasses
of wine, she remembered—and shrugged self-deprecatingly.
His glare slowly faded.

“You have your mother’s sly tongue,” he commented.
“But I didn’t céll you here to ask-you' questions about your
opinion of our business. I gather that Rolarid has been filling
in a few of the gaps in your education-—some of them, like a
working.knowledge of hightongue, will take a long time to
remedy—but-I dare say he has-not been forthcoming in full
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with the details of your. position in the. Clan. Is that the
case?”

Miriam could feel her forehead wrinkle. “He said.l was
rich and of very high position. But he didn’t explain in de-
tail, no. Why?”

“Well, then,” said the duke, “perhaps I had better hasten to
explain. You see, you are in a unique position—two unique
positions.”

“Really? What kind?” she asked brightly. Missionary
ar... -
“You know that there are five families in, the Clan,”
Angbard began. “These are Lofstrom—the senior family—
Thorold, Hjorth, Wu, Arnesen, and Hjalmar. Yes, I know
that’s six. The familial name does not necessarily corre-
spond to a lineage. Our families are the descendants of the
children of the founder, Angmar Lofstrom. He had many
children, but the blood.ran thin—only when their children
married and the great-grandchildren showed the family trait
were we able to come together to form the Clan.”

He cleared his throat. “Wau is not the name of one of our
original ancestors; it is a name that the second son of line
Amesen took upon emigrating to the Outer Kingdom, two
thousand miles to the west, perhaps a hundred and twenty
years ago. The idea was that family Wu would become our
western arm, trading with us by way of the Union Pacific
Railroad, to mutual benefit. That wasn’t the first attempt, by
the way. Angmar the elder’s youngest som, Marc, tried to
cross the wilderness far earlier, but the attempt came to
nothing and Marc was lost. So, we have branches on both
sides of the Continental Divide. And a history of other famn-
ilies. Once there were seven lineages—but I digress.”

“But how does it all work?" Miriam asked. “How does the
Clan come out of all this?”

“The Clan is not what yow'd call a limited liability com-
pany—it is a partnership. A family firm, if-you like. You see,

we hold our lands and_riches and-titles in common trust for
the Clan, which operates in concert and receives the profits
from all our ventures. The Clan makes use of all who have
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L'ge world-walking talent—the members of the inner fami-
M arranges or authorizes marriages that braid the
families together across generations, avoiding both out-
breeding and too many close kin marriages. It also controls
the outer family—those who lack the talent, but whose chil-
dren might possess it if they marry Like with like—and finds
jobs for them over here. For example, Matthias cannot ever

visit Boston on his own—but he has a talent for security, and

makes a most excellent mailed fist. We number almost five
hundred world-walkers now, and -with two thousand in the
outer families the pickings at the lower ranks are shim.”

}ie conghed. “One iron rulé is that family members are re-
quired to marry into another. family lineage—otherwise the
blood_runs thin within a generation. The only exceptions are
by prior dispensation of the council, to permit an alliance
outside the Clan, such as adoption into the nobility. The sec-
ond iron mule is that inheritance follows Clan shareholdings,
not lineage or family. ¥f you die, your children inherit what-
ever the Clan allocates to them—you hold your estates from
the Clan, they don’t belong to you because without the Clan
you would be nothing. The system is supposed to encourage
cooperation and it usually succeeds, but there are excep-
tions. Sixty years ago, a war broke out within the Clan, be<
tween families—Wu and Hjorth on one sidé, Thorold,
Lofsisrom. Amesen, and Hjalmar on the other. Nobody .is
certain what started it any more-—those who knew died
carly on—but my personal supposition is that the Wu family,
in their ambition to climb into the eternal palace itself, ex-
posed themselves to court-intrigue and were turned into a
weapon against us by the palace of the Outer Kingdom,
which considered the Wu lineage to be a threat. In any event;
it was a bloody period in our history. During the war years,
our numbers fell from perhaps a thovsand of the true blood
to fewgr than two hundred. The war ended thirty-five years
ago with a treaty, solemnized by the marriage of Patricia
Lofstrom Thorold to Alfredo Wu. Patricia was my half-
sister, and 1 inherited custody of the Lofstrom estates.”

He paused to clear his throaf. “Your mother’s death is now

F N—

.
e e Ay i et

B s ey m—

P

ek s may

P pon T




USRS EN ¥ W =

150 cbarlLes sTROSS

confirmed, ‘although neither her nor.Alfredo’s body was re-
covered. Since then, there has been no-pretender to the es-
tates of the Thorold-Hjorth shareholding, which weré
therefore administered as a trusteeship under the order of the
high crown.”

* “The high crown?" ™

“Yes, the royal family,” he said irritably..*You don’t have
one, | know. We have to put up with them, and they can be'a
blithering nuisance!”

“Ah, I think I begin to see.r” She crossed her ankles. “So.
There’s a big shareholding in the Clan enterprise, under the
control of an external party who knows who and what you
are. Then I come along and offer you a lever to take it back
under the family’s control. Is that right?”

“Yes. As long as nobody kills you first,” he said,

“Now, wait:a minute!” She’ leaned forward. “Who would
do that? And why?'

“Oh, several parties,” Angbard said with what Miriam
found a distinctly unnerving tone of relish. “The crown, to
maintain their grip on almost a teath of our properties arid
revenues without forcing an outright war with thisir most
powerful nobles. Whoever killed Patricia, for the same rea-
son. Any of the younger generations of lineages Hjorth and
Thorold, who must be hoping that the shares will escheat to
them in due course should no pretender emerge and should
those families re-create the braid of inheritance. And finally,
the Drug Enforcement Agency.”

“What are they doing here?”’

“They aren’t, I merely name them as another party -who
would take an instant dislike to you were they to become ap-
praised of your existence.” He smiled humorlessly. “Think
of it as a test, if you like”

“Ri-i-ight,” she drawled. I already figured that.much out
Jor myself, thanks. “I believe 1 see where you’re coming
from, Uncle. One question?”

“Ask away, by all means.”

“Roland. Does he have a motive?”

Angbard startled her by laughing loudly. “Roland the
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dreaming runaway?” He leaned back in his chair. “Roland,
who tried to convince us all to sign away our lands to the
peasantry and set up a banking-system to loan them money?
Roland the rebel? He’s .squandered all the credibility he
might have built by refusing to play the game over here. I
think Roland Lofstrtom will make a suitable husband for
Olga Thorold. And she should make him an excellent wife—
she’ll slow him down and that’s necessary; he-has disruptive
tendencies. Once he’s.yoked to the Clan, it might be time to
revisit some~of his ideas, but as things stand the council
can’t afford to be seen taking him seriously—by rebelling in
his youth he has automatically tainted any valid reformist
ideas he may present.-Which is a shame. Meanwhile, you are
my direct niece. Patricia, your mother, was the daughter of
my father’s first wife. Roland, in contrast, is the.son of my
half-brother, by'my father’s third wife. He’s not a blood rel-
ative of, yours—at least, not withinfour generations. Three
wives, three children, three scandals! My-father lent cur.af-
fairs much complexity-. .
“Anyway, Roland will create another Thorold-Lofstrom
braid, which will be of considerable nse to my-successor,
whoever he is. But he’s not important.and he has no stake in
your disarray. In fact, that is why it was safe for him to know
of vour existence so early.”

Miriam shook her head. The family mlncames confused
her, and she was left with nothing but a vague impression of
plaited families and arranged marriages. “Have you asked
Olga’s opinion about this?” she asked.

“Why would I? She’ll do as she’s told for the good of the
Clan. She’s a sweet child.*?

“Qh, that’s-all right then,” Miriam said, nodding slightly
and biting-her cheek to keeyp a straight face.

“Which brings me to you, again,” Angbard nodded. “Ob-
viously, you are nor a sweet child. You're an experienced
dowager, I would say, and sharp as a razor. Fapprove of that.
But I hope I have made it clear to you that your future is in-
extricably tied to the Clan. You_can’t possibly go back into
obscurity on the other side—your enemies would seek you
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out, whether you will it or no. Nor can you afford not to take
sides and find a protector.”

“I see,” she stated, biting the words out sharply.

T think it would be best for you t0 see something of the
other families before we discuss this further,” Angbard con-
tinued, ignoring her coolness. “As it happens, Olga is sum-
mened to pay attendance upon the person of the king for the

next three months, who as it also happens is not one of us—-

it would be a good thing at this juncture for you to make your
debut before the royal court and that part of the Clan that is
in residence in the capital im her company. Your presence
should lure certain lice out of the bedding. in, ah, a con-
trolled manner. Meanwhile you will not entirely be at'a loose
end, or without support, when yon make the rounds of the el-
igible nobility before the annual grand meeting at Beltaigne,
seven months hence. Olga can advise you on bloodlines and
shareholdings and etiquette, and begin language lessons. 1
place no obligation upon you to make a hasty alliance, just
s0 long as you understand vour sitnation.”

“Right. So I'm to-go looking for an alliance—a husband
who meets with your approval—at court. When do yow ex-
pect me to do this?” Miriam asked, with a forced brighmess
that concealed her slowly gathering anger. “1 assume you're
planning on exhibiting me W1dely?”

“Olga departs tomorrow morning by stage,” Angbard an-
nounced. “You shall travel with her, and on arrival at court
in Niejwein she will help you select your ladies-in-waiting—
of low but family rank, not base servants such as you have
had here. Your maids are already packing your bags, by the
way.” He fixed her with a coldly unarnused smile. “Think of
it as a test, if you like. You do see this is for your own long-
term good, don’t you?” he asked.

*“Oh, 1 see, all right,” Miriam said and smiled at him, as
sweet as cyanide-laced marzipan. “Yes, I see everything
very clearly indeed.”

r T —
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Miriam politely declined the duke’s invitation to lunch and re-
tumned to her apartment in a state of barely controiled fury. Her

temper was not made better by the discovery that her maids

had packed most of her clothes in heavy wooden trurks.

“Fuck!” She spat at the bathroom mirror. “You will be
good, won’t you,” she muttered under her breath. “Patroniz-
ing bastard, my dear.”

Murderous bastard, a still sinall voice reminded her from
inside. Duke Angbard was quite capable of killing people,
Roland had said. Panlie’s words came back to hawiit her; " *ff
you back down, they own you; it's ds simple as that” And
what the hell was that crack about luring lice out of the bed-
ding meant to mean? She sobered up fast. I need advice, she
decided. And then a thought struck her—a thought simulta-
neously wicked and so delicious that it brought a smile to
her lips. A perfect scheme, really, one that would gain her
exactly what she needed, while simuitaneously sending an
unequivocal message to the duke, if she went all the way
through with it. She raised one middle digit: “Sit and
swive]!” she whispered trivraphantly. Yeah, that will work!

She headed back into the suite, chased her maids out, shut
the door, and picked up the phone. “Put me through to Earl
Roland,” she demanded in her most imperious voice.

“Yes, ma’am,” the operator confirmed. “One moment.”

“Roland?” she said, suddenly much less confident.
‘Roland the dreamer; his uncle called him. Roland the dis-
ruptive influence, who looked too good to be true. Did she go
through with this? Just picking up. the phone made her feel
obscurely guilty. It also gave her a thrill of illicit anticipation.

“Miriam! What can I do for you?”

“Listen,” she said, licking her suddenly dry lower lip.
“About yesterday. You invited me to . .. dinmer? Does that
invitation still stand?”

*“You’ve seen the old man?” he asked.

“Yes.” She waited.

“Oh, Well, yes, the invitation still stands. Would you like
to come?”
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*As long s it’s just yon and ing: No servants, ng cotfipany,
nb nothing.”~ £y .
“Oh!";He.Sounded amused. “Miriam, have you* any-idea
:how fast word df that would get around, now that the pitlace
is fully staffed again? That sort of thmg just dobsn 't happen
you know. Not with servants.” 38
“It’s not like that:-1 need conﬁdenualaadn she said.
Lowering her voice,.“They-must know.I've spenf over thirty
*years on the other side. €an 1 catch a couple of hours'with
you, without anyone snooping?” e P
“Hmm,.” He paused for a bit.. “Only 1f;yourcan manage to
become invisible, Listen; Fani in fhe snite.on-the floor. above
yougsecéond alodgsI’ll have-dinner. laid out-at'six; then send
the setvaits away- Still, it’Il. be best if, nobody segs you, It
would cause tongues to wag-—aﬁd give, your enennes words
to'théow back at vou.” :
“T"il think of a way,she promxsed "‘Lay on ﬁ&mne and
dress for dinner. T'1l be seeing you.”

PART 3
% .
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* he'small town'of Svarlberg squatted at the mouth of

the Fall River on the coast, a day’s'ride south of

Fort Lofstrom. Ovérlooked by 2 crumbling but

huge stone fortress built inthe romans model, brought to th

western, Jands by sarvivors of the Romasi Gothic' war against

the Turkic occupiers 6f Constantinoplé and now used as a

bulwark against threat of invasion by<sea, Svarlberg wis

home to a thriving fishing commimity and-a hafbor. much
used by coast-hugging mierchants.

Not that-many merchants would put*into this harbor so
late in the year. A few late stragglers coming down the codst
from the icy trapping settlements up north, and perhaps an
overdue ship-btaving the North Aflantic.winter to'make the
last leap from the Ice Isles to western civilization—but win-
ter was beginning to bite; and only richi fools ‘or the truly
desperate wounid brave the boreal gales this late in the year.

Wher the horseman reined in his tired mount outside the
port-side inn, wearily. slid out of the saddle, and banged on-
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the doar, it took a minute for the owner to open the hole and
lock out. “What are you wanting?” he asked brusquely.

“Board, beer, and stable.” The rider held up a coin so the
imkeeper could see it. “Or . are you-already asleep for the
winter, like a bear fattened on salmon since 1 was here last,
Andru?”

“Ah, come you in.” Andru the innkeeper unbarred the
heavy door and yelled over his shoutder: “Markus! Markus!
Where is the boy?” A freezing draft set him to shivering,.
“It’s perishing cold out. Will you be staying long this time,
sir?’

A thin boy came rushing out of the kitchens. “Ma said I
was to—" he began.

“Horse,” said Andrz. “Stable. Brush. Qats. You know what
to do.”

“Yes, miaster” The boy half-bowed cringingly, then
waited while the rider unstrapped one saddle bag before
leading the gelding around the side of the inn.

“Layabout would rather stay in the warmth,” Andru said,
shaking his head and glancing along the street in the vain
hope of some more passing trade, but it was, twilight, and
everyone with any sense was already abed. He stepped aside
to let his customer in, then pulled the door shut. “What'Il it
be first, si

“Whatever you've got " The rider bared-his feeth in a
smile half-concealed by a hcavy scarf. “I*m expecting a vis-
itor tonight or tomorrow. If you’ve got a pnvatc room and a
pipe, I'lltake it

“Be at your ease sir, and I’ll sort it out immediately.” The
innkeeper hurried off, calling: “Raya! Raya! Is the wake
room fit for a king’s man?”

The inn was half-empty, dead as a doornail by virtue of
the time-of day and the season of year. A drinken sailor lay
in one corner, snoring quietly; and a public scribe sat at one
end of a table, mumbling ever a mug of mulled wine and a
collection of frestrquills as he cut and tied them for the next
week’s business. It was definitely anything but a thriving
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scene. Which suited the horseman finé, beciuse -the fewer
people whorsaw him here, the:better. <

A momént later, the innkeeper bustled up—"This way, thls
way please, kind sir!”-—and herded the rider through a side
door. “We’ve laid out the wake:room for you, sir, and if you
will-git for-it a selection of cold cuts and a bottle of the south-
ern wine: Will that be sufficient?It’s late in the season but-we
will be roasting a lamb toniorrow if you should be staying—"

“Yes, yes—" the inkeeper hurried out again and the rider
settled himself in the armchair beside the-table and stretched
out his legs, snarling quietly when the kitchen girl didn’t
hurry to remove his boots fast enough.

Two Hours later he was nodding over his second cup of
wine—the room was passably warm,-and a couple of large
chunks of sausage and pickled tongue had filled his belly
comfortably—when-there was a discreet tap on the door. He
was on-his feet instantly, gun at the ready..“Who is it?” he
asked quietly.

“When the dragon of the north wind blows—shi, is that
you, Jacob?”

“Hello, Esaun.” Jacob-dragged the ‘ddof open one-handed.
The revolver varished.

“It’s freezing out there.” The man calfled Esau blew on his
fingers, shook his head, then began to peel hi§ gloves off.

Jacob kicked the door shut. “You really need to observe
proper security discipline,” he said.

“Yeah' well, and how many* times have we done this?”
Esau shrugged. “Stupid christ-cultist names from the far-
side, dumb pass-phrases and secret handshalkes—

“If I was ill and sent a proxy, the dumb pass-phrases
would be the only thing that could tell you who they were,”
Jacob pointed out.

“If you were ill, yoir’d have radio’d ahead to call off the
meeting. Is that-a-bottle of the-local emetic? P'll -have a
dr Op,"

“Here. Settle down.” Jacob “poured. “What have you got
for me?”
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Esau shrugged: “This.” A leather-pyrse appeared, as mag-
ically as Jacob’s pistol. “Pharmaceutical-grade, half a kilo.”

“That’ll do.” Jacob transferred it to his belt pouch without
expression. “Anything else?”

“Well.” Esau settled down and picked up the full glass.
“Certain feathers have been—ruffied, shail we say—by the
news of those pink slippers. That account was supposed to
have been settled a very long time ago. Do you have-an up-
date for me?”

“Yes.” Jacob nodded, then picked up his own glass.
“Nothing good. A couple more sightings and then a search
and sweep found a very wet chair in the woods near Fort
Lofstrom. It was from the other side. Need I say any more?
It was to obvious to cover.up, so the old man sent a snatch
squad through and they pylled in a woman. Age thirty-two,
professional journalist, and clearly a long-lost cousin.®

“A woman journalist? Things are, passing strange. over
there.”

“You're telling me. Sometiraes I get to visit on. business,
It’s even weirder than those sheep-shagging slant-eyes on
the west coast.” Jacob put the empty-glass down—hard—on
the table. “Why does this shit always happen when I’m in
charge?’

“Because you’re good,” soothed Esau. “Don’t worry, we'll
get it sorted out and I'm pretty sure the—control-—wilt an-
thorize a reward for this. It’s exactly what we’ve been look-
ing out for all these years.” He smiled at Jacob and raised his
glass. *To your success.”

“Huh.” But Jacob raised his (empty) glass right back, then
refilled both of them. “Well. The old asshole put the run-
away on her case, but she's trning out to be a bit hot. She’s
the grand dowager's granddanghter, you know? And a tear-
away. All too common in women from over there, you know.
She's poking her nose into all sorts of corners. If the old bat
recognizes her formally, seven shades of shit will hit the
Clan council balance of power, but I have a plan that I think

will cover the possibility. She could be very useful if I can
coopt her”
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“What about her.mother?” Esay leaped forward.»

“Dead.” Jacob shrugged. “The baby was adopied on the
other side. That’s why she was missing for so long: We've got
the foster mother, under surveillance, but . . .” he shook lu’s
head. “It’s a thirty-iwo-year-old trail -What do you exppbt‘?‘

“I expect her to—" Esau frowned. “Look, I'm going
have to break cover on this and go get instrqctlons from ny
superiors. There may be preexisting orders in effect for just
this sftuation, but if not it would be as well-for you to pro-
ceed as you seefit. Anything that keeps the _Clan from aslﬂn’g
awkward questions-is all right by us, I thmk. Ax_ld I don’t
+ want to risk using one of your magical radlo_thmgles incase
they’ve got a black chamber ;umewhere listening in. Are

ing to be here overnight?” ‘
YOEIgv?ml'an be.” Jacob nodded. *T was planning to leave in the

orning, though.” o
m“‘l‘hat’s aﬂuﬁght, I'll cross over and as!c for dx;ecuons.lf
enyone knows anything, I'll pass on your instructions before
you leave.” He rubbed his forehead i anticipation, missing
lcob’s flash of envy, which was in any case quickly
masked: “If I don't show,-well, use your nnagqmtmn. We
don’t need the Clan raking over the evidence . . " .

“Rvidence that might point to your faction’s existence.

“Exactly.”

 invisible, Miriam realized, as she hurried
mﬂl‘:lr:mw rongh-walled corridor below sta:rs Take
this particular servant, for example. She was wearing the
long black skirt, white blouse, and starched apron of a parlor
maid, hurrying along beneath a.tray with a pot of coffee on
it. Nobody paid her a second glance. Mayb_e they should
have,she decided, carefuily putting one foot in f;ont of an-
other, The servant outfit was inauthentic, machine-woven,
obviously -wrong if anyone had looked closely, and bulked
up from- hiding.something underneath. But-the house was
still in upheaval, individual servants were mostly beneath
notice to the noble occupants, and the staff was large enough

.
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that she didn’t expect to be noticed by the real maids.-This is |

-going to°'be'really useful, Miriam decided, balancing the tray
carefully as she mounted the staircase.,

The tight spiral steps were a trial, but she managed not to
tread ofi her hem as she wound her way up to the floor above.
Once she squeezed against the wall to'let an equerry by: He
glanced at her in mild disgust and continued on. Score one to
the invisible woman, she told herself. She stalked along the
corridor, edgy with anticipation. Plafining-this move in cold
blood was all very well, but she wouldn’t be able to go through
with it if the idea of an illicit-assignation with-Roland didn’t
set her pulse racing. And now she came to the final passage,
she found her blood wasn’t cool at all.

She found the right door and entered without knocking, It
was another private apartment, seemingly empty. She put
the tray down on the sideboard beside the door, then looked
around. One of the side doors opened: “I didn’t order—oh.”

“We meet’ again.” She pgrinned nervously at him, then
dropped the latch on the door. “Just in case,” she said,

Roland looked her up and down in"mild disbelief. “The
mistress of disguise? It’s a good thing I swept the room ear-
lier. For bugs,” he added, catching herraised eyebrow.

“Well, that was'prudent. You look great, too.” He’d dressed
in a black tuxedo, she noted with relief. He’d takeh her seri-
ously; she’d been a little worried. “Where's the bathroom?”

“Throngh there.” He looked doubtful.

“Back in a minute,” she said, ducking inside.

She closed the door, hastily untied her servant’s apron,
shook her hair out of the borrowed mob cap, then spent a
minute fumbling with her waistband. She stripped off the
servant’s outerwear, then paused to look in a mirror. “Go
kill-him, girl,” she told herself. She deftly rolled on. a coat
of lip gloss, installed earrings and a single string of. pearls.
Finally she pulled on her black evening gloves, did an ex-
perimefital twirl that set two-thousand dollars’ worth of eve-
ning dress swirling, blew herself a kiss in the mirror, and
stepped out.

Roland was waiting outside, holding a goblet of wine out
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toward- her: He nearly dropped it when he saw her. “You
look absolutely spectacular,” he said, finally. “How did youw

P
d‘)"IOh, it"wasn’t hard” She shrogged her shoulders, which
were bare. “You'could conceal an arsenal underone of those
maids’ uniforms.” 7 know. I did. She took the glass from him,
then took his-hand, led him-to the sofa. “Sit.” She sat herself,
then paited the leather scat next to Her. “We need to talk.”

“Sure.” He followed her, looking slightly dazzled. ]

She felt a stab of tendemess mixed with regret, unsettling:
and unexpected.What am 1 really doing heére? she halt:—
wondered, then shoved the thought aside. “Come on. Sit
down.” He sat in the opposite corner of the huge leather sofa,
one arm-over the back, tie other cradling his glass.in fromt
of him, almost hiding behind it. “I had my chat with Angbard
today.” i

“Ah” He looked defensive. _

She took a sip from the glass and smiled at him. The wine
was more than good, it was excellent, a rich, fruity vintage
with a subtle aftertaste that reminded her of strawberries and
freshly. mowed lawns. She fired another smile at him, and he
cracked, took a mouthful, and tried to smile back.

“Roland, I think the duke may.be lying to us—separately.
Or merely being economical with the truth.” .
“Ah, ‘lying’ 7’ He looked cautiously defens1ye. .

“Lying.” She sighed, then looked at him sidelong. “T'm
going to tell you-what he told.me,-then you can tell me if
that’s what he told you. Do you think you can do that? No
need to reveal any secrets . . " : _

“‘Secrets; ” he echoed. A shadow flickered across.his
face. “Mliriam, there are things I'm not allowed to tell you,
and I don’t like it, but it’s possible that—well, some of-them
may be seeds.”

L Seﬁds,?,

“Tests, for me, to see if I can keep secrets.” He taok a
mouthful of the Cabemet. “Stuff that, if I tell you, will prob-
ably make you do something predictable, so that he'll know
Itold you. Do you understand? I'm not considered trustwor-
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thy. I came back with ideas about, well, -about trying to
change the way things are done. Ideas that upset a lot of peo-
ple. The duke seems to like-me—or at least think some of
my ideas cauld be useful—but he certainfy doesn’t trust me,
That’s why he keeps me so close at hand.”

“Yes.” She nodded thoughtfully. Her opinion of him rose
yet again: He doesn’t lie to himself. “1 guessed that. Which is
why I'm going to tell you what he told me and you're just
going to decide whether to confirm it if it's true™

“Uh, okay.” He was intensely focused on her. Good, she
thought, feeling a little thriil. She slid one leg over the other,
let a calf encased in sheer black stocking sneak out. The
game’s afoot, she thought to hérself: then noticed his re.
sponse and felt her breath catch in her throat, Then again,
maybe it’s not alla game.

“Okay, this is what he toid me. He says I'm in an exposed
position and liable 1o be attacked, maybe murdered, if 1
don’t dig myself inextricably into the Clan “power strcture
as soon as possible. He says [ have some discretion, but [
ought to marry within the families and do it soon. Which |
think is bullshit, but I let him lead me on. So he’s sending me
to the royal court with Olga, for a formal presentation and
coming-out. We leave tomorrow.” When she said tomorrow
he frowned. )

“There’s more” She paused to drink, then put her empty
glass down. Her stomach felt warm, relaxed. She*met his
eyes. “Is what he told me about expecting me to find a hus-
band among the families what you heard?”

“Yes.” Roland nodded. “I didn't know ¥ou were to leave
tomorrow, though,” he said, sounding a litfle disappointed.

Miriam straightened up and leaned toward him. *Yes,
well, he also discussed You,” she said, “He said he’s going to
marry you off to Olga.”

“Bastard—" Roland’s raised his glass to hide his expres-
sion, then drank its contents straight down.

“What, no comment?” Miriam asked, her heart pounding.
This was the critical moment—

“I'm sorry. Not your fault” he said-hoarsely, “I'd guessed

ﬁ_
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oing to try something to tie me down E)ut not that

?:adw;i %ﬁ%t)ck?is head frostratedly. -“Stupid.” He took a
deep breath, visibly struggling for control.

" it that’s a no.” ) i

l;er‘:)ﬁ his glass-down on the low table besule the S(‘)‘fa. As
be straightened up, Miriam laid one hand on !us arm. “What
you told me the other day—he wants ygunaﬂe’si to a perch,
just an obedient little branch on the family tree, sh_e said ur-
geatly. “Angbard wants you to make an appropriate Ilnal;
riage and breed lots of vlsirut{fc;[{hof?m‘ Lofstroms to loo

im in his old age. Wi ga. ]

aﬁf;:;f’gkoland shoogl?his head. He didn't sem to notice her
hand on his arm. “I thought he was at least sp]] mtemswdmz
shit. Olga’s loyal. It means he’s been stringing me along wi
his warnings to shut up and play the political game—all along,
gl the time.” He stood up and paoed dcross-the room agitat-
edly. “He's been keeping me here on ice to stop me getting my
point across.” He reactied the fireplace and gaused, di'mnpmg
the heel of his right-hand into his left palm. ‘Bastard. i

“So Uncle Angbard has been messing-you around?

#Uncle’—" he shook his head. “He’s ;nuch more youg
uncle than. mive. You know how the t‘aqnly bmdi.work.
There are several deaths andmmamagt:.s in the tree” '

Miriarh stood up. Don’t let him get distracted now. This :;
the point of no-return, she realized. Dol want 1080 r’hp:aug”
with this? Well, the answer that came to mind wasn 1’: ‘no.
She screwed up her courage and w;ikiy over to bim, “Olga

k you in and throw away the key’

W?slg;gf—fm, not deliberately. But the effect wou_ld be tl_le
same”* He didn’t seem to notice her standing a fe?v mchefa in
front of hin;.close enough to feel her breath on h.xs cheek. {s
he completely blind—or just too distracted to notice wha; his
eyeballs are seeing? Miriam wondered, haif-turning to ag;e
hitm and pushing her chest up as far as she could without be-
ing blatant about it—which was difficult, given what she was
wearing. “He wants to tie'me in with children, a family. I'd

ve to protect-iem.” N .
haOn se[i-aud thoughts . .. he was looking her in the eyes,

-
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niow, and he’d noticed her, all right. “That’s not the only op-
tion,” she murmured. “You don’t have to surrender to
Anghard”

“T don’t—" He trailed off.

She jeaned forward and wrapped her arms around his
waist. “What you said earlier,” she tried to explain. “You of-
fered to help.” She looked up at him, still ‘maintaining eye
conitact. “How serious are you?” she asked, her voice a
whisper.

He. blinked slowly, his expression thoughtful, then she
saw him focusing on her properly, and it did something odd
to her. She felt suddenly embarrassed, as.if $he’d made some
horrible faux pas in public. “It wouldn’t be sensible,” he said
slowly. Then he embraced her, hugging her tightly. “Are you
sure it’s what you want?”

And now she really felt something, and it wasn’t what
she’d expected when the idea of compromising Angbard’s
plans for Olga stole into her mind. “The door’s locked.
Who’s going to know? A serving girl goes in, a serving girl
goes out, I'm in my bedroom workirig, it’s all deniable.”” She
pressed her chin into his shoulder. “I want you to pick me
up, carry me into your bedroom, and take my clothes off —
slowly,” she whispered into his ear.

“QOkay,” he said.

She turned her head and laid her lips alongside his. He'd
shaved. After a moment she felt his jaws loosedi, exploration
begin. Her whole weight fell against-him and he lifted her,
then put her down on her feet.

“Over here,” he said, arm dropping to her waist, half-
leading her.

The bedroom furnishings were different. A big oak four-
poster with a red- and gold-tapestried canopy dominated the
room, and the secondary items were: different. She pulled
him toward the bed, then paused in front of it. “Kiss me,”
she said-

He leaned over her and she sank into him, reaching.down
to his trousers with one hand to fumble at unfamiliar
caiches. He groaned softly as she caressed him. Then his
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jacket, was -on.the floor, his bow tie dangling, his trousers
loose. A-shocking sense of urgency filled her.

Hours passed. They were both naked now: She lay with-h?:r
back to Rolgnd, his drms curled protectively around her.This
is unexpected, she thought dizzily. ‘A little tremor -sur.ged
through her. Wow. Well, her-plan had worked: pull }um_mto
ped and annoy the hell out of Angbard by being a loose can-
non. Except that wasn’t how it had turned out. She-liked

_Roland a lot, and that wasn’t in the'script.

“This is so wrong,” he mumbled into-her hair.

She tensed. “What is?” she asked.

“Your uncle. He’1L kill me if he suspects,” ,

“He’ll—” Her blood ran cold for a moment. “You'te
sure?

“You're. immune,” he said in a tone of forced calm.

“You've -got huge’ leverage, and he doesn’t have- specific”

plans-for you. I'm meant to marty Olga, though, and that’s
an end of it. Gpen.defiance is bad. He's probably been plan-
i marriage for years.”
nu}‘gSLtlh;:ly I'm agn, uh, }a(cceptable‘substiu.lte?” she asked, sur-
prising herself. It hadn’t been in the plan when §he came up-
stairs, unless her subconscious-had been working overtime
on strategies for spiking Angbard’s plans. )
“That’s not.the point. It’s.not just about producing. off-
spring with the. ability, you know? You're al_)out the most un-
suitable replacement- for Olga it’s possible to:imagine.
Mzaking me marry Olga would buy Angbard 1pﬂuence with
her father’s braid and tie me-down with a-family. _But an al-
liance with you wouldn’t do that—in fact, he’d risk losing
influence over both of us, to no gain for himself.” He pauged
for breath. “Aside from marrying out, one of the c_ouncﬂ’s
worst fears is fragmentation—world-walkers .leaving- and
setting up as tivals. We're both classic fragmentation risks,
-disaffected rebellious-adults with indepeqdept baf:kgrounds.
My plans . . . reform has to come from mﬂun_or~1t’s_seen_ as
a threat. That’s why I was hoping he might still be listening
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to me. There’s nothing personal about Clan- alliances,
Miriam. Even if Angbard the kindly uncle wanted to let you
and me stay together, Angbard the duke would be seen as
weak by the council, which would open him up to chal-
denge . . . he can’t take that risk, he'd have to split us.up.”

“I didn't know about the competition angle,” she mur-
mured. “What'a mess.” I don’t want to think about it. -

“This is a—itisn’ta . . . a one-night stand?” he asked.

“I hope nofl’-She nuzzled back deeper into his arms.
“What about you? What do.you want?” -

“What I want seldom has anything to do.with what I get,”
he said, a trifle bitterly. “Although—" he stroked her flank
silently,

“We have a” problem,” Miriam whispered. “Fomorrow
they’re going to put me in-a stagecoach. with Olga and send
us both to the royal court. Herself to pay respects to the king,
me to be exhibited like some kind of prize cow. You're going
to be staying here; under his eve. That right?”

She felt his nod: It sent a shiver through her spine. “It’s a
test,” he murmured. “He’s testing -you to see what you're
made of—also to see if your presence lures.certain disaf-
fected elements into the open.”

“We can try for a different outcome. Olga can be.taken out
of the picture by, well, anything.” «

He tensed. *Do you mean what I think—>

“No.” She felt him refax. “I’'m nor going to start myrder-
ing women in order to steal their husbands” She stifled a
laugh—if it came out, it would have been more than slightly
hysterical. “But we’ve got-a couple.of months, the whole of
winter if I understand it, before anything happens: She
doesn’t need to know anything. 1 bought a prepaid phone,
right under your fiose. I'Il leave you the-number and try to
arrange to talk to you when-we’re both on.thé other side.
Hell, the horse might even learn to sing.”

“Huh?”

“There might be a plague of smallpox: Or the crown
prince might fall truly, madly, deeply in love-with a shallow
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eighteen-year-old. ditz whose one redeeming feature is that
she plays the violin, getting you off the hook.”

“Right.” He soundéd more certain. “I rieed that number.”

“Or my uncle.might fafl down &stan*case," she added.

“Right.” He paused.

“A thought?” she asked.

“Only this” She felt lips touch the top of her spine.
“You'd better be sneaking back to your apartment soon, be-
cause it’s.three i the. moming and we can’t afford to be
compromised—either of us. But I want you to know-one
thing. Something'1 kept meaning to tell Janice, but never got
a chance to—and now it’s too late.”

“What’s that?” she asked sleepily.

*“1 know this is.crazy and dangerous, but I think I'm
falling in love with you.”

Somehow Miriam made it back to her rooms without attract-
mg any notice—possibly the sight of disheveled and half-
drunk maids stumbling oot of an earl’s rooms and through
the corridors at night was not one to arduse undue interest.
She undressed and folded .her clothing-carelessly, stuffing
cheap theatrical maid’s costume-and designer gown alike
into her suitcase.-She freshened up in the bathroom, as much
as.she could without making the plumbing gurgle. Then,
completely naked, she sat down.in front of hér laptop. Berter
check it before bed, she thought muzzily. Clicking on.the
photo utility, she spooled back through: thé day’s footage,
back to her own exit—neatly packaged in a gray suit—en
route to her appointment with the duke.

The camera was-set to grab one frame per second. She
fast-forwarded through it at thirty FPS, two.seconds-to the
minute, two minutes to the hour. After ninety seconds, she
saw the door open. Pausing, she backed up then singlé-
stepped through the footage. Someone, an indistinct blur,
moved from the main door to her bedroom. Then a gray blur
in front of the laptop itself, then nothing. She had a vague
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impression of a dark snit, a man’s build. But it wasn’t
Roland, and she felt a moment of féar at the realization.-

But she’d gone into the bedroom safely. Nobody had tam-
pered with her aluminium suitcase, and her chests of cloth-
ing were already stashed in the main room. So before daring
to go to bed, Miriam spent a fruitless half-hour searching
her bedroom from top to bottom, pecring under the bed and
lifting mattresses, checking behind the curtains.

Nothing. Which left a couple of disturbing possibilities in
mind. Don't try world-walking in your bedroom, she sternly
wamed herself, and check the computer for back doors in the
morning. She packed the computer and its extras—and the
gun—in her suitcase. Then she.lay down and drifted into
sleep disturbed by surprisingly explicit, erotic phantoms. that
left her aching and sore for something she couldn’t have.

She was awakened in the dim predawn light by a clatter-
ing of serving maids. “What’s going on?” she mumbled, lift-
ing her head and wincing at her hangover. “1 thought I
sajd_’!

“Duke’s orders, ma’am,” Meg apologized, “We've to
dress you for travel.”

“Oh he]l"™ Miriam groaned. “He said that?”

He had. So Miriam did her waking up that morning with "

three other women fussing dver her,-haphazardly cramming
her into-a business suit—about the most inappropriate travel
garb she could think of—and then from somewhere they
produced a voluminous greatcoat that threatened her with
heat stroke while she already felt like death warmed over,

“This,” she said through gritted teeth, “is excessive.”

“It’s cold outside, ma’am,” Meg said firmly. “You’ll need
it before the day is out” She held out a hat to Miriam.
Miriam Iooked at it in disbelief, then tried to balance it on
her head. “It goes like this,” said Meg, .and seconds later it
did. With a scarf to hiold it in place, Miriam felt cut off from
the world almost completely. Are they trying to-hide me? she
wondered, anxious about what that could mean.

They led her downstairs, with a trail of. grunting porters

. )
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hefting her trunks*—and incongruous metal suitcase—and
then out through a pair of high double doors. Meg was right.
Her breath Hung steaming in the air before her face. In the
past week, autumn had turned wintry with the first breath of
air rushing down from the Arctic. A huge. black wooden
coach balanced on wheels taller than Miriam stood waiting,
eight horses harnessed before it. A mounting block led up to
the open door, and she was startled to see the diike standing
beside it, wearing a quite incongruous Burberry overcoat.

“My dear!” he greeted her. “A final word, if I may, before
you depart.”

-She nodded, then glanced up as the porters hoisted her
trunks onto the roof and a small platform at the back of the
carriage.

“You may think my sending you to court is premature,” he
said quietly, “but my agents have intercepted messages
about an attempt on your life. You need to leave here, and I
think it best that you be among your peers. You'll be staying
at the Thorold Palace, which is maintained as a common res-
idence in the capital by the heads of the families; it’s dop-
pelgiingered and quite safe; I assure you. It will be possible
for you to return later.”

“Well, that’s a relief,” she said sarcastically.

“Indeed”” He looked at her oddly. “Well, T must say you
look fine. T do commend Olga to you; she is not as stupid as
she appears and you will need to leamn the high speech
sooner rather than later—English is only spoken among the
aristocracy.”

“Well, uh, okay.” She shuffled nervously. “I'll try not to
trip over any assassins, and [ may even meet an appropriate
husband”” She glanced at the coach as one of the horses
snorted and shook its harness. She felt even more peculiar
when she realized that she was not entirely lying. If marry-
ing Roland—even having another child with him—would
get him into her bed on a regular basis, she was willing to at
least contemplate the possibility. She needed an ally—and
friend—here, and he had the potential to be more than that.
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deed.” He nodded at her, and for the first time she no-
-ticed that there was a certain translucency to-his skin, as if
he wasn’t enurely well. “Good hunting.” And-therrhe Jfurned
and strode away, Ieavmg her to-climb  into the camage and
wait for departure? > P

#

-y

2

iriam’s first unpleasant sﬁxpnse——after

findifig that- the Tylenol was all ‘packed in

her trunks and iaccessible—was that-the
carriage wis unheated and the leather seats hard. Her séc-
ond, as’she shiveréd and-triedto_huddle. into’one cofher in-
der a thick blanket;came as Olga swefit up the' steps and into
the seat opposite her. Olga’s blonde-hair waé‘gathered up on-,
der a scarf arid hat, and she wore a wool codt over a-suit that
made her look-dike’ a-brokerage house"yupple “Isn t-this
woriderful?” she cooéd as.plump Lady Margit, in twinset
and pearls by day, huffed and puffed up ahd’into the séat
next to Miriam, expanding to flow over two-thirds of*it.

“It"s wonderful” Mitiam smiled weakly ds the’ cOachnian
cracked his whip oyerlieall and Teleased the hand brake. The
noise and vibratioft, of wooden: whegls turning on cobble-
stones shuddered through ler Harigover as'the cdach creaked
and.swayed forward. 2

Olga leaned toward her. “Ch dear, you Jook unwell!” she

.

e

-

-a:; wems asealb  cpas &

£y

4
{

N



174 .. CharlLesS STROSS

insisted, peering into Miriam’s eyes ‘
msistod. Do yes at close range. “What
“Something I drank, I think,” Miriam mumbled, turning
away. Her stomach was distinctly rough, her head pounded
anc‘t she felt too hot. “How-long will we be on the road?” ’
‘Oh, not long!” Olga clapped her hands briskly and
rubb?d them together against the cold. “We can use ‘the
duke’s holdings to thange'teams regularly. If we make good
time today and keep driving until dusk, we could be at Ode-
mark tomorrow evening arid Niejwein the next aftemoon!

All of two hundred miles in three days!” She’ glanced at.

Mm'am. slyly. “I hear over on the other side you have magi-
calﬁcamages that can travel such a distance much faster?”
“Oh, ”Olga‘,"_ muttered Margit, a trifle peevishly.

Um.” Miriam nodded, pained. Bwo hundred miles in
three days, she thought. Even Amtrak can do better than
that! “Yes, but I don’t think they’d work to0 well over here,”
she Whl‘lffed out, as a particularly bad mt in the road threw
hef against the padded side of the carriage.

_ “What a shame,” Olga replied brightly. “That means we’ll
just have to take a little longer”” She pointed.out of the car-
glz:ngﬁ,door’s open window. “Oh, look! A squirrel! On that
‘ It was at this point that Miriam realized, with a sickl
sinking fce]jng, that taking a carriage to the capital mthlz
world might be how the aristocracy.traveled, but in.comfort
terms it was the. equivalent of an economy-class airline
ticket to'New Zealand—in an ancient turboprop with mal-
functioning air-conditioning. And she’d set off with a hang-
over a[il:"'a chatte;t::lc;x for a fellow traveler, without
remembering to pack the usual hand luggage. )y
mo%xlt:d t1"11;11'nt1y to herself. tegage. “Oh god,” she
“Oh, that reminds-me!” Olga sat upright. “T nearl -
got!” From some hidden pocket shcpgflllled out a gmi:ﬁ,
neatly wrapped paper parcel. She opened it and removed a
pinch of some powdery substance, then cast it from the win-
dow. “Im nama des’Hummelvat sen da’ Blishkin un’ da

I
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Geshes -des'reeshes, dis expedition an’ all, the’ mifim
reesh’n,Vshe mutmured. Then Olga noticed Miriam looking
at hér-blankly. “Don’{ you pray?” she asked.

“Pray?” Miriam shook her head. “T'dof’t understand—"

“Prayers! Oh, yes, I forgot. Didn’t dearRoland say thaton
the other side evérybody is “pagan? You all worshipisome
dead god on a stick, impaled or something disgusting, -and
pray in English,” she said with relish. ”

“Olgd;” Margit said warningly. “You've never been there.
Roland’s probably telling fibs to confuse you.”

“It's -all right” Miram replied. What, Margit isn’t a
world-walker? she wondered:-Well; that would explain why
she’s stuck chaperoning Olga’around. “We don’t speak, um,
what is the-language called again?”

“Hoh’sprashe?” said Olga.

“Yes, that’s it. And the other side-is similar to this side
geographically, but the people and how they dress and act
and talk-are different.” she said, frying to think of something
it would be safe to talk about.

“I'd heard that” said Olga. She leaned back against her
bench, thoughtfully. “You mean they don’t know about the
Sky Father?”

“Um” Miriam’s evident perplexity must have told its own
story, because Olga beamed brightly at her.

“OH, I 'see! I'll-have 4o tell you all about the Sky Father
and the Church!” Olga leaned forward: *You don’t believe,
do you?” she-said very quiedy: :

Miriam sat up. Wha-a‘at? she thought, suddenly sur-
prised. “What do you miean?” she asked.

“Sky Father”” Olga glanced sideways at-Margit, who ap-
peared to be dozing. “7 don’t believe in him,™she said, qui-
etly defiant. 1 figured that much out when I was twelve. But
you mustn’t ever——ever—act as if you don’t. At least, in
public.”

“Hmm.” Miriam tried to think straight, but her headache
was militating against coherency. “What's the’ problem?
Where 1 come_from, I was raised by unobservart Jews—
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Jews are, like, a minority religion—but I wasn’t Jewish, ci-
ther, I wasn’t their child and it passes down by birth”” Let’s
leave what I actually believe out of this or we'll be here all
day. “Is there . . . what’s the Church like? I haven’t seen any
sign of it at the duke’s palace”

“You didn’t see the chapel because he told us you weren't
ready,” Olga sajd quietly, pitching her voice just above, the
level of the road noise. “But he told me you’d-need to know
before court. So you don’t give your enemies anything to use
against you.” .

“Oh.” Miriam looked at Olga with something approach-
ing respect. The ditz is a self-made atheist? And the families
are religious? “Yes, 1 think he. was.right,” she said evenly.
“Just how influential ‘is the Church?’ She asked, steeling
herself for bad news.

“Very!” Olga began with forced enthusiasm. “Mass is
held every day, to: bring the blessing-of Sky -Father and
Lightning Child down upon us. They both have their priests,
a3 does Crone Wife, and the monastic orders, all organized
under the Church of Rome by the Emperor-in-God, who
rules the Church in the name of Sky Father and interprets
Sky Father’s wishes. Not that we hear much from Rome—it
has been under the reign of the Great Khan these past de-
cades, and the ocean crossing is perilous and difficult. Next
month-is Julfmass, when we celebrate Lightning Child driv-
ing out the ice wolf of the north who eats the sun; there’]l be
big feasts and public entertainments, that’s when betrothals
and further knots in the braids are formally announced! It’s
so exciting. They’re cemented at Beltaigne, as spring turns

toward.summer, right after the Clan meets—"

“Tell me about Julfmass,” Miriam suggested. “What hap-

pens? What's it supposed 1o be about, and what do I need to
know?”

Ten miles down the road they were joined by a mounted es-
cort. Rough-looking men on big horses, they wore metal ar-
mor over leather. Most of them carried swords and lances,
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but two—Miriam peeped out at the leaders—had discree!
holstered- M-16s, identifying them beyond a shadow of a
doubt as family troopers:
“Ha?lse sum gag'gon,” the sergeant called out, and t.he coa’c’:h-
man replied, “Fallen she in’an seien Sie welgom, mif” nsh._
Miriam shook her head. Riders ahead and nde¥s, behind.
“They're friendly?” she asked Olga over Margit’s open-
uthed snores. . _
lIlcz‘011 yes!” Olga simpered her patented duqlb-sch?olg;rl
sinfper,, and Miriam waited for her to get over it. She ; °begn
raised wholly apart from men, unless I am very much mis-
taken, s‘fle re};smcd. No wonder she goes strange whenever
anything that needs to shave passes thraug,hs the area.
“Your nncle’s border guards,” she added. “Aren’t they hand-
some?”
iri i had a
“Mmmph.” Miriam blinked slowly.ﬂandsonre. She
suddenholz flashover to the night before, Roland’s hands gen-
ly teasing her legs apart during a long-drawn-out game that
ended with them both spent, damp, and woozy-—then she
took in Olga’s innocent, happy face and fel§ abrupt,ly down-
hearted, as if she’d stolen a child’s toy. This wasn't part {)f
the plan, she thought dispiritedly. “They’re guards, she'sald
tiredly. “Seen one set of guards, seen ’emuall.l 1 just vglshJ
could get at my suitcase.” She’d stashed her pistol in if last
night, along with her notebook computer and the rest of her
escape kit. .
“Why is that?” asked Olga. o _
“We]i" Miriam paused. How to put it diplomatically?
“What if they wanted to take advantage of us?”’ she askec,i,
fumbling for an altemative to suggesting that Angbard’s
ds might not be effective. .
gu?‘z)h, that’s all right,” Olga said brightly. She fumbled
with something under her blanket, then showed it to Miriam,
who blinked again, several times.
“Be careful where you wave that,” she suggested.
“Oh, I'll be all'right! I've been training _w1th guns lsmce:l
was this high.” she said, lowering the machine pistol. “Don’t
you do it over there?”

P



L] ——

neRnge

L T Y

Prmere o om

W b e Rpwor™ T

78 Cha®les sTROSS

“Ah.” Miriam looked at her faintly. *“No, but T suppose
conditions are different there”

“Oh.” Olga looked slightly puzzled: “Aren’t'you allowed
to defend yourselves?” :

“We’ve got this thing called a government;” Mitiam ‘said
dryly. “It does the defending for us. At least in theory.”

“Hah. There was nobody to do that for our grandmothers
when the civil war began. Many of them died before . . .
well, even Daddy said I needed to leart to shoot, and he’s a
terrible backwoodsman! There aren’t enough of us with the
talent, you know, we all have to muck in like commoners
these days. I may even have to join the family trade after I
marry, can yowbelieve it?”

*The, ah, thought hadn’t occurred to me.” Miriam tried to
sound noncommittal; the idea of Olga running around Cam-
bridge with a machine pistol, a platinum creédit card, and a
suitcase full of cocaine would have been funny if-it hadn’t
been so frightening,

“I really. hope it happens,” Olga said, slightly more
thoughtfully. “I'd like to see . . . over there.” She sat up. “But
you asked about bandits! We are unlikely to méet any unless
we trave] in the spring thaw. They know too well-what will
happen if they try the Clan’s post, but after a harsh winter
some of them may no longer care.”

“I see.” Miriam tried not to show any outward sign of be-
ing disturbed, but for a moment she felt a chill of absolute
fear at this naive, enthusiastic, emotional—but not stupid—
child. She shuffled her legs together, trying to pinch out the
draft. It would be a long day, without any distractions. “Tel!
me about the Church again .. ”

Two extremely uncomfortable days passed in chilly bore-
dom. They stopped at a coaching house the first night and
Miriam insisted on unloading a suitcase and trunk, The next
day she scandalized Margit by wearingjeans,. fleece, and
hiking boots, and Olga by spending the afterhoon.engrossed
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ina book. “You’d best not wear that tomorrow,” Margit said
disapprovingly when they stopped that evening at another
post house. “It is for us to make a smart entrance, {0 pay our
respects at court as soon as we arrive, do you-see? Did you
bring anything suitable?”

Bg)h h}:ﬁf’?%eplied Miriam, confusing her somewt‘lat (for
Hel was a province administered by Olga’s father). “If you
could help-me find something?” o

Expensive western formal costume-—Armani suits,
Givenchy dresses,-and their equivalents.—appqargd jobede
rigueur among the Clan in private. But in P!.lbhc m.the Gru-
inmarkt, they wore the finery of high nobility. Their peculi-
arities were kept behind closed doors.

The duke’s resident seamstress had packed one of
Miriam’s trunks with gowns fitted to-her-measurements, and
at dawn on the third day Margit shoehorned her into one
deemed suitable for a court debut: It was even more elabo-
rate than the gown they’d fitted her for dinner with the gluke;
it had hooped underskirts, profusions of. lace cxplo_dm'g_ at
wrist and throat, and slashed-sleeves layered over skin-tight
inner layers. Miriam hated-everything it said about the status
of women in this-society. But Olga. wore something similar,
even more excessively wasp-waisted, Mm“ame:gaggeratqd
pink bustle behind that suggested to Miriam n‘oth_lqg so
much as a ferale baboon in heat. Margit declared Miriam’s
presentation satisfactory. “That’s.most fittingly elegant!” she
pronounced. “Let no time be lost, now, lest we be undone by

teness.”
0uf‘l{/aimph.” said Miriam, holding her skirts out of the court=
yard dampness and trying to avoid tripping over-thfem on her
way over to the coach. Really, she thought. This-is c.razy! I
should have just crossed over-and caught the train. But
Angbard had insisted—and she could second-guess his rea-
soning: ‘Avoid transport bottlenecks where somebody might
intercept her—also, see if she breaks:’ After three days on
the road she-was feeling ripe, long overdpe for a showcr: Th_e
fast thing she needed was a new dress, let alone one as intri-
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cately excessive as this. Only a grim determination not to
play her hand too early made her put up with it. She settled
into her accustomed corner in a rustling heap of bottie-green
velvet and tried to get comfortable, but her back was stiff,
the dress vast and uncontrollable, and parts of her were
sweating while other bits froze. Plus, Olga was looking at
her triurophantly.

“You look marvelous,” Olga assured her, leanmg forward
and resting a hand in the vicinity of Miridm’s knee. “I'm
sure you’ll make a great entry at court! You'll be surrounded
by suitors before you’ve been there a moment-—despite your
agel”

“I'm sure,” Miriam said weakly. Give me patience, she
prayed to the goddess of suffering in the name of beauty
and/or social conformity. Otherwise I swear I'll strangle
someone . . .

Before they moved off; Margit insisted on dropping the
blinds. It reduced the draft, but in the closeness of the car-
riage Miriam began to fe¢l claustrophobic. Olga insisted on

painting Miriam’s cheeks and eyebrows and lips, redoing the'

procedure while the carriage swayed and bumped along an
increasingly well-maintained stone-cobbled street. Other
carriages and traffic rattled past, and presently they heard
people calling greetings and wamings. “The gates,” Olga
said; breathlessly. “The gates!”

Miriam sneaked a peek through the blinds before Margit
noticed and scolded her. The gate house was miade of stone,
perhaps four stories high. She’d seen similar on a vacation in
England many years ago. The walls themselves were of
stone, but banked with masses of rammed earthrin front and
huge mounds of mud beyond the ditch. fsn't that something
to do with artillery? she thought, puzzled by memories of an
old History Channel documentary.

“Put that down at once, I say!” Margit insisted. “Do you
want everyone to see you?”

Miriam dropped the window blind. “Shouldn’t they?” she
asked.
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“Absolutely not!”:Margit looked:scandalized. “Why, it
would be the talk of society for months!™

“Ah” Miriam said neutrally. Olga-winked at her. So this.is
how it works; she realized. Enforcement through peer pressure.
If they get the idea that I'm not going to conform, I'm never go-
ing to hear the end of .it, she realized: Olga, far from bemg her
biggest problem, was beginning to look like a potential alty.-

Their first call was at the Thorold Palace, a huge rambling
stone pile at the end of the Avenue of Rome, a broad stone
street fronted by mansions. The carriage drew right up to the
front entrance, their escort of guards strung out behind it as
servants emerged with a mounting box, which they shoved
into place before holding the doof open. Margit was the first
to leave, followed by Olga, who squeezed through the door
with a shake of her behind; Miriam emerged last, blinking in
the daylight like a prisoner released from some oubliétte..

A butler in some sort of intricate house uniform—a tunic
over knee breeches and floppy boots—read from a letter in a
loud voice to the assembied gaggle of onlookers. “His excel-
lency the high Duke Angbard of-house Lofstrom is p}eased
to consign to your care the Lady Margit, Chatellaine. of
Praha, her excellency-the Baroness Olga Thorold, and her
excellency the Countess Helga Thorold Hjorth, daughter of
Patricia of that braid.” He bowed deeply, then gave way to a
mag standing behind him.~“Your ¢xcellency.”

“I bid you. welcome to the house, in my custody, and urge
you to accept my hospitality,” said the man. N

“Barl Oliver Hjorth,” Olga stage-whispered at Miriam.
Miriam managed a fited, glassy-eyed.smile then followed
Olga’s.lead by picking up her skirts and dipping. “T thank
you, my lord,” Olga replied loudly and clearly, “and accept
your protection.”

Miriam echoed him. English, it seémed, was still the gen-
eral language of nobility here. Her hoh’sprashe was still re-
stricted to a couple of polite nothings.
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“Delighted, my beaux,” said the earl, not cracking a smile.
He was tall and thin, almost cadaverous, his most striking
feature a pair of striking black-rimmed spectacles that he
wore balanced on the tip of *his bony nose; ~dusty black
trousers and a flared red coat worn over a lace-throated shirt
completed his outfit. There was something threadbare about
-him, and"Miriam noticed that he didn’t wear a sword..“If you
will allow Bortis to show you to your rooms, 1 believe you
are expected at court in two hours.”
He turned and stalked away grimly, withott further com-
ment. :
“Why, “the effrontery!” .Olga gripped Miriam’s hand
tightty.
(‘Huh?”
“He’s snubbing yon,” Olga hissed angrily, “and me, to get
at you! How peculiarly rude! Oh, come on, let the servant

show us to our rooms-—and yours. We still need to finish you
for the tdyal court.”

An hour later Miriam had two ladies-in-waiting, an acute at-
"tack of dizziness, growing concerns about the afmenities of
this ghastly stone pile—which appeared to lack such essen-
tidls as running water and electricity—and a stiff neck from
all the necklaces they’d hung on her. The ladies-in-waiting
were, like Margit, family members who lacked the fully ex-
pressed trait that allowed them to world-walk. The Misses
Brilliana of Ost and Kara of Praha—one blonde, the other
brunette-—looked like meek young things waiting their tumn
for the marriage market, but after spending a‘couple of days
with Olga, Miriam took that with a pinch of salt. “Were you
really raised on the other side?” Kara asked, wide-cyed.
“I was.” Miriam nodded. “But I’ve never been presented
at court before.”
“We'll see to that,” the other one, Brilliana, said confi-
dently. “You look splendid! I'm sure it will all g0 perfectly”
“When do we need to leave?” asked Miriam.
“Oh, any time, I suppose,” Brilliana said carelessly.

The Family ITRaDE 183

was even.more claustrophobic-with six over-
meijslsl:dco\;arﬁgaen jammed:-into it. It jarred and pumptgg
through the streets and Brilliana and Kara made ex(c;:l
small talk with Olga’s companions,.Sfetlana gmd fms gaa
sandwiched. between the two, caught Mirjam’s eye aned
winkeqd: Miriam ‘would have shrugged, but she was hemm
in so tightly that she could barely brea.tthe, let alone mozi
It’s a-good thing I'm not claustrophobic,.she mpuggznm
dantly trying to find something g?od about the situa theicar-
After what felt like an hour of ]uc_ldenng Progress, it car.
riage turned into a long drive. As it drew to-a halt, m
heard a tinkle of glassware, laughter, strains of string mu:

. from outside, Olga twitched. “Hear, violins!” she: said.

“ ike it-to me” The-door epened and steps-ap-
Soun;iss cl;l;c two footmen, their gold—enc‘rustcd‘hverg as

pompous and excessive as the women’s dresses. They hov-
ered anxiously as the occupants descended. he footman

“Thank you,” Miriam commented, SUrprisng o0 man
who'd offered her his hand. She lopkcd_around. Th? zd d
before the wide-flung.doors.of a gigantic paiace, ath ola W(I)l
light spilling out through the glass windows onto the v,
Within, men in coats cut away over ballooning e
preeches mingled with women in elaborate gowns:
room-was.so. huge that the orchestra played from a-balcony,

of the court. )

MM?n‘t:;l\lwe:gfimo a state of acute culture shpc}( almost g;
mediately, allowing the Misses.Kara and Bnlhan:d to ihcr
Ier like a galleon under full sail. Someone bellow §§:‘Was
pame—or the parcel of strange titles by which e vas
inown here. She shook herself for a moment when she =
heads turn to'state at her—some inquisitive, some surpm;ant
others supercilious, and some. hostile—the pamcst E:)l a
nothing to her. All she could think of was trying r;?it atinp
OBt e e O e e fos. T it e

in steady on ber rouged and strained face. In me,
gl:thougit' vaguely, being presented to a whn_‘l (;fll:n;neg
pompous idiots and simpering women swathed in s; e
furs. This is @ bad dream, she repeated to herself. She s
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away from the idea that these people were her family, ihat
she might had to spend the rest of her life attending this sort
of event.

Miriam had done formal dinners and award ceremonies
before, dinner parties and cocktail evenings, but nothing that
came close to this. Even though—from Olga’s vague but en-
thusiastic description of the territories—Niejwein was a
small kingdom, not muchr larger than Massachusetts and so
dirt-poor that most of the population lived on subsistence
farming, its ruling royalty lived iri a casual splendor far be-
yond any ceremonial that the head of a2 democratic nation
would expect. It was an imperial reception, the prototype
that the high school prom or its upmarket cousin, the
coming-out ball, aped. Someone clapped a glass into her
gloved hand—=it turmed out to be a disgustingly sweet fruit
wine—and she politely but firmly turned down so many in-
vitations to dance that she began to lose track. Please, make
it all go away, she whimpered to herself, as Kara—-Brilliana
steered her into a queve running along a suspiciously red
carpet toward a short guy swathed in a white fur cloak that
looked preposterously hot:

“Her excellency Helge Thoreld Hjorth, daughter and heir
of Patricia of Thorold, returned from exile to pay tribute at
the court of his high majesty, Alexis Nicholau JII, ruter in
the name of the Sky Father, blessed and awful be.he, of all
of the Gruinmarkt and territories!”

Miriam managed a deep curtsy without.falling off her
heels, biting her lip to keep from saying anything inappro-
priate or incriminating.

“Charmed, charmed, I say!” said Alexis Nicholan I,
ruler and et cetera of the Gruinmarkt (by willing concession
of the Clan). “My dear, reports of your beanty do not do you
justice at all! Such elegant deportment! A new.face at court,
i say, how charming. Remind me to introduce you-to my
sons later.” He swayed slightly on his raised platform, and
Miriam spotted the empty glass in his hand. He was a
slightly built man with a straggly red beard fringing his chin
and hair going prematurely bald on top. He wore no crown,

‘—‘“
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but a chain of office so intimidatingly golden that-it looked
as if-his spine would buckle at any moment. She felt-a stab
of syrapathy for him as she.recognized the symptoms of a
fellow sufferer.

“I'm delighted to meet you,” she told the discreetly
drunken monarch with surprising sincerity. Then she felt an
equally discreet tug as Kara—Brilliana steered her aside with
minute curtsys and simpering expressions of delight at the
royal presence.

Miriam took-a mouthful from her glass, forced herself to
swallow it, then, took another. Perhaps the king had the right
idea, she thought. Kara—Brilliana drifted to a halt not far
from the dais. “Tsn’t he cuze 7 Kara squealed quietly.

“Who?" Miriam asked distractedly.

“Egon, of course!”

“Egon—"" Miriam fumbled for a diplomatic phrasing.

“0Oh, that’s right. You weren’t raised here,” said Brilliana,
practicalify personified. Quietly, in Miriam’s ear, she contin-
ued, “See the two youngsters behind his majesty? The taller
is Egon. He’s the first prince, the likely successor should the
council of electors renew the dynasty whenever his majesty,
long may he live, goes to join his ancestors. The short one
with the squint is Creon, the second son. Both are unmar-
tied, and Creon will probably stay that way. If not, pity the
maiden.”

“Why.pity her, if it’s not rude to ask?”

“He’s addled,” Brilliana said matter-of-factly. *“Too stupid
to—" she noticed Miriamn’s empty glass and turmed to fetch
areplacement.

“Something a bit Iess sweet, please,” Miriam implored.
The heat was getting to her. “How long must we stay here?”

she asked.

“Oh, as long as you want!” Kara said happily. “The rev-
elry continues from dusk tili dawn.” Brilliana pressed a glass
into Miriam’s hand, “Isn’t it wonderful?” Kara added.

“I think.my lady looks a little tired,” Brilliana said diplo-
matically. “She’s spent three days on the toad, Kara.”

Miriam wobbled. Her back was beginning to seize up
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agair, her kidneys were aching, and in ‘additicn ler toes felt
pinched and she was becoming breathless. “M’ exhausted.”
she whispered. “Need to- get some sleep. *F you tdke me
home, you can come back to enjoy yourselves. Promise. Just
‘dog’texgect me to'stay upright much longer.” )
“Hmm.” Brilliana looked at her spéculatively. “Kara, if it
pleases you, be-so good 4s to ask someone to summon our
coach. I'll help our lady Here to make a dignified exit. My
lad_y, there are a few names you muist be presented to-before
taking your leave—¢to fail would bé to give offense~but
there’l{-be anotherteteption the day aftér tomofrow; there is
1o need to converse at lengtli withr your peers tonight if you
are tired. I'm sure we can’spend’the time between now and
then getting to know our new mistress better” She smiled at
Miriam. “A last glass of wine, my, lady?" ~
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Miriam blinked and twitched into yague, waker
fulness from a-dréam-of painful desire.and frus-
wrated eroticism. Someone. sighed and moved, against her
back, and she jerked away, suddenly remembering where
she was with a fit of panic: Wearing-a-nightdress? In a huge
cold bed >What is going, on? )

She rolled over and- came yp against- heavy: «drapes.
Turning_around, she.saw Kara asleep -in the huge Tour-
poster bed behind ber, face a composjed_. picture of tran-
quillity. Miriam cringed, racking her braim. What did ] get
up o last night? she wondered, aghast. Then she looked
past Kara and saw another-sleeping body—and an.empty
bottle of wine..Opening;the ‘curtain- and, looking on-the
fioor, she saw ihree glasses and a-second bottle, lying on
its side,-empty~-She, vaguely.remembered, talking jn-the’
cavernous stone aircraft hangar that passed for a count-
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ess’s bedroom. It had been freezing cold in the drafty

stone pile, and Kara had Suggested they continue talking §
+ in the four-poster bed, which filled the room like a small

pavilion. Miriam looked closer and saw that Kara was still
wearing her full underdress. And Brilliana hadn’t even re-
moved her stays.

A slumber party, she figured. She hadn’t been in one of
those since college. Poor kids. 1 took them’awdy from their
disco and they just couldn’t call it a night. Kara was only
seventeen—and Brilliana an old maid of twenty-two. She
felt relieved—and a bit sorry for them.

This would never do. She slipped out of the bed and shiv-
ered in the freezing cold air. I'm adrift, she thought. Thraing,
she looked back. The bed Wwas as big as her entire room, back
home. I need to get my perspective back.

Acutely aware of her bare feet on the heat-sucking stone
flags, she tiptoed across to the curtain that concealed the
door to the toilet. There were no modern conveniences here,
just a pot full of dry leaves, and a latrine with a ten-foot drop
over the curtain wall. What you saw was what you got—
without servants to help. Living conditions in the big city,
even for nobility, were distinctly primitive.

“After freezing her ass for the minute it took to get rid of
last night’s wine, Miriam" reentered her-main chamber and
began hunting through the chests that had been deposited
there-the afternoon before. One of them—A#, yes, she de-
cided. This’ll do.

She dressed quickly and in silence, pulling on jeans and a
sweater and fleece suited to the other side. There-was no
thought of waking the two ladies-in-waiting, for she couldn’t
begin to guess howthey’d react and she wanted to move fast.
Her shoulder bag was packed in the suitcase. It her took a

moment to locate it along with the- Sony notehook, the |
phone, and the GPS compess. She spent a minute scanning |

the room with the notebook’s built-in cdmera, then she
puiled out a paper'réporter’s pad and wrote a quick note in
ballpoint:
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My dear K & B, - _
Gone over to the other side. Back before mgh_tfa]l.
Please see to storing my articles and arrange a dinner
for the three of us when I get back, two hours" after

dark. Best, Miriam

She left it on the pillow next to Kara’s head, pu]]e%d out her
locket, and crossed over into the doppelgénger building on
the other side.

Miriam’s eyes blurred and her headache redoubled as she
looked around. The space corresponding to her room in the

j palace or castle ‘or whatever in Neijwein wasn’t a palace in

her own world. Two hundred miles southwest of Boston——
New York! she thought with a jolt of excitement. It was dim
in here, very dim, really-nothing but Emcrgcp{:y lights. There
was a strong smell of sawdist, and it was bitingly cold. She
stood of top of metal scaffolding, with yellow painted-lines
on the floor. That'll be the layout of the castle back in the
other world, she realized. I'd better get out of here before
someone notices me.

She switched on-the GPS compass, waited for it to come
up, then told it to memorize her location. Then ‘she went
down the metal stairs two at-a time. She was on the grourid
floor of an elderly warehouse. Wooden crates stood between
yellow alleyways—evidently blocking out the walls of tl}e
castle. She headed toward the grand staircase and the main
entrance hall, found it open and a trailer sitting on some con-
crete blocks installed as-a site office. The yellow light was
coming from the trailer windows.

Hmm. Miriam put her hand in her jacket pocket and took
a grip on her pistol. Her head was pounding, as cold air hit
hangover-inflamed sinuses. I need todry out for a couple of

days, she thought abstractedly. Then she knocked ofi the

door with her left hand.
“Who's there?”

A

e

N
.

e ae




190 charles STROSS

The door swung open and an old man grimaced at.he:r. ,
“I'm Miriam. From the Cambridge office,” she said. “T'll
be going in and out of here over the next few days. Inspect-
ing things.”
Ilg“Ma,r%.';u‘: something?” He blinked, looking annoyed.:

“No, Miriam,” she said patientty. “Do you have a list of
people who're allowed in and out here?” o

“Oh, yeah,” he said vacantly. He shu\.fﬂcd inside and sur-
faced with a dirty clipboard: The cabin smelled of . stale
smoke and boiled cabbage. “Miriam Beckstein,” she sau,l pa-
tiently and speiled her name. “From Cambridge, Mass.™

“Your name isn’t down here.” He looked puzzled.

“I work for Angbard Lofstrom,” she said curtly.

Evidently this was the right thing to say because he jolted
upright. “Yes, ma’am! That’s fine, everything’s fine. How do
you spell your name?”

Miriam told him. “Where are we on.the street map, and
what’s the  protocol for getting in and out of here?” she
asked. .

“‘Protocol’?” He looked puzzled. “Just come in and
knock. This is just a lockup. Nothing important here. Noth-
ing worth stealing, leastways.”

%‘Okay.” She ngdded, turned, and walked toward the front
door and freedom. As she did so, her phone beeped three
times, acquiring coverage and notifying her that she had
messages. .

Once outside, she found herself in a dingy alleyway
hemmed in by fire escapes. She walked ‘to the end, then
looked around. It was most peculiar, she thought. Security on
the warehouse wasn’t what she’d have expected, not at all. It
was too easy to get in or out. Was she stuck in' some kind of
low-security zone? She came to a main road; with light traffic
and shops on either side. Making a note of the street name,
she waved down the first yellow cab to come past. '

“Where to?” asked the driver, in an-almost-comprehensible
accent. )

“Penn Station,” she said, hoping that he’d been on.the job
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long enough tohave a clue where he-was. He seemed to be
okay: He-nodded a couple of times, then swung his car
through a circle and hit the gas.

Miriam lay back and watched the real world gobyina
happy daze only slightly tempered by her throbbing head.
Wow, I'm really here! she thought, feeling the gentle sway of
pneumatic tires on asphalt and the warm breeze from the
heater on her feet. Isn’t it grent? She-wanted the cab ride to
last forever, she realized, with a warm. glow of nostalgia.
Lights and familiar advertisements .and people who didn’t
look like extras from an historical movie flowed past to ei-
ther side of her heated cocoon. This was her-world, a homely
urban reality where real people wore comfortable clothes,
made thoughtless-use of cohveniences like electricity and
tap water, and didn’t weave lethal dynastic games around the
future lives of children she didn’t want to have:

Wait tilL1 tell Ma, she thought. Then Paulie. Followed mo-
ments later by: Damn, first I have to figure out what I can. tell
them. Then: Hey, at least I can talk to Roland . . .

She looked at her phone. YOU HAVE VOICE MALL, it said,
50 she dialed her mailbox.

“‘Miriam?” His voice was distant. and.scratchy- and her
heart skipped a beat. “I hope you get this message. Listen, I
Come across on a courier run every two days, between ten and
four. 1 think your uncle may suspect something, he’s put
Matthias on me as an escort. Last night he sent news that
you'd arrived at the capital. How aré you enjoying life there?
Oh, by the way, don’t trust anyone called Hjorth; they've got
alot to lose. And watch out for Prince Egon: He’s been known
tonot take no for an answer. Call me when you get a chance”

Her vision had misted at the sound of his voice. Damn, I
didn’t plan this. The taxi drifted in stop-and-go traffic, the
driver thumping the steering column in tune-with the radio.

At the station Miriam’s first act was to hunt down an ATM
and try her card. It worked. She pulled out five hundred dol-
lars in crisp green notes and stuffed them in her pocket. That

shouldn’t tell them much beyond where I was, she decided.
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Then she hit the ticket desk for a return ticket to Boston on
the next-Accela.service. It took a wad, but once she found the
train and settled into the seat,~she was pleased . with, herself
for spending .it. It-would take only three hours, meaning
she’d have maybe four hours in Bostoirbefore she’d have to
go back again.

Miriam settled back in .her seat, notebock computer
opened in frort of her and phone beside it-Do I have to go
-back there? she asked.herself morosely. She’d- just-spent a

week on the other side—and that-week had been enough to |

last her a lifetime. She felt the stiff edges of the platinum
credit card digging into her conscience. It was blood money,
and .their damn blood-is-thicker-than-water creed would
“drag her back—every time. It didn’t drag my birth>mother
back, she thought. It killed her instead. Which was even
worse, and likelier than not what would happen to her if she
ran now—because if she ran, they'd know she was untrust-
worthy. She wouldn’t get another chance, Darker possibili-
ties occurred to her. Even 4f they didn’t want to kill her and
reduce their precious gene pool, they could immobilize her
permanently by blinding her. She doubted it was-a common
tactic—even given the Clan’s ruthlessness, it would rapidly
provoke fear and loathing, a catalyst for conflict—but they
might use it as a special- measure if they suspected.treason,
and the possibility filled her with horror.

On the other hand, the thought of voluntarily goinig back
to the- drafty castle and the insane -family politics ‘was de-
pressing. So she picked up the phone and dialed -Roldnd’s
number-instead.

“Hello?” He-answered on the first ring and she cheered up
instantly. _

“It’s me,” she said quietly. “Can, you talk?’

“Yes.” A-pause. “He’s not-around right-now, but he’s never
far away.”

“Are they still watching my housé?” she asked.

“Yeah, I think so. Where are you?’

“On a train halfway between New York and Boston.”

“Don’t tell me you're running—"
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“No,” she said too hastily,*but I've got ubfinished-business.
Not just you-—other stuff too. I want to see my mother, and 1
warit to'see some-other people. Okay? Better not ask too many
questions. I'm not going to do anything rash, but Fhave a feel-
ing I don't waht_to-draw-any attention to. people I know. But
look, are you able to get away for a day? Say, to New York?”

“They’ve got you in that stone pile?” he asked. .

“¥eah. Do you know what it’s like?”

“You survived three days with:Olga?”.His tone was one of
hopeful disbelief.

“The facilities are, ul;, open.plan, and I get 10 sit cheek by
jowl with two of Olga's less enlightened coworkers,” she
said, eyes swiveling.to track down-the nearest passengers.
She was clear—nobody within‘two seats of her. Quietly she
added, “The ladies-in-waiting are like jail guards,-only pret-
tier, if you'follow nie. They stick like glue. I woke. up-and
they were in my goddamn- bed with nie.+You'd think
Angbard had set-them on me as minders. Honestly, I'fn at
my wit's end.-I'm.going to go back this evening, but if"you
don’t.come and rescue me soon, I swear I'll kill someone.
And T still haven't filed copy on that dot-com busted Hush
feature I'm supposed to be writing for Andy.”

“My poor sweetheart.” He laughed;-a little sadly. “You're
not having a good time. Maybe we should form a club?”

“Culture-shocked and brain-damaged?”

“That’s right”"-A pause. “Going back after eight years
away, that was the hardest thing. Miridm: Yon will go back to
them?” .

“Yes,” she said quietly: “If I don’t, I'll never see you
again, will I?”

“Not-today. I'll be over again the day after tomorrow,” he
said. “New York, is it?”

“Yes.”.She thought for a moment. “Rent a double room at
the Marriott Marquis in Times*Square. I¥’s anonymous and
biand, but I think you've got more fravel time than I have.
Leave voice mail with the room number and the name you’re
using and I'll show up as early as possible.”.She shivered at
the thought, shuffling uncomfortably in her seat.
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“I"l bé there. Promise.”

“Bring a couple of new prepaid phones, bought for cash,
as anonymous as you can. We’ll need-them. I miss you,” she
added very quietly and hung up.

Forty-eight hours to go. It had already been four.days
since she’d last seen him.

The conductor came around, and she glanced dround
again to confirm how much space-she had. The carriage was
half-empty, she’d missed the rush-hour crush..Now she di-
aled another number, one she’d committed to-memory be-
cause she was afraid to program it into the phone.

“Hi, you've reached the answering machine of Paulette
Milan. I'm sorry'I can’t conie to the phone right-now, but—"
“Paulie, cut the crap and pick up the phone right now”

The line clicked. “Miriam! What the fuck are-you playing
at, sweetie?”

“‘Playing at’?What do you mean?”

“Skipping out like that! Jesus; I’ve been so worried!”

“You think you’ve been worried? You haven’t phoned my
house, have you?” Miriam interrupted hastily.

“Oh yeah, but when you didn’t ‘answer I left a message
about the bridge.club. Something I made up on‘the spur of

-the moment. I've been so worried—"

“Paulie, you didn’t mention the Gther stuff, 'did you? Or
go around in person?”

“I"m not stupid,” Paulette said quietly, all ebullience gone.

“Good—uh, I'm sorry. Let me try again.” Miriam closed
her eyes. “Hi, I'm Miriam Beckstein, and I have just discov-
ered the hard way that my long-lost family have got very
long memories and longer arms, and they invited me to
spend some time with them. It tums out that they’re in the

import/export trade, and they're so big that the story we .

were working on probably covers some of their turf. Hope-
fully they don’t think you're anything other than-a ditzy
" broad who plays bridge with me, because if they did you
might not enjoy their company. Capisce?”
“Oh, oh shit! Miriam, I am so sorry! Listeri, are you all
right?”
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“Yeah. Not only am I"all right, I'm on a train that gets.into
Back Bay Station in—" she checked her watch— “about an
hour and a.half:-I-don’t have long, this is.a day trip, and I
have to be on the four o’clock return train. But if you can
meet me at the station T'll drag you out to lunch and fill you
in on everything, and-I mean everything. Okay?”’

“Okay.” Panlette sounded.a little less upset. “Miriam?”

“Yes?”

“What are they. like? What are they doing to you?”

Miriam closed her eyes. “Did you-ever see the movie
Married to the Mob?”

“No.way! What about your locket? You mean they’re—"

“Lets just say, it would be a:bad idea for-you to phone my
house, visit it in person, talk to or visit my mother, or da any-
thing that is in.any way out of character for a dumb out-of-
work research geek who vaguely knows me from work. At
least, where they can see you. Which is why I'm phoning o1 &
number you’ve never seen andprobably won't ever see again.
Meet me at noon inside the station, near the sounth-entrance?”

“Okay, I'll be there. Better have a good story!”

Paulette hung. up, and Miriam settied back to watch the
countryside roll by.

%

When she hit the station, Miriam immediately left it. There
was an ATM in the mall across the street, 2nd she pulled an-
other two thousand in cash out of it. There seemed to’be no
end to the amount she could draw, as long as he didn’t mind
leaving an audit trail. This time she wanted to. Putting a timg
stamp on Boston would tell Duke Angbard where she’d
been. She planned on telling him.first. Let him think she was
being open and truthful about everything.

She headed back into the station in the same state she'd
been in in the taxi. This was home, a place she’d been-be-
fore, intimately familiar at.the same’time that.it was anony-
mous and impersonal. She was shaken by how relieved she
was to be back. Suddenly being jobless in a recession with
tier former employer threatening to blacken her name didn’t

.
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seem s0 bad,-all things considered. She almost walked right
past Paulette, as-unnoticed as any other commuterin a rain-
coat, but she swerved- at the last moment, blinking the daze
away.

“Paulie!” :

“Miriam!” Pailette grabbed her in a hug, then held her at
arm’s length, inspecting her face anxionsly. “You look thin-
ner. Was it bad, babe?”

“Was it bad?” Miriam shook her head, unsure where to
begin. “Jesus; it was weird, and bits.of it were very bad and
bits of it were, um, less bad. Not bad at all: But it’s not over.
Listen, let’s go find something to eat—I haven’t had any
breakfast—and I'll tell you all about it.”

They found a booth in a not unbearable pizza joint in the
mall, where the background noise loaned them a veneer of
privacy, and Miriam wolfed down a weird Californian pizza
with a topping of chicken tikka on a honeyed sourdough
base. Between bites, she gave Paulette a brief run-down.
“They kidnapped me right out of my house after you left, 2
whole darin SWAT team. But then they put me up in this
stately house, a palace really, and introduced me to a real
honest-to-god duke. You know the medieval shit I came back
with? It’s real. What I didn’t figure on was that my family,
my real family, I mean, are, like, the aristocracy who run it”

“They rule it” Paulette’s fork paused halfway to her
mouth. “You’re not shitting me: I mean, they’'re kings and
stuft 7>

“No, they're just an extended trading Clan that-happens to
be an umbrella for about a third of the nobility that runs the
dastern seaboard—the nowuveau riche crowd, not long estab-
lished and deeply paranoid. They’re like the Medicis. There
are several countries over there, squabbling feudal kingdoms.
The one hereabouts is called the Gruinmarkt, and they don’t
speak English—or rather, the ruling class do, the way the no-
bles in England spoke French during the middie ages. But
anyway. The high-king fules the Gruinmarkt, but the Clan—
the Clan of the families who can walk between worlds—they

i
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own everythirg. I mean, the king wants to mary one of his
sons into the Clan to tightern-his gnp off power.”

‘Miriam pauséd to finish her pizza, aware thatPaulette was
staring at her thoughtfully.

“Where doyou fit in all-this?” she asked.

“Oh.” Miriam put her fork down. “I'm the long-lost
daughter of a noblewoman®whose coach was ambushed by
bandits. Or assassins—there was a war on at the time, be-
tweerr branches of the Clari. She escaped; ran away to our
world, but died before she could get help.” Miriam looked
Paulette in the eye. “When you were a kid, did you ever fan-
tasize about maybe you were switched with another baby in
the hospital, and your real parents were rich and powerful, or
something ™

“Why?" Paulette asked brightly. “Isn’t-that every -little
girl’s daydream? Didh’t Mattel build a whole multinational
on top of it?”

“Well, when you’re thirty-two and divorced and have a
life, and long-16st relatives from yolr newly discovered fam-
ily show up and tell you that ”actually you’re a countess, it
might put a bit of a differént spin-on things, huh?”

Paulette looked slightly puzzled. “How do yon mean—

“Like, they insist that you marry someone" smtable,
cause they can’thave mdependent women runnirg’ around.
You've got a choice between living in a drafty-castle with no
electricity and running water, oh, and having lots of-children
by the husband they’ve chosen-for you, a choice between
that and, well, there is no choice-marked ‘B.” Resistance is
futile; you will be assimilated. Got it, already?”

“Obr sweet Jesus. -No ‘wonder-you look ffied!” Paulette
shook her head slowly.

“Yeah, well, I was afraid 1 was going to go crazy if I
didn’t get away after the last week. What makes it really bad

is that; well . . ” Miriam chewed her lowerlip for a while be-
fore commumg “Your guésses about'where-they could make
monéy were right on the nail. T don’t know if they’re into
Proteorite Dynamics and Blphase chhnolog:es, but they’re
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sure into everything else under the St They gave me a
debit card and said, ‘Here’s a two-million-dollar credit limit,
try not to overload it.’ There is no way in hell that they will
let me walk away from them. And the thing that frightens me
most is that I"m not, like, one hundred percent sure I ¢éntirely
want to.”

Paulie was studying her intently. “Is there something
else?” she asked.

“Oh yes, oh yes.” Miriam fell silent. “But I don®t want to
talk about him just now.”

*Is he bad? Did he—"

“I said 1 didn’t want to talk about it!”” she snapped. A mo-
ment later, she added, “T'm somry. No, he isn’t bad. You
know, it’s just you’ve never been able to resist ragging me
about men, and I don’t need that right now. It’s messy, very
messy, and things are bad enough w,;thout adding that kind
of complication”’

“Lovely,” Paulette pulled a face. “Okay, so I won’t ask
you about your mystery boyfriend. Let me see if I’ve.got this
straight? It turns out your family think you're a liitle lost
heiress. They want to treat you like one, which is to-say, not
a hell of a lot like the-way it works out in the fairy tales.
You’d maybe tell them to screw off, but first they won’t, and
second they’ve got lots of money. Third, you’ve met a man
who didn’t want to strangle you after five minutes—"

—Paulie—

“—sorry, and he’s mixed op in all of it. Is that a fair
summary?”

“Pretty much.” Miriam waved for the check. “Which is why
I had to get away from it all for the day. I'm not a, a prisoner.
I’'m just considered valnable. Or something” She frowned.
“It’s absolutely crazy. Even their business operations! It’s like
something out of the middlg ages. They’re about three -cen-
turies overdue for modernization, and I'm not just taikxng
about the cultural crap. Pure zero-sum mercantilism, red in
tooth and nail, in an environment where they have barely' in-
~vented banking, never mind the limited: liability corhpany.
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they’re set in their ways. I've seen companies like that before;
sootier or later someone else comes along and eats their lunchi.
There ought to be something smarter they could be doing, if
only I could think of it . .

“O-k-a-y. You do that, Miriam.”

The bill arrived and Miriam stuck down a fifty before
Paulette could protest. “Come-on.” She stood up; Paulette
hurried after.

“Did 1 just see that? Did I7 Miriam Beckstein putting
down a thirty percent tip?-What the hell is happemng to my
cyesl?!l

“I want out of. this restaurant,” Miriam said flatly. Contin-
uing on the hoof: “Money doesn’t mean anything any anore,
Paulie, didn’t you catch that bit? I'm so rich I could buy The
Weatherman if ¥ wanted to—only it-won’t do me a blind bit
of good because my problems aren’t money-related. There
are factions among the families. One of them wants me
dead. They had a nice little number going with my mother’s
shareholding in the Clan; now that I've shown up, I've dis-
rupt a load of plans. Another faction wants me married off.
The king, his number-two prince is a retard, Paulie, and you
know what? I think my Gid goat of an uncle is going te try to
marfy me off to him.”

“Oh, you pcor baby. Don’t they have an’ equal- rights
améndment?”

“Oh, poor-baby me, these guys don’t even have a-donsti-
tution,” Miriam $aid with feeling. “It's a’whole other world,
and women like me get the . . . get the—hell, think about the
Arabs. The Sandi royal family. They come over here in ex-
pensive suits and limousines and buy big properties and lots
of toys, butthey don’t think like us, and when-they go back
home they go strdight back to the middle ages. How 'would
you feel if you woke 0p one momning and discovered you
were 2 Saudi princess?”

“Not very likely,” Paulette-pointed out, “seeing as how I
am Half-Italian and half-Armeniarf and one-hundred percent
peasant stock, and damn happy to live here in the U.S. of A,

Deeply fucking primitive, not to say wasteful of resources, but where even pedsants are middle class and get to be para-
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legals and managers. But yeah, I think I see where you’re
coming from.” Paulette looked at her grimly. “You got prob-
lems,™ she said. “I'd worry about the bunch who want you
out of the way before worrying about the risk of. bemg Jmat-
ried off to Prince Charming, though. At least-they've got
-money.” She pulled a face. “If I found 1 had a long-lost fam-
-ily, knowing my luck, the first thing they’d do-is ask-to bor-
row a hundred bucks until payday. Then they’d start with the
death threats.” A

“Well, you might want to think back to what you said
about smuggling,” Miriam pointed out. “I don’t want to be
involved in that shit. Aid I'm worried as hell about the string
we were pulling on the other week. Have you had any other
incidents?”’

“‘Incidents’?” Paulie looked angry. “I don’t- know if
youw’d call it that. Somebody burgled my apartment the day
before yesterday

“Oh shit.” Miriam stopped dead. “I’m so sorry. Was itbad?”

“It could have. been,” Paulette said tightly. “T was out at
the time. The sergeant said it looked very p{ofcssmna] They
cut the phone linc and drilled the lock. out on the landing,
then went in and turned the whole place over. Took my com-
puter and every disk they could find. Ransacked the book-
cases, went through my underwear—and left my spare credit
card and emergency bankroll alone. They weren’t after
money, Miriam. What de you think?” .

*What do I think?” Miriam stopped in the middle of the
sidewalk. Paulette waited for her. “Well; you're still alive,”
she said siowly.

“Alive—" Paulette stared at her.

“Paulie, these guys play hardball: They leavebboby traps.
You go into a place they’ve-black-bagged and you epen the
door and it blows up in your face—or there’s a'guy waiting
for you with a gun and he can leave the scene just by looking
at a wrist tattoo: I figure either I'm wrong and the shit Joe
Dixon’s involved in isn’t to do with the Clan or they don’t
rate you as a thrgat—just sent some hired muscle to frighten
you, rather than the reg} thing.”
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“T am se relieved. Not.”

“Do be. I mean that seriously. If you’re still alive, it means
they don’t think you're a threat. They didn’t find the disk, so
that’s probably an end of it. If you want tg get the-hell out of
this now, just say. I'll find the CID and burn it and you'reout
of the frame.” .

Paulette began walking again. “Don’t tempt me,” she.said
tightly. Then she stopped and turned to face Miriam, “What
are you going to do?” she asked bluntly.

“I~was hoping yout could help me.” Miriam paused for a
moment, then continued: “Did you get the job?”

“As a paralegal?” Paulette shrugged. *1 didn’t get that
one, but I’ve got another interview this afternoon,” she
added self-consciously.

“Well.” Miriam paused. “How would you like another
job? Starting today?”

“Doing what?” Paulette asked cautiously. .

“As my self-propelled totally legal insurance policy,” said
Miriam. “I need an agent, someope who can work for me on
this side when I'm locked up being Princess Buttercup in-a
palace with- toilets cqnmsnng of a drafty hole in.the wall.
You're clean, they didn’t pm anything on you, and now fhat

we know who the.hell we're up agamst we can make sure
that you stay that way. What I've got in mind for the JOb will
mostly involve handling nonstolen, nonillegal goods that I
want to sell, keeping records, paying taxes; and making like
a legitimate import/expart business.- But it’ll also involve
planting some records, very explicit records, in places 3 where
the families can’t get their -hands on them—without gcttmg
caught.” Miriam stopped again, thmkmg “I can pay,” she

added. “T"'m supposed to ‘be Very rich now.”

Pauleite grinned. “This *wouldn’t have something to.do
with you bearing a grudge against the asshole who-fired. us
both, would it?”

“Could be”. Miriam thrust her hands.deep in her pockets

and tried to look inpocent.
“When does it start and what dogs jt pay?”
“It starts fifteen minuges ago, and if you-want to discuss
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pay and conditions, let’s go find a Starbucks and talk about it
over a coffee . . ”

Miriam became increasingly depressed on the train back to
New York. It was late in the year, and darkness was already
falling as the train raced through the bleak New England
countryside. Soon the snow would be falling thick-and deep,
burying the bare branches beneath a layer of deadening
numbness. She popped out one of the Atenolol tablets that
Roland had given her and a couple of Tylenol, swallowing
them with the aid of a Coke from the bar. She felt like au-
tumn, too: The train was cdrrying her south toward a bleak
world where she’d be enveloped in the snow of—well,
maybe it was stretching the metaphor past breaking point.
Only forty-four hours, and I'll be seeing Roland again, she
thought. Forty-four hours? She brightened for a moment,
then lapsed into even deeper gloom. Forty-four hours, forty
of which would be spent in the company of . . . of

She hailed a taxi from the station concourse, feeling
slightly -light-headed and numb, as if she hadn’t eaten..It
took her to the block near Chiriatown where she’d found the
door. It looked a whole hell of a lot-less welcoming after
dark and closing time, and stie-hunched her shoulders as she
stalked down the street, homing in on the alleyway by means
of the green-lit display of her GPS compass.

When she reached the alley, she balked—it was black and
threatening, like a Central Station for muggers afd rapists.
Bt then, remembering who and-what she was, she reached
into her pocket and wrapped her right hand dround the snub-
nosed pistol she’d carried all day. They can arrest you, but
they can’t hold you; she reminded herself with a flicker of
reckless glee-What must it be like 10’ grow up with the talent
on the other side, then to come over {o this world and realize
that you could do absolutely anything at all and melt away
into the night, undetected? She shivered.

As it happened the al]eyway’was empty, a faint glow leak-
ing from under.the warehouse doorway. Sh&opcﬁed it and
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walked past-the cabin. Nobody hailed her. She followed the
GPS compass until its coordinates went-to zero and she saw
the metal emergency staircase.

At the top of the steps she took a moment:to look around
There was no sign of any burglar alarms, nothing to stop
anyone coming in off the street. Hmm. I don't like the look
of this, she thought. Thirty feet farther on there was a sturdy
brick wall. I can't be sure, but it looks like most of the
palace would be -on the other side of that.-Right?-1t was
weird, but she didn’t have time to"examine it right now.
Putting her GPS compass away, she hauled, out the Iocket
from the chair around her neck that she wore under her
sweater. She focused on the image and felt—

“Mistress! Oh my—" she stumbled, black shadows
pulling at the~edges of her vision, and felt hands on her day
pack, her shoulders, pulling her toward a nchly cushioned
ottoman— “you startled us! What is that.you’re wearing?
Oh, you’fe so cold!”

The biack shadows began tofade, and she had a feeling
like a headache starting a long way away. The huge fireplace
in one side of the'main room—a fireplace big enough to patk
her car in—was blazing -with flames and light, pumping out
heat. Kara helped her stand upright, a hand under one shoul-
der. “You gave us such a fright!” she scolded.

“I'm back now.” Miriam gmiled tiredly. “Ts there anything
to drink? Without alcohol in it?”

“T'll get it,” said Brilliana, the more practical of the two.
“Would my lady care for a potof tea?”

“That would,be fine” Wiriam felt herself closer to faint-
ing than throwing up. Yes, the beta-blockers seem to work,

she thought. “Drop the-‘my lady’—just call me Miriam. You

didn’t tell anybody to search for me, did you?”
“No, my-Miriam.” This from Kara. “T wanted to, but—""
“It’s all right.”” Miriam closed her eyes, then opened them
agdin, to be confronted by a teenager with braided brown
hair and a worried expression wearing a brown Dior suit and
ablouse the color of old amber. “Nothing to worry about,”
she said, trying to exude confidence. “I'll be fine when I've
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had some tea. Thig always happens. Did anythmg unusual
happen while I was gone?”

“We’ve been busy making the -sefvarts ‘unpack -your
wardrobe and traveling posséssions!” Kara said-enthusiasti-
cally. “And Lady Olga sent you an invitation to walk ‘with
her in the orangery, tomorfow morning! Nobody is-enter-
taining tomight, but there’s -arother public reception.in
Prince Creon’s name tomorrow and you have been. invited!”

Miriam nodded wearily, wishing-she wouldn't énd every |

sentence’ with an exclamatioh. Shé half-expected Kara to
break out inm squeals of excitement. “And Sfetlana-has been
so excited!”

“About what?”’ Miriam dsked unenthusiastically.

“She’s had a proposal of marriage! Delivered by proxy, of
course! Lady Olga bore it! Isn’t that exciting?”’

“What is that you're weanng?” asked Brilliana, returning
from the fireplace with & silver teapot held carefully in her
hands; for the first time Miriam noticed the spindly table be-
side the ottomas, the chairs-positioned-around it, theé caps
and saucers of expensive china. It appeared that-ladies-in-
waiting led a-higher-rhaintenance lifestylé than servants.

“Something suited <o the weatlier,” Miriam muttered.
Brilliana was wearing & black dress thiat would have passed
unnoticed at any cocktail party from the 1960s through the
1990s. In the setting of a cold, sparsely furnished castle,
there was something unbelievably surreal about if. “Listen,

-that’s a fire- and a half.” Her skin crawled. “Is there any
chance of using it to heat a lor of water? Like,-enough for a
bath? I want to get clean; then find something to eat”” She
thotight for a moment. “Aftefward you can.choose some-
thing for me to wear-tomorrow when I go to talk with Lady
Olga. And for the reception in the evening as well, I suppose.
But right now, I'd kill for a chance to wash my hair”’
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huge claw-footed cast-iron behemoth lived in a roofn

she hadn't-seeh before, on the-far side.of the huge fire-
place. There were even servants to-fill it three.maids and-a
gumpy squiint-eyed lad who seemed to have only -half his
wits about *him. His job seemed to be fo lurk in corners
whenever anybody forgot to send him packing for another
load of Penrisylvania coal..

Readying the bath involved a lot of running around and
boiling coppers.on.the fireplace. While everybedy else was
occupied, Miriam pulled on her overcoat and went exploring,
picking up Brilliana as a combination of tour guide and chap-
erone. She’d been half-asleepfrom exhaustion'when she first
arrived—and even more.dead to the world after-the reception

l‘t turned -out that there was-a bathtub in her suite. The

at the patace. Only now was she able to take in het surrourid-.

ings fully. She didn’t much like what she was'seeing.
“This palace,”. shie said, “tell me about it.” -
“This wing? This is the Néw Tower” Bfilliana followed a

I

£

"‘T"‘j"‘" e Tl wcih




206 ChARLES STROSS

p:itdc-e behind her. “It’s only two hundred and eighty years
O "

Miriam looked up at the roof of the reception room they'd !

walked into. The plasterwork-formed a dizzyingly intricate
layering of scalloped borders and sculpted bouquets of fruit
and flowers, leaping over hidden beams and twisting play-
fully around the huge hook from which a giant chandelier
hung. The doors and window casements were not built to a
human scale, and the benches positioned against each wall
looked lost and ionely.

“Who does it belong to?” asked Miriam,

“Why, the Clan.” Brilliana looked at her oddly. “Ob, that’s
right.” She nodded. “The families and the braids. You under-
stand them?”

“Not entirely,” Miriam admitted.

“Hmm, I had thought as much.” Brilliana paced toward
the ?{a: door, then paused. “Have you seen the morning room
yet ¥

“No.” Miriam followed her.

“Our ancestor Angbard the Sly walked the worlds and ac-
crued a huge fortune. His children lacked the ability, and
there were five sons, sons who married and had families, and

- another six daughters. In that generation some ‘kin married
their cousins directly, as was done in those days toYorestall
dower loss, and the talent was rediscovered. Which was a
good thing, because they had fallen upon hard times and
were reduced to common merchants. Since then we have
kept the bloodline alive by marrying first cousins across al-
ternate generations: Three families are tied together in a
braid, two in each generation, to ensure the alliances are kept
close. The kin with the talent are sharcholders in the Clan, to
which all belong. Those who-lack the talent but whose chil-
dren or grandchildren might have it are also members, but
without the shares.” She waited at the door for Miriam, then
lifted the heavy bolt withtwo hands and pulled it open.

“That's amazing,” Miriam said, peering into the vast
gloomy recess.

“Tt is, isn’t it?’ replied Brilliana, squeezing through the

g
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half-open doorway as Miriam held it open for her. Mirjam
followed. “These murals were painted by The Eye himself, it
is said ” Miriam blinked at dusty splendor, a red wool carpet
and walls forming scenes disturbingly similar to—and yet
different from—the traditional devotional paintings of the
great houses of Europe. (Here a one-eyed god hung from a
ree, his hands outstretched to give the benefit of his wisdom
1o the kneeling child-kings of Rome. There a prophet posed
before a cave mouth within which lurked something un-
speakable.) “The palace is held by the Clan in common trust.
Itis used by those family members who do not have houses
in the capital. Each family owns one fifth of it—one tower—
and Baron Oliver Hjorth occupies the High Tower, presiding
gver all, responsible for maintainance. I think he’s angry be~
canse the High Tower was bumed to a shell eight years ago,
and the cost of rebuilding it has proven ruinous,” she added
thoughtfully.

“Very interesting,”. murmured Miriam. Thinking: Yes, it’s
about fifty feet long. This part of the palace was clearly dop-
pelgiingered, if the wall she’d seen in the warchouse was
where she thought it was. Which meant that her own corner
was far less secure than Angbard had implied. “Why was I
accommodated here?”

“Why, because Baron Oliver refused you as a guest!”
Brilliana said, a.tight little smile on ber face. Miriam puz-
Zled for 2 moment, then recognized it as the nearest thing to
anger she’d seen from the girl. “It is unconscionable of him,
vindictive!”

“Im getting’ used to it,” Miriam said dryly. She looked
around the huge, dusty audience chamber- then shivered
from the chill leaching through its stones. The shutters were
closed and oil larhps burned dimly in the chandelier, but de-
spite all that it was as cold as a refrigerator. “What does he
have against me, again?”

“Your braid. Your mother-married his elder brother. You
should inherit the Thorold Hjorth shares. You should, in fact,
inherit the tower he has spent so long restoring. Duke

Angbard has made it a personal project to bring Oliver to his
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-knees for many-years, and perhaps he thinks 4o use you fo
provoke the baron intoan unforgivable display of disloyalty.”

“Oh shi—" Miriam turned to face the younger woman.
“And you?” she demanded. .

“Me?” Brilliana raised a slitn hand to cover her mouth, as
if concealing-a laugh. “I'm in disgrace, most recently for
calling Padrig, Baron Oliver’s youngest, a pimple-faced
"toad!” She shrugged uncomfortably. “My mother sent me
away, first to the duke, then to the baron’s table, thinking his
would be a good household for a young maid to grow up in”
For a moment, a.flicker of nearly revealed anger lit up her
-face like lightning. “Hoping he’d take a. horsewhip to me,
more like.”

“Aha.” Miriammodded. “And so, when I arrived . .

“You’re a countess!”-Brilliana insisted. “Travelinig-with-
out companions! Ii's a joke, a position of contempt! Ser
Hjorth sent me to dwell with you in this drafty decaying pile
with a leaking roof—as a punishment to me and an-insult to
yoo. He thinks-himself a most funny man, to lay the glove
against a.cheek that does not even understand the intent be-
hind the insult” .

“Let’s carry on.” Miriam surprised herself by reaching out
and taking Brilliana’s arm, but the younger woman merely
smiled and walked by her side as she headed toward a small
undecorated side door. “What did you do to offend the
Baron?”

“I wanted to go across to the other side,” Brilliana. said
matter-of-factly. “I've seen the education and polish and the
source of everything bright ih the worid. I know I have not
the talent myself, but surely someone can take me there? Is
that too much to ask? I've a mother who saw miracles in her
youth: carriages that fly and ships that sail against the wind,
roads as-wide as the Royal Mile and as long as.a ‘country,
cabinets that show you events from afar-Why should 1 not
have this, but for an accident of birth?” The anger was run-
ning close to the surface, and Miriam could feel it through
her arm.

She paused next to the small door and looked Brilliana in
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the eye. “Believe me, if I could gift, you -with my. talent I
would, and thank you.for taking it from me,” she said.

“Oh! But that's not what I meant—" Brilliana’s cheeks
colored.

Miriam smiled crookedly. “Did. your: mother- by any
chance-send you away because. you.pestered her to take you
over to the other side one time-too.often? And did Oliver
banish you here for the same.reason?”’

“Yes,” Brilliana nodded reluctantly. “A lady-is somieone
who never knowingly causes pain to others,” she said- qui-
etly. “But what about causing pain to one’s self?”

“ think—" Miriam looked at her, as if for-the first time:
twenty-two years.old, skin like milk and blonde hair, blue
eves, a puzzled, slightly, angry expression, a couple of small
craterlike scdrs marring the line of her otherwise perfect
jaw: Wearing a slim black dress and a scarf around her hair,
asilver necklace set with pearls around her neck, she looked
too-—tense was the word Miriam was looking for—to fit in
here. But give her a jacket and briefcase and nobody would
look twice at her in a busy downtown rush hour. “I think you
have too low an opinion of yourself, Brill,” she said slowly.
“What’s through this door, do you know?”

“I’Hl be the way up to the roof.” She frowned, puzzled.
“Locked, of course.”

“Of course.” This door had-a more modern keyhole-and
lock. But when Miriam fwisted the handle and tugged, it

.opened; admitting a frigid blast of damp air. +I think you're

right.about it leading to the roof,” Miriam added, *but I'd
like to know just where the unlocked doors lead, do you fol-
low me?”

“Brr.” -Brilliana. shivered. She really wasn’t dressed for
this, Miriam noted.

“Wait* here,” Miriam “instructed. Without. pause she en-
tered the doorway. Stone steps spiraled tightly up into_black-
ness. She ascendéd, guided by touch as much as'by vision.
This miust be higher than the doppelginger warehouse’s
roof, she guessed. Cold. wind smacked her in the face at the
top-- She turned-and looked out across the steeply” pitched
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roof, past machicolations, across gardens spread far below.
And then the town, narrow streets and pitched roofs utterly
unlike anything she’d see back home stretching away on all
sides, dimly lit by lamplight. What do they burn? shewon-
dered. Above the entire scene, riding high atop a tattered
carpet of fast-moving white clouds; hung the gibbous moon.
Someone has been up here recently, she thought and shiv-
ered. It was freezing cold; wet, and dark. Clambering about
on the roof held no appeal, so she turned and carefully de-
scended back into™ the relative warmth of the moth-eaten
outer reception room.

Brilliana jumped as she emerged. “Oh! By my soul, you
gave me a fright, my lady. I was so worried for you!”

“] think I gave me a fright ‘too,” Miriam commented
shakily. She shut the door. “We're going back to the heated
quarters now,” she said. “And we’re going to bolt the
door—on the inside. Come on. I wonder if that bath will be
ready.”

The bath was indeed ready, although Miriam had to ransack
her luggape for toiletries -and chase two ladies-in-waiting
and three servants out of the room before she could sirip off
and get in the tub. In any event, it grew cold too fast for her
to soak in it for long. Baths hereabouts were 2 major chore, it
seemed, and if she didn’t get across to the other side regu-
larly, she’d have to get used to making it a weekly event. At
least she didn’t have to put up with the local substitute.for
soap, which was ghastly beyond belief.

Drying herself with her feet up against the back side of
the fireplace—which for a miracle had warmed right
through the stonework—she reflected on.the progress she’d
made. Brilliana is going to be okay, she mused. Maybe I
could give her to Paulie as a gofer? If she survived the cul-
ture shock. It’s no joke, she chided herself. She’d grown up
with museums and films about the past—how much harder
would she have it if she'd found herself catapulted into the
equivalent of the twenty-sixth century, without any means of

ﬁ
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going home? She’d’be helpless. Had Brilliana ever seen a
light switch? Or'a telephone? Perhaps—and then-again, per-
haps not. I keep forgetting that clothes don’t make the man—
or woman, .she prodded herself."You could go really badly
wrong if you make that mistake here.

She-pulled on_her jeans and-sweater again, frowning—

Should have asked Kara to get something out for me=—then
went back into the main room. The servants had-pulled out a
small dining table from somewhere, and it was.set with sil-
verware and a huge candelabra. “Wonderful!” she said. Kara
and Brill were standing beside it, and Kara grinned uncon-
trollably. “Okay, sit down. Did anyone order any wine?”
" Brill had; and the food, which she’d ordered up from the
cavernous kitchens far below, was still edible. By the time
they’d drained two bottles of a most passable red, Miriam
was feeling distinctly tired and even Kara had lost-her ten-
dency to squeal, bounce, and end every sentence on an ex-
clamation point. “Bedtime, I think,” she said, pointedly
dismissing everyone from her chamber before pulling back
the curtain on her bed; pulling out the warming pan,and bur-
rowing inside.

The hext morning Miriam awakened rapidly and—for a
miracle—without any trace of a hangover. [ feel fine, she re-
alized, surprised. Pulling back the curtain, she sat up to find
a maid sitting with downturned face beside her bed. Oh. 1
did fee! fine, she amended. “You can send them in,” she said,
trying to keep the tone of resignation out of her voice. “I'm
ready to dress now.”

Kara bounded in. *It’s your walk with Lady Olga today!
she enthused. “Look what I found for you?”

Miriam 1ooked—and stifled ‘2 groan. Kara had zeroed in
on one of her work suits, along with a silvery top. “No,” she
said, levering herself off the bed. *“Bring me what [ was
wearing vesterday.’I think it’s clean enough to-do. Then pass
me'my underwear and get out.”

“But! But—"

“I am thirty-two years old, and I have been putting on my
own clothes for twenty-eight of those years,” Miriam ex-
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plained, one gentle hand on Kara’s back, propelling her gen-
ty toward the door. “When I need help, I'll let you know.”
Alone, she leaned against the cold wall for a moment-and
closed her eyes. Youth and enthusiasm! She made a curse of
the phrase.

Miriam dressed quickly and-efficiently, then exited her
bedroom to find Kara and a couple of servants waiting by
the dining table, on which was laid a single breakfast setting.
She was about to protest when she took one look at Kara and
bif her tongue. Instead, she sat down. “Coffee or tea,"what-

-ever’s available,” she said to the maid. “Kara. Come heie. Sit
down with me. Cough it up.”

“I'm meant to dress you,” she said miserably. “It’s my
J 0 -!,

“Fine, fine.” Miriam rolled her eyes. “You do know [
come from the other side?” Kara nodded. “If it makes you
feel better, tell yourself I'm a crazy old bat who’ll be somry
she ignored you later.” She grinned at Kara’s expression of
surprise. “Listen, there’s something you need to know about
me:.I don’t play head games.”

“Games? With keads?”

Ye gods! “If 1 think someone has made a mistake, 1 tell
them. It doesn’t mean I secretly hate them or that I've decided
to make their life unpleasant. I don’t do that because I’ve got
other things to worry about, and screwing around like that—"
she saw Kara’s eyes widen—Don’t tell me swearing isn't al-
lowed ?=— “is a waste of time. Do you understand?”

Kara shook her head, mutely.

“Don’t worry about it, then.-I'm not angry with you.
Drink your tea.” Miriam patted her hand. “It’s going to be all
tight. You.said there’s a reception this evening. You said we
were invited. You want to go?”

Kara nodded, slowly, watching Miriam.

“Fine. You're coming, then. If you didn’t want to go, I
wouldn’t make you. Do you understand? As long as you do
your job properly when you're needed, as far as I’'m con-
cemed you're free to do” whatever you like” with the rest of
your time. I am not your mother. Do yon understdnd?”
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Kara nodded again, but her entire posture was one of }nﬁtc
denialand her eyes were wide. Shit, I'm not getting through
to her, Mirtam thought to herself. She sighed. “Okay. Break-

fast first” The toast was getting cold. “Is Brill going to the .

?!’_
pa{t‘%es, mistress.” Kara seemed to have found her tongue
again, but she sounded a bit shaky. She's about seventeen,
Miriam rerhinded herself. A teenager. Whatever happened
to teenage rebellionhere? Do they beat it out of them or
something? .

“Good.- Listen, when you’ve finished, go find her. I need
someone to walk with me to I'ady Olga’s apartment. When
Brill gets back, the two of you are to-sort out whatever I'm
wearing tonight: When I get back I'll need you both to dress
me and tell-me Who everybody is, where the bodies are
buried, and what topics of conversation to avoid. Plus a
quick course in court etiquette to make sure I know how to
greet someone without insulting them. Think you can man-
age that?”

Kara nodded, a quick flick of the chin. “Yes, I can do
that” She was about to say something else, but she swal-
lowed it. “By your leave.” She stdod.

“Sure. Be off with you.”

Xara turned-and-scurried out of the room, back stiff, “I
don’t think I understand that girl,” Miriam muttered to her-
self. Brill I think I've got a handle on, but Kara— She shook
ber head, acutely aware of how much-she didn’t know and,
by implication, of how much potential for damage this
touchy teenager contained within her mood swings.

Brilliana turned up as Miriam finished her coffee, dressed
for an outdoor -hike. Hey, have'I started a fashion for
trousers? Miriam rose. “Good morning!” She grinned.
“Sleep well after last night?” ) L

“Oh.” Brilliana rubbed her forehead. “You plied us with
wine like a swain Wwith his~—well, I hirik it’s still there.” She
waited for Miriam to stand up. “Would you like‘ to go
straight to Lady Olga? Her Aris says she would receive you
in the orangery, then take tea with you in her rooms.”

——A‘—
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“I think, hmm.” Miriam raised an eyebrow; then nodded
when she saw Brilliana’s expression. No newspapers, no
telephones, no electricity. Visiting each other is probably
the nearest thing to entertainment they get around here
when none of the big nobs are throwing parties. “Whatever
you think is the right thing to.do,” she said. “Where’s my
coat...”

JBrilliana led her through the vast empty reception cham-
ber of the night before, now illuminated with the clear white
light of a snow-blanketed day. They turned down a broad
stone-flagged corridor, It was empty save for darkened oil
paintings of former inhabitants, and .an elderly. servant
slowly polishing a suit of armor that looked strangely wrong
to Miriam’s untrained eye: The plates and joints not quite
angled like anything she’d seen in a museum back home.

“Lady Aris said that her excellency is in a-foul mood this
momming,” Brilliana said quietly. “She doesn’t know why.”

“Hmmph.” Miriam had.some thoughts on the subject. “I
spent a long fime talking to Olga on the way here. She’s . . .
let’s just say that being one of the inner Clan and fully pos-
sessed of the talent doesn’t solve all problems.”

“Really?” Brilliana looked slightly disappointed. She

pointed Miriam down a wide staircase, carpeted in blue.
“Two footmen in crimson livery stood guard at the bottom,
backs straight, never blinking at the two. women as they
passed. Their brightly polished swords locked less out of
place to Miriam’s eye than the submachine guns slung dis-
creetly behind their shoplders. Any mob who tried to storm
the Clan’s holding would get more than they bargained for.

They walked along another corridor. A small crocodile of
maids and dubious-looking servants, cleaning staff; shuffled
out of their way as they passed. This time Miriam felt eyes
tracking them. “Olga has issues,” she said quietly. “Do you

know Duke Lofstrom?”

“I've never been presented .to him.” Brilliana’s eyes
widened. “Isn’t he your uncle?”

“He’s trying to marry Olga off,” Miriam murmured.
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“Funny thing is, now I think about it, not once during three
days in a carriage with hef did I hear Olga say anything pos-
itive about hernisband-to-be.”

“My lady?” o _

They came to anothier staircase, this time leading down
into a different wing of -this preposterously huge mansion.
They passed more guards, this time in the same oqlors,as
Ofiver Hjorth’s butler. Miriam didn’t let herself blink, but
she.was aware of “their stares, hostile and’ unwelcoming,
drilling into her back. ) _ .

“I¢-it my iragination or . . . 7" Miriam muttered as they
tuned down a final corridor. _ ]

“They may have been shown miniatures of you,” Bril
liana said. Sheé shivered, glanted askance at Miriam. “I
wouldn’t come this way without a companion,-my lady.-If 1
was mistrustful.”

“Why? How bad could it be?” _

Brilliana looked unhappy. ‘“People with enemies have
been known to find the staircases very slippery. Not recently,
but it has happened. In turbulent times.”

Miriam shuddered.“Well, I take your point, then. Thank
your for that charming thought.™ \ '

A huge pair of oak doors gaped ahead of them, a curtain
blocking the vestibule. Chilly air sent fingers past it. Bnl—
liana held it aside for Miriam, who found herself in a
shielded cloister, walled on four sides. The middle was a sea
of Wwhite snow as far as the frozen fountain. All sound was
damped by winter’s natural muffler. Miriam suddenly
wished she’d brought her gloves,

*“Whew! It’s cold!” Brill was behind her. Miriam turned to
catch her eye. “Which way?” she asked.

“There.” )

Miriam trudged across the snow, noting the tracks through
it that were already beginning “to fill in: Occasional huge
flakes drifted out of a sky the colorof ‘cotton wool. _

“Is that the orangery?” she asked, pausing at the door in
the fariwall.
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“Yes.” Brilliana opened the door, held it for-her. “It’s this
way,” she offered, leading Miriam toward an indistinét gray
wall looming from the snow:

There was a door at the foot of the hump. Brilliana
opened it, and hot air steamned-out. “It’s-heated,” she said.

“Heated?” Miriam ducked in. “Qh!” .

On the other side of the wall, she found herself in’a hot-
house that must have been ong of the miracles of the Gruin-
markt. Slender cast-iron pillars climbed toward a ceiling
twenty féet overhead. It was roofed with a_fortune in plate-
glass sheets held between iron frames, very slightly greened
by algae. It smelled of citrus, unsurprisingly,-for on gvery
side were planters from which sprouted trees of not-incon-
siderable dimensions.-Brilliana ducked in out of the cold be-
hind her and pulled the door to. “This i§ amazing!” said

“It is, isn’t it?” said Brilliana. “Baron Hjorth’s grandfa-
ther built it. Every platg of glass had to-be carried-between
the worlds—nobody has_yet learned how to make-it-here in
such large sheets.”

“Oh, yes, I can see that” Miriam nodded. The effect was
overpowering. At the far endeof this aisle there was a drop of
three feet or so to a lower corridor, and she saw a bench
there. “Where do you think Lady Olga will be?”

“She just sajd she’d be here,” said-Brilliana, a frown wrin-
kling her brgw. “I wonder if she’s pear the boiler room?
That’s where things are warmest. Someone told ine that the
artisans have built a_sauna hut there, but I wouldn’t know
about such things. I've never been-here-on my own before,”
she added a little wistfully.

“Well.” Miriam walked toward the benches. “If you want
to wait here, or look around? F’ll call you when we're ready
to leave.” N

When she reached the cast-iron bench, Miriam turned and
stared back along the avenue of orange.trees. Brill hadn’t
answered because she’d evideptly found sorvething to busy
herself with. Well, that makes things easier; she thought
lightly. Whitewashed brick steps led down through an open
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doorway to a lower level, past water tanks the size of CIypts.
The ceiling -dipped, then continued—another green-lined
aiste smelling of oranges and lemouns, flakes of rust gently

dripping from the pillars to the stone-flagged floor. Here and.

there Miriam caunght a glimpse of the fat steam pipes, run-
ning along the inside of the walls. The trees almost closed
branches overhead, forming a-dark green tunnel. -

At the end, there was another bench. Someone was seated
there, contemplating sométhing on -the ground. Miriam
walked forward lightly. “Olga?” she called.

Olga sat up when she was about twenty feet away. She
was wearing a black all-enveloping cloak. Her hair was un-
tidy, her eyes reddened.

“Olga! What's wrong?" Miriam asked, alarined. '

Olga stood up. “Don’t come any closer,” she said. She
sounded strained.

“What’s the matter?” Miriam asked uncertainly.

Olga brought her hands out from beneath the cloaltk. Very
deliberately, she pointed the boxy machine pistol at
Miriam’s face. “You are.” she said, her voice shaking with
emotion- “If you have. any-last lies to whisper before I kill
you, say them now and be done with it, whore.”
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| Thq,mtemgw{room was painited palc; green-except
] for the*foor,.which was, unva‘rmshgd wood.: The
.single window, sét-high up jhiolte wall, admitted.a
trickle of-wan.winter"daylight-that barely-helped the " glim:
méring of the electrical ,hulb danghng overhead: The single
tablehad two chairs on ‘either side of:if: All three pieces of
fumiture Were bolted_to the flodr, and the door was solnd-"
proofed and logked from the Qutsides %
“Would “ypuscare for some, more tea, Mr; Burgeson?”
asked the plainclothes inspegfor, holding h]S cup delicately
betweenyﬁngen and thpmb. He lodmed : across thé tablesover-
shadowing Borgeson’ s+ frail-form: they were alone, in-the
room, the inspector evidently not feeling the need for 2 stout
sergeant fo assist him as warq- Uup man.
“Don’t mind if | do#” said Burgeson: He poqgheddamply
into a wadded handkarcluef *’Scuse nie-.
“No needfor excuses, the,mSpectorsald as warmly:as an
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artist inspecting his handiwork. He smiled like a mantrap.
“Terrible winters up there in Nova Scotia, aren't they?”

“Character-building,” Burgeson managed, before break-
ing out in another wracking -cough. Finally he managed to
stop and sat up in his chair, leaning against the back with his
face pointed at the window.

“That was how the minister of penal affairs described it in
parliament, wasn’t it? The inspector nodded sympatheti-
cally. “It would be a terrible shame to subject you to that
kind of character-building experience again at your age,
wouldn’t it, Mr. Burgeson?”

Burgeson cocked his head on one side. So far the inspec-
tor had been polite. He hadn’t used so much as a fist in-the
face, much less a knee in the bollocks, relying instead on'tea
and sympathy and veiled threats to win Burgeson to his side.
It was remarkably liberal for an HSB man, and Burgeson
had been waiting for the other shoe to drop—or to kick him
between the legs—for the past ten minutes. “What-can I do
for you, Inspector?” he asked, clutching at any faint hope of
fending off the inevitable.

“T shall get to the point presently.” The inspector picked
up the teapot and turned it around slowly betweeh his huge
callused hands. He didn’t seem to feel the heat as he poured
a stream of brown ‘hqmd into Burgeson’s cup, then put the
pot down and dribbled in a carefully measured” quantity of

“milk. “You’re an old man, Mr. Burgeson, you've seen lots of

water flow under the bridge. You know what *appens in
rooms like this, and you don’t want it to *appen to.yon again.
You'fe not a young hothead.who's going to'get his self into
trouble ‘with the law any more, are you? And you're ‘not in
the pay of the Frogs, either, else we’d have scragged you
long ago. You're a careful man. I like that. Careful meh you
can do business with.”‘He cradled the round teapot between
his hands gently. “And I much prefer doing business to
breaking skulls.” He puit thie teapot down. It wobbled on its
base like a decapitated head,

Burgeson swallowed. -“I haven’t done anything to warrant
the attention of the Homeland Security Bureau,” he pointed
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out, a faint whine~in his voice. “I’ve been keeping my nose
clean. I'il help vou any way I can, but I’'m not sure how I can
be of use—"-

“Drink your tea,” said the inspector.

Burgeson did as he was told.

“'Bout six months ago a Joe called Lester Brown sold
you his dear old mother’s dressing table, didn’t he?” said the
inspector.

Burgeson nodded cautiously. “It was a bit battered—"

“And four weeks after that, a woman called Helen Blue
came and bought it off you, din’t she?”

“Uh.” Burgeson:s mouth went dry. “Yes? Why ask me all
this? It’s in my. books, you know. I keep records, as the law
requires.”

The, inspector smiled, as if Burgeson had just said some-
thing extremely funny. “A Mr. Brown sells a dressing table
to a Mrs. Blue by way of a pawnbroker who Mr. Green says
is known-as Dr. Red. In’t that colorful, Mr. Burgeson? If we
collected the other four, why, we could give the hangman a
rainbow!™

“I don’t know what you're talking about,” Burgeson said
tensely. “What’s all this nonsense about? Who are these
Greens and Reds you're. bringing up?”

“Seven years in one of His Majésty’s peral colonigs for
sedition. back in seventy-eight-and you still don’t have a
fucking clue.” The inspector shook his head slowly. “Level-
ers, Mr. Burgeson.” He leaned forward until his face was
inches away from Burgeson’s. “That dressing;table hap-

pened.to have a hollow compartment above the top drawer
and there were some most inferesting papers folded up in-
side it. You wouldn’t have been dealing in proscribed bopks
again, wopld ye?”

“Huh?"-The last question caught Burgeson off-guard, but
he was saved by another coughing spasm that wrinkled his
face up into a painful knot before it could betray him.

The inspector waited for it to subside. “T'll put it to you
like this,” he said, “You’ve got bad friends, Erasmus. They're
no good for yer old age. A bit o’ paper I can’t put me finger

L
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on is one thing, But if I was to catch ’em, this Mrs. Blue or
M. Brown, theyd sing for their supper sooner than put their
necks in a noose, wouldn’t they? And you’d be right back off
to Camp Frederick before your feet touch the ground, on a
one-way stretch. Which in your case would be approximately
two weeks before the consumption carried you away for good
an’'all and Old Nick gets to toast you by-the fires of hell.

“All that Godwinite shit and old-time Egalitarianism will
get you is a stretched neck or a cold grave. And you dre too
old for the revolution. They could-hold it tomorrow and it
wouldn’t do you any good. What’s that slogan— ‘Don’t trust
anyone who's over thirty or owns a slave’? Do you really
think your young friends are going to help you?”

Burgeson met the inspector’s gaze head-on. “I have no
Leveler friends,” he said evenly. “I am not a republican rev-
olutionary. 1 admit that in the past I made certain mistakes,
!)11[ as you yourself agree, T was punished for them. My tariff
is spent. I cooperate fully with your office. I don’t see.what
else 1 can do to prevent people who I don’t'know and have
‘never heard of from using my shop as a laundry. Do we need
to continue this conversation?”

__ “Probably not.” The inspector nodded thoughtfully. “But
if I was you, I'd stay in touch.” A business card appeared be-
tween his fingers. “Take it

Burgeson reached out and reluctantly took the card.

“T've got'my eye on you,” said the inspector. “You don’t
neeq to know how. If you see anythinig that might interest me
passing throngh your shop, I'Hl trust you to let me know.
Maybc:, it'll be news to me—and then again, I'll know about
it before you do. If you turn a blind eye, well--"" he'looked
sad—"you obviously won’t be able to see all the titles of the
books in your shop. And it'd be a crying shame to send a
blind man back to the camps for owning seditious® tracts,
wouldn’t it?” |

Two women stood ten feet apart, one shaking with rage, the
other frightened into immobility. Around them, orange trees
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cloistered in an unseasonable climate perfumed the warm air.

“ don’t understand.” Miriam’s face wa$ blank as she
stared down the barrel of Olga’s gun. Her heart.pounded.
Buy time! “What ate you talking about?” she asked; faint
with the cerfainty that her assignation with Roland had been
overseen and soineone had told-Olga. .

“You know very well what I'm talking about!” -Olga
sparted. “U'm talking about my honor!” The gun muzzle
didn’t deviate from Miriam’s face. “It’s' not enough for you
to poison Baron Hjorth against me or to mock me behind my
back. I can ignore those slights—but the’infamy! To d6 what
you did! It’s unforgivable.”

Miriam shook her head very slowly. “T’m sorry,” she said.
«But I didn’t know at the time it started between us, I mean.
About your planned marriage.”

A faint look of uncertainty- flickered across Olga’s face.
“My betrothal has no bearing on the matter!” She’snapptd.

“Huh? You mean this isn’t about Roland?” Miriam asked,
feeling stupid and frightened.

“Roland—" Olga stared at her. Suddenty the look of un-
certainty was back. “Roland can have nothing to do- with
this,” she claimed haughtily. )

“Then I haven’t got a clue what the it you're talking about
is”Miriam said heavily. Fear would only stretch so far, and
as she stared at Olga’s eyes all she felt was a‘deep wellspring
of resignation, at the sheer total stupidity of -all the events
that had brought her to this point.

“But you—" Olga began to look puzzled, but still angry.
“What about Roland? What have you been up'to?”

“Fycking,” Mitiam said bluntly. “We only had the one
night together but, well, I really care about him. 'm fairly
sure he feels the same way about me, t00. And before you
pull that trigger, I'd liké you ask yourself what will iappen
and who will be harmed if you shoot me.” She closed her
eyes, terrified and amazed at what she’d just heard herself
say. After a few seconds, she thought, Funny, I'm still
alive.

“1 don't believe it,” said Olga. Miriam opened her eyes.
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The other-woman looked stunned..However, her gun was no
longer pointing directly at Miriam’s face.

“I just told you, dammit!” Miriam insjsted. ‘Look, are
you going to point that thing soniewhere safe or—"

“You and Roland?” Olga asked mcredulously

A moment’s pause. Miriam nodded..“Yes,” she said, her
mouth dry.

“You went to bed with that dried-up prematurely middie-
aged sack of mannered stupidity? You care about him? 1
don’t believe it!”

“Why are you pointing that gun at me, then?”

For 2 moment, they stood staring at each other; thep Olga
lowered the machine pistol and slid her finger out of the trig-
ger guard.

“You don’t know?” she asked plaintively.

“Know what 7 Miriam staggered slightly, dizzy from the
adrepaline, mush of facing Olga’s-rage. “WHhat ‘on earth are
you talking about, woman? Jesus fucking. Christ, I've just
admitted I'm having an affair with the-man yau’re supposed
to be marrying and that isn't why you're thrcatening to kill
me over some matter of honor?”

“Oh, this is insupportable!” Olga stared at her. She looked
very uncertain ali of a sudden. “But you sent your man last
night”

“What man?”

Their eyes met in mutual incomprehension.

“You mean you don’t know? Really?”

“Know what ? .

“A man broke into my bedroom last night” Olga said

.calmly. *“He had a knife and he threatened me and ordered me
tp disrobe. So I shot him dead. He wasn’t expecting that.”
. “You. Shot. A, a rapist. Is that jt?”

“Well, that and he had a letter of.instruction bearing the
seal of-your braid.”

“l don’t understand.” Miriam shopk her head. “What
seal? What kind of instructions?”

“My maidenhead,” Olga said calm}y “The instructions
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were Véry explicit. What is the law where you come from?
About noble marriage?”-

#About—what? Hub. You meet-someorie, one of you pro-
poses, uually the'man, and you arrange a wedding. End-of
sfory. Are things that-different here?”

“But the ownership of title! The forfeiture. What of it?”

“What ‘forfeiture’?” Miriam must have looked puzzied
because Olga frowned.

“If a'mah, uawed, lies with-a maid, also unwed, then itis
for him to marry hérif he can affordto pay the maiden-price
to her guardian. And“all her property and-titles escheat-to
him as her head:Shethas no say in the matter should he feach
agreement with her guardian, who while I antin hi§ care here
would for me-be Baron-Hjorth. In my event, as a full- blood
of the Clan, my Clan shates would be his. This commoner—
she pronounced the word with venomous diction=—“invaded
my chamber with rape in mind and a purse full of coin suffi-
cient to pay his Wdy outof the baron’s noose.”

“And a letter,” Miriam'said in tones of deep foreboding.
“A letter sealed with : . . what?"Ink? Wax? Something-like
that, some kind-of seal r1ng'7"

“No, sealed witl'the stamps of Thorold and Hjorth.-It is a
disgusting trick.”

“T'll say.”-Miriam whistled-tunelessly. “Would you believe
me if I said that I don’t have—and have fiever-seen—any
such stamp?T'don’t even know who my braid are,"and I re~
ally ought to,-because they’re not-going to be happy if I—"
she stopped. “Oh, of course.™

“‘Of courke,” what?”

“Listen, wasthete an opeh doorto the roof in your apart-
ment tast-night? After you killed him? I'mean, a door he
came in throogh?”

Olga’s'eyes narrowed. “What if there was?”

“Yesterday I world-walked from my foom to- the other
side,” said Miriam ““This house is supposed to'be doppelgin-
gered, byt there is-no'sécutity on the other side-of my quar-
ters. Anyone who can world-walk could come 4n. Later,

Py
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Brilliana and I found an open door leading to the roof.”

“Ah.” Olga glanced around, taking.in whatever was be-
hind Miriam. “Let’s walk,” she said. “Perhaps I should apol-
ogize to you. You have further thoughts on the matter?”’

“Yes.” Miriam followed Olga, still -apprehensive, knees
weak with relief. “My question is: Who profits? I don’t have
a braid seal, I didn’t even know such a thing-existed until you
told me, but it seems clear that others in my braid would
benefit if you killed me. Or if that failed, if T was deprived of
a friend in circumstances bound to,create a scandal of .mon-
stroys proportions around me, it certainly. wouldn’t harm
them. Hf you can think-of someone who would alse benefit if
you were split apart from your impending alliance—"" She

. bit-her tongue, but it was too late.

“About Roland,” Olga said quietly.

“Uh. Yes.”

“Do you really love him?” she asked.

“Um.” Tongue-tied, Miriam tried to muster her shredded
integrity. “I think so.”

“Well, then!” Olga smiled brightly. “If the two of you
would please conspire to convince your uncle to amend his
plans for me, it would simplify my life considerably”” She
shook her head. “T'd rather marry a rock. Is he goodin bed?”
1 Miriam coughed violently into her fist. “What would you
know about—"

“Do you think I'm completely stupid?” Olga shook her
head. “I know you are a dowager, you have no guardian, and
you are competent in law. You have nothing to lose by such
intrigues. It would be naive to expect you to abstain. But the
sitnation is different for me, I have not my majority until
marriage, and upon marriage I lose my independence. Isn’t
that an unpleasant paradox?”

“I don’t understand you people,” Miriam muttered; “but I
figure your inheritance and marriage law is seriously screwed.
Rape as a tool of financial intrigue—it’s disgusting!”

“So we agree on one thing”” Olga nodded. “What do you
think could be behind this?”

“Well. Someone who doesn’t like me—obviously” She
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began ticking off points on her fingers. “Someone who holds
you in contempt, too,”6r whio actively wants you out of the
way. By the way, what would have happened to you if you
had shot me?”

" “What?" Olga shrugged carelessly. “Oh, they’d have
hanged me, I suppose,” she said. “Why?”

* +“Let’s"see.-We have Item Two: someone who has it in for
you as well as me. We all center around—" something nagged
at her for attention—= “No, it’s not there yet. Well, Item Three
is my unsecured apartment. That we’ can-blame o Baron
Oliver, huh? Someone took advantage of it t0 get theéir cat’s-
paw into place by way of the roof, I think that’s clear enough.
Igot Brilliana to lock and bolt the inner apartmerit—which is
doppelgiingered—Iast night, when I realized the roof door was
open onto areas that aren’t-secured on-the other side. Maybe
their first objective was to shoot me in my sleep, and they
turned to you as a second target when that failed. By attacking
you they could either convince ydu that I was to blame—you
shoot me, they-win—or they could deprive me of an ally—
you—and perhaps turn other$ against me. Do you think they
believe Roland would think I'd do siich a thing to you?”

Olga clutched hér arm. “That’s it,* she said calmly. -“If
they didn’t know about you and Roland; they would believe-
him fo be set on me as his prize. It would be a most normal
reaction to be enraged-at anyone who ordéred his-bride-to-be
raped away by night. Outof such-actions blood feuds are
born.” Her fingers dug into Miriam’s arm. “You would swear
to me you had no hand in it?’

“Qlga. D¢ you reallybelieve I'd pay some man to rape my
worst enemy? As opposed to simply shooting her and having
done with the matter?” _

Olga slowly relaxed. “If you were not raised over there, I
might think so. But your ways are so charmingly informal that
Ifind it hard to believe you would be'so cruel. Or devions.”

“I don’t know. The longer I spend here, thé more paranoid
I become” Miriam shuddered. “Is there any risk of some
asshole trying to rape me for my presumed richgs?”

“Not if you're a guest of someone who cares what hap-
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pens on their estate, such as the duke. Even at other times,
you are only at.risk if your guards fail you, and your
guardian is willing to accept maidenprice,” said-Olga. “As
you are of age and able to act as your own guardian, I don’t
think that situation is likely to arise—an adventurer who
took you against your will could expect to go to the gallows.
But you do have guards, don’t you, just in case?” She looked
anxious. “They’re very discreet, wherever they’re hiding!” A
frown crossed her face. “Assuming-the Baron hasn’t man-
aged to make sure the orders 3531gnjng a detachment to your
household haven’t been lost .

“No shlt,” Miriam said shak]ly as they climbed the steps
toward the entrance, looking around at the same time for
signs of Brilliana. “I must congratulate them on their
scarcity. When I find out who they are and where they live.”

The snow was falling thick and fast outside, from a sky the
color of leaden tiles. The temperature was dropping, a bliz-
zard in the making. “You must come up o my receiving
room for tea,” Olga insisted, and erlam found herself un-
able to decline. Brilliana hurried alongside them as they
reentered the barely heated corridors of the palace, ascend-
ing through a bewildering maze of .passages and stairs to
reach Olga’s private rooms.

Olga bad left her guards behind. She wanted no witnesses

- to our little contretemps, Miriam thought with a cold chill.

Now she berated them as she entered her, outer reception
room, four strapping tall men in household livery womn with
cuirasses, swords, and automatic weapons. “Come in, be
welcome, sit you down,” Olga insisted, gesturing toward a
circle of sofas being moved hastily into piace by a bevy of
servants. Miriam accepted gratefully, placing Brilliana at
her left, and presently Olga’s own ladies-in-waiting shep-
herded in a small company-of servants bearing side tables, a
silver samovar, and sweetmeats on trays., With the blazing
fireplace, it was almost possible to forget. the: gathering
storm outside.

4
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Now that Olga’s fury at Miriam had been diverted toward
a different targét, she overcompensated, attempting to prove
herself a charmmg hostess by heaping every consideration
upon Miriam in a way that Miriam found more than a bit
creepy after her earlier rage. Maybeé it was just a guilt reac-
tion; Miriam speculated, but it left her feeling very relieved
that Olga didn’t sharé her interest in Roland. They were well
into a second pot of tea, with Miriam eavesdropping on the
Lady Aris’s snide comments about the members-of this or
that social set at court, when there was a polite announce-
ment-at the door. “Courier for madame Thorold,” announced
Olga’s steward, poking his head in. “Shall I admit hifa?”

“By*all means.” Olga sat up straight as the messenger—
dripping wet and looking chilled to the bone—entered. “My
good man! What do you have for me?”

“Milady, I have been charged to deliver this into you
hands,” he said, dropping to one knee and presenting ‘a

sealed envelope from’a shoulder bag. Olga accepted-it, slit-

the wrapping, and read. She frowned. “Very well. You may
tell your master I received word and passed it on to all pres-
ent here, Feel free to leave immediately.”

The messenger backed out, bowing. Olga returned to her

.chaise, looking distracted. “How unfortunate,” she said.

““Unfortunate’ 7’ Miriam raised an eyebrow.

“Tonight’s recéption is postponed,” Olga read, “by virtue
of the unusually foul weather. It shall ip any event be held
tomorrow, once-arrangements have beerl made for additional
shelter from the elements.” She glanced at the shuttered win-
dow. “Well, Fcan’t say I am surprised. This may be the sea-
son for storms, but this"one appears to be setting in hard.”
Wind-howled around the shutters outside.

“Is this normal?” Miriam asked: “To-poétpone events?”

“By your leave, it’s not normal, my lady, but it’s not un-
heralded.” Brilliana looked unhappy. “They may neéd time
to move the lifeguard cavalry to other stables, to aécommo-
date the coaches of the visitors. Or a roof may have cavcd in
unegpectedly. This being the first real storm of winter; fhey
may be hoping it will blow itself out Svernight.”

——

s
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“Hrom.” Miriam drained her teacup. “So it’ll be tomorrow
night instead?” -

“Almost certainly,” Olga said confidently. “It’s a shame to
postpone onge, twice is an embarrassment. Especially when
the occasion is the return to court of 4us majesty’s winter
sessions. And his opening of the-sessjons and levy of taxes
follows the next day, to be.followed by. a hanging-holiday.”

“Well, then.” Miriam nodded to herself. “Is anything at all
of consequence due to happen then?”

“Oh, a lot of drinking, and not a little ‘eating and making
merry,” Olga assured her. “It’s not a greatly important event
for the likes of us. Our great sessions fall in six.months, near
upon Beltaigne, when- alliances are discussed and braids
rededicated, and the court of falmhes-ln-Cian hear grievances
and settle treaties.”

“Hmm. Well, I suppose I'd better make sure I’m around for
that, too, * said Miriam, waiting for a servant to  refill her cup.

=Olga winked ather. “T expect you will.be—if we find you
some reliable bodyguards”’

Late in the afternoon, Miriam retumed to her apartment—
briefly.

Dismissing the. servants, she called Brilliana and Kara
into her bedroom. “I’'m-in trouble,” she said terscly

““Trouble,” my lady?” asked Kara, eyes glinting.-

“Someone tried io force themselves upon Lady Olga last
night. Sqgmeone with.gold jn their pocket and a2 commission
bearing the seal of my braid. Whlch I have never seen, so [
have to take Olga’s word for it” She sat down on 2 chest and
waited for Kara’s declarations of shock to die down Bril-
liana just nodded thoughtfully,

“This room—and other parts of this suite—are not dop-
pelgéngered properly,” she continued. “On the other side,
security is virtally nonexistent—until you go fifty feet that
way.” She gestured at the wall. “I don’t-hink that’s an acci-
dent. Nor, was that open door last night.” she added to Bril-
liana’s questioning look,

| ahead or not. Any last qpesuons"”

The faMily TRADE 233

“What are we going to do?” asked Kara, looking fright-
ened and younger than ever.

“What you are going to do—both of you-—is | te]l the ser-
vants we're going to have a quiet supper: cold-cuts or a pie or
something plain and simple. Then we re,gomgjo dismiss the
servants and go to bed early so we are well rested for the
morrow. After they brmg our méal up and stoke the fire-
place, they can leave.” She stood up and paced. “What's 1g-
illy going to happcn once the servants have left is that two
of Lady Olga’s guards—the guards Baron.Hjorth hasn’t as-
signed to me—are going to enter the near audience chamber.
through the-side door”

She grinned at Brilliana's surprise. “You will put on.your.
cloaks and go where they lead you, which will be straight to
Lady.Olga’s rooms, where you will be able to sleep safe and
warip until'it's time to come back here, in the morning.”

“And you, my lady?" asked- Kara, searchmg her face.
“You can’t spend the night alone here!”

“She doesn’t intend 40,” Brill said tersely. “Bo you??

“Correct”erlam waited.

“You're going to go over thers)” Brilliana added. “How
I'd like to follow you!”

“You can’t, yet,” Miriam said bluntly. “Someone-is con-
spiring against. me.-I.am going to have-to move fast and be
inconspfcuous. On the other side, there is a teeming city
with many people and strange customs. I can’t risk you at-
fracting attention while I'm on the run.” She raised a finger
o anticipate Brilliana’s ohjecnon “I'll take you along later,
Ipromise.-But not this time. Do you understand?”

“Yes.” Brill muttercdsomeﬂlmg under'her breath. Miriam
pretended not to notice.

“That’s it, then. If someone comes ca]hng in the night, all
they*1l ‘find are beds stuffed with pﬂlows You’ll be else-
where. On the other side, the fewer people who know where
I'm going, the safer I'll be. I’ll. meet you back here tomorrow-
sfternoon; and-we’ll decide what to do then, dependmg on
whether the opening of the court of wintersessions is .Hoing

%
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1t was snowing in New York, too, but‘nothing like the bliz-
zard that had dumped-two feet of snow on Neijwein-in a day.
Miriani met nobody in the warehouse. At the top of the stairs
she paused. What was that trick? She wondered, racking her
brains. A flashback to the training course, years ago: It had
‘been a giggle dt the time, spy tradecraft stuff for journalists
who were afraid of having their hotel rooms biirgled in Kry-
gistan or wherever. But now it came back to her. Kneeling,
she tied a piece of black cotton sewing thread ffom the wall
to the harnidrail, secured with a needle. It was invisible in the
twilight. If it was gbne when she rettrned, that would tell her
something.

On this trip, she wore her hiking gear and towed her suit-
case. With street map in hand, she wanted to givé the im-
pression of being a tourist from out of state who’d wandered
into the wrong part of town. Maybe that was why a taxi
pulled up almost as soon as she emerged from the back

street, while her phone was still chirping its' voice mail alert. |

“The Marriott Marduis, Times S¢uare,” she told thie driver.
Head pounding, she hit the “mail” button and clamped the
phone to her ear,

“Marriott Ma.rquis, room 2412, continuously booked for

the whole week in the name of Mr. and Mrs. Roldnd Dorch-
ester. Just ask at the front desk and they’ll give you a key.”

Thank you, she thought, pocketing the phone and blinking
back tea:s of relief.

The taxi took her straight tothe main entrance dnd a bell-
boy was on hand to help her with her-suitcase. She headed
straight to the front desk.

“Mrs. Dorchester? ch. ma’am, I have your card-key here.
If you’d like.to sign .

Miriam did a little doublc-take, then scrawled sométhing
that she-hopéd she’d be able to replicate on demand. Then
she took the keys and headed for the elevator bank.

She was iriside the glass-walled expréss-elevdtor, and it

was surging up from the third floor in a 1ong glide-toward the
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{ top, when a horrible thought occurred to her. Whar if they've

got to Roland? she wondered. After he booked the hotel.
They could be waiting for me.

It was.a frightening thought, and Miriam instinctively
reached toward her pocket. How the hell do youdo this?.Sud-
denly it occurred to her that the little revolver was as much
of a threat as an-asset in this kind of situation. If she went
through the door and some bad guy was just inside, he could
grab her before she had a chance to use it. Or.grab the gun.
And she was more than twenty stories up, hlgh enough that—
she looked out and down through.the glass v wall of the Jift
and took a deep breath of relief. “Oh, that’ s.okay,” -she mut-
tered, as the obvious explanatlon occurred 1o her just- before
the lift bell dinged for attention: Skyscrapers didn’t ‘need
doppelgiingering against attack from another. world where
concrete and structural stee] were bargly known.

Miriam stepped out into the thickly carpeted hallway and
stopped. Pulling out her mobile phone, she dialed Roland’s
number, It rang three times.

“Hello?”

“Roland, what happens if you're on the twenty-fourth
floor of a tall building, say a hotel, and—" quick glance in
either direction—“you-ry to world-walk?”’

“You- don’t do, that” He chucked dryly. “That’s why I
chose it. I wasn’t expecting you so soon. Come right on up?”

“Sure,” she said and rang off, abruptly dizzy with relief
and anticipation.

I hope this works out, she thought, dry-swallowing as she
walked down the corridor, hunting for room 2412 Hell, we
kardly know each.other—

She reached the door. All her other options had run out.
She,put the card in the slot and turned the handle.

Three hours later they came up for air. The bedding was a
tangled mess, half the fluffy white towe]s were on the bath-
room floor and the carpet was a wasteland of - discarded
clothing—but it had.worked out.
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“T have missed you sé much,” she murmured in his ear,
then leaned close to nibble at his lobe.

“That makes two of us.” He heaved np & little, bracing
against the bed head, tirning to look at her. ““You're beantiful.”

“I bet you say that to every naked woman you wake up in
bed with,” she feplied, laughing.

“No,” he said, in all seriousness, before he realized what
he’d done. Then he turned bright red, “I mean—"

He was too late. Miriam pounced: “Got you,” she giggled,
holding him down, Then she subsided on top of him. “Like
that?” she asked. “Or this?”

“Oh.” He rolled his eyes. “Please. A few minutes?”

“Frail male reed!”

“Guilty, I'm afraid” He wrapped an arm around her.
“What’s with the early appearance? I thought thete was  Sup-
posed to be a reception-this evening?”
“There Wwas, past tense.” Miriam explained abeut the can-
celation.
“So you came over early, just'in case’l was here?”

“No.” She felt very sober, all of a sudden, even though |

“they hadn’t been drinking—and felt the need-to remedy the
condition, too.

“Why, then? I thought you were sticking with the program?”

“Not when people try to kill me twice in one-day.”

“What?” His arms tensed and he began to sit up.

“No, no—lie down. Relax. They can’t come through here
and I took steps to throw off the trail.” She kissed him, again,
tasted the sweat of their lovemaking: “Wow. What did I do to
deserve someone like you?’

“You wére really, really \‘Mckedm a previous life?”

“Nonsense!”

“The killers.” She’d broken the magic, she realized with a
sense of desolation.

“They, won’t follow us here, but there’s a lot to tell,” she
said. “How about we dig a bottle out of the'minibar and have
a bath or something while I tell you?” -

+T think we-can do better than that,” he said with a glint in
his eye. He reached for the bedside phone. “Room service,

W
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please. Yes? It’s rpom 2412.Can you send up the item. or-
dered earlier? Leaye it outside.”

“Huh?” She raised her eyebrows. a

“My surprise.” He.looked smug.

“I thought I was your surprise.” He'd been surprised
enough when she came through the door-—but he’d kissed
her, and one thing led.io another, and they hadn’i.even made
it as.far as the bed the first time. Now she sat up on the rom-
pled sheets, brushing one hand up and down his. thigh and
watching his-face. “About your uncle’s plans. What do-you

{ think Olga makes of them?”

Roland looked pained. “She doesn’t get a say jnit. She’s a
naive little dutiful contessa who'll do as Angbard tells her
parents to tell her.”

“If that’s what you and Angbard think, you may be in for
a nasty surprise.” Miriam watched him carefully. “You den’t
know her,very well, do you?"

“I"'ve et her a time ortwo,” he said, slightly puzzled.

“Well, I have just spent several days in her company and
that lttle minx may be young and natve, but she isn’t dumb. In
fact, it’s Iucky for me she’s smart and doesn’t want to marry
you any more than you-want her—otherwise I wouldn’t be
here now.”

“What_'”

“She nearly shot me.”

“Holy Crone Wife! What happened?”

“Let go! You're hurting—"

“Sorry”’ He sat up and gently put an arm around her
shoulders. “I"m sorry. You caught me by surprise. Tell me all
about it. Everything. Don’t leave anything out. My gods—I
am so glad you're herg and safe-now.”.He hugged her, “Tell
me everything. In your own time.”

“Time is the one thing I don’t think we’ve got” Shic leaned
against him. “Someong sent Olga an unwelcome gift-—a rape-
o-gram. Luckily for me, but unluckily for the thug concerned,
Olga’s childlike enthusiasms include embroidery, violins,
haute; couture, and semiautomatic weapons. She found a com-
mission in his back pocket, with my seal on it and a purse of
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coin sufficient topay the kind of fhaidenprice Oliver might
ask for someone he really didn’t like much. Roland I didn't
even know I had a seal.”

‘A seal.” " He looked away just-as someonc knocked on
the door. Miriam jumped. “T'll get it—

“No! Wait!"-Miriam.scrabbled for her Jacket, fumbied in
-its pockets. “Okay, now you can open the door. When I'm
out of sight.”

Roland glanced at her as he tied his bathrobe. “It’s only
room service, isn’t it?”?

“I'mn not taking any chances.” She crouched against the
wall around the corner from the door, pistol cradled in both
hands.

“Will you give that up? If it’s the DEA, we have vety ex-
pensive lawyers who’ll have us both dut-on bail in-about
thirty microseconds.”

“It’s not the DEA I'm worried about,”she said through
gritted teeth. “It’s my long-lost family.”

“Well, if you put it that way . . .” Roland opened the door.
Miriam tensed. “Thank ydu,? she heard him tell someone.
“That’s great, if you could leave it just here”’ A moment
later, she heard the door close, then a squeaking of-wheels.
Roland appeared, pushing a trolley upon which' sat an ice
bucket with a bottle of something poking out of it.

“This is your surprise?” she asked, lowering the gdn.

He nodded. “You are on.edge,” he observed. *Listen, do
you want me to chain the door and hang out a ‘Do Not Dis-
turb’ sign?” o

“I think "that-would be a good start” She was shivering,
Worse, she had no idea where it had come from. “I'm not

‘used to people trying to shoot me, love. It’s not the kind of
thing that normally happens to a journalist, uniéss you're a
war correspondent.”

She'put'the gon down on the bedside table. -

“Listen,.Chitean Rothschild 98, Sound all right to you?”
He brandished the bottle.

“Sounds perfect. Open-it now,-dammit, 1 need a drink!”

. B
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ment . . ”* He_popped the cork carefully, then slowly filled
wo fluted glasses, taking care not to spray-the champagne
everywhere. He passed her a glass, then raised his-own. “To
your very good health.”

“To us—and the future.” She took a sip. “Whatever-the
hell that-means,” <

“You were telling me about Olga.”

“Olga and I had a little conversation at Cross-purposes.
She was raised to never unintentionally cduse offense, so ghe
gave me time to confess before she shot me. Luckily, I con-
fessed to the wrong crime. Did you know that you're an, uh,
‘dried-up prematyrely-middle-agedsack of mannered stupid-
ity"?"She doesn’t want to marry you—urust me on this.”

“Well, it’s mutual.” Roland sat in the chair opposite the
end of the bed, looking disturbed. “Have you any idea how
the man got into her apartments?”

“Yup. Through my own, by way of the roof. Tums out that
the rpoms Baron Oliver assigned me aren’t doppelgiéingered—
or rather they are, but the location on this side is unprotected.
And aren’t 1 supposed to have bodypuards or something?
Anyway, that’s why I came here. 1 figured it was safer than
spendmg the night in an apartment that has a neon sign on 1 the
door saying ASSASSINS THIS WAY, with cousins next door who
seem to haye opened a betting.pool on my life expectancy;"

“Someone tried.to rape Olga?" Roland shook his head.
“That doesn’t make sense 10 me.”

“It does if I was their first target and they meant to kill me,
but couldn’t get at me directly: it was a contingency plan, to
set up a blood fend-between us.” Briefly, she told him about
the open staircase, and her instructions to lock and bolt all the
doors on the inside. “J don’t feel safe there, I really don’t”

“Hmm.” He took a mouthful of wine. “I don’t know.” He
looked thoughtful rather than shocked. “I can eliminate
some suspects, but not everybody.” He glanced up at her,
worry writ large across his face. “First, it’s not official. It's
family, not Clan-business. If-it was the Clan; they’d have sent
soldiers. You've seen what we've got over here.” She nod-

He peered-at her. “You do, at that?-he said. “One mo- ded. “Our enforcement_teams—you don’t bother resisting.
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They’re better armed, better trained, and better paid than the
FBI’s own specialist counterterrorism units.”

“Well, I guessed that much,” she said. -

“Yes. Anyway, for seconds it’s 100 damned blatant-—and
that's worrying. Whoever did it is ‘out of controls Oliver
Hjorth might dislike you and fee! threatened, but he wouldn’t
try to kill you in his own house. Not offering you a guard of

-honor is another matter, butto be implicated—no.” He shook
his head. “As for Olga, that’s very disturbing, It sounds-as if
someone sether up to kill you or cause a scandal that would
isolate you—one or the other. And you are probably right
about being the intruder’s first target. That feans jt's af in-
sider—and ‘that’s the frightening part. Someone who knows
-that you don’t know the families well, that you can be cut
apart from the pack and isolated, that you are uniguarded.
Someone like that, who is acting like they're out of control. A
rogue, in other words.”

*“Well, no shit, Sherlock.” She drained her glass and re-
filled it. “Y’Jmow something? One*of these days we may
eventually make ‘an investigative journalist out of you.”

“In your dreams—I'm a development economist” He
frowned at the floor in front of her feet; as if it concealed an
answer. “Let’s start from where-we are. You've told Olga
about us. That means if we’re liucky she doesn't tell Angbard.
If she does, if Olga tells him abbut us, he couid—do you
have any idea what he could do?”

“What?” -She shook her head. “Listen, Roland, I didn’t
grow up under the Clan’s thumb. Thinking this .way is alien
to me. I don’t really-give a flying fuck what Angbard thinks.

o

If I behave the way they seem to.expect me 10, I will be dead |

before the week is out. And if I survive, things won’t be
much better for me. The Clan is way.out of date and overdue
for a dose of compulsory modernization, both at the busi-
ness level and the personal. If- the masked:shaniac doesn’t
succeed in murdering me, the Clan will expect me to go live
like a medieval noble lady—fuck that! I’'m not going to do
it. I'll live with the consequences later.”

“You’re—" he swallowed. “Miriam.” He held out his arms
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to her. “You’re strong, but you don’t know what you’re talk-
ing about, I’ve been trying to resist the pressure for yeats, It
doesn’t work. The Clin will get ybu to do what they want
you to do in the end. I spent years frying to get them to do
something—land reform on their estates, -educating the
peasants, laying the groundvork for industrialization. All T
got was shit. Fhere.are deeply entrenched political group-
ings within the Clan who don’t-want.io see any moderniza-
tion, because it threatens their own source of power—access
to imported goods. And outside the Clan, there are the tradi-
tional nobility, not to.mention the Crown, who are just wait-
ing for the Clan nobility to make a misstep. Jealousy is a
strong motivating force, especially among the recently rich.
i Angbard hadn’tstood up for me, I'd have had my estate
forfeited. I might even have been declared outlaw—don’t
you see?” There was anguish in his eyes.
“ “Frankly, no. What I see-is a lot of frightened people,
none of 'whom particularly like the way things work, but all
of whom think they’1l lose out if anyone else disrupts it. And
you know. something?-They’re wrong and I don’t want to be
part of that. You've been telling me that I can’t escape the
Clan, and I’'m afraid you’re right—you’ve convinced me—
but that only means I've got to change things. To carve outa
niche I can live with.” She stood up and walked toward him.
“l don’t like the way the. families live like royalty in a
squalid mess- that” doesn’t- even have indoor plumbing. I
don’t like the way their law values people-by how they can
breed and treats women like chattels. I don't like the way the
outer family feel the need to defend the status quo in"order to
keep from being kicked in the teeth by the inner families.
Thewholé country is ripe for modernization on-a massive
scale, and the Clan actually has the muscle to do that, if
they’d just realize it.d.don’t like<the dehumanizing poverty
the ordinary people have to live with, and I don’t like the
way the crazy fucked-up feudal inheritance laws tum an ac-
cident of birth into an excuse for rape and murder. But most
of all, I don’t like what they’ve done to you.”

She leaned dewn and ?ulled him up by the shoulders,
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forcing him to stand in front of her. “‘Look at,me 7 she in-
sisted. “What do you see?”

Roland looked up at her skeptically.,“Do you really think
you can take them all on?*

“GOn my own?” She snorted. “I-know 1 can,” she said
fiercely. “All it takes is a“handful of people who believe, that
things can change to start the ball rolling. And that handful
has to.start somewhere! Now arg you with me oragainst me?”

He hugged. her right back, and she felt another response:
He was stiffening against her, through his robe. “You're the
best thing that’s happened tg me in years. If ever. I don’t
want to lose you.”

“Me-too, love.”

“But how do you think you’re going to make it work?”’ he
.asked. “And stop whoever’s trying to kill youn.™

*“Oh, that.” She leaned into his arms, letting him pull-her
back in the direction of the bed. “That’s going to be easy.
When you strip away the breeding program, the Clan is a
business, right? Family-owned parmership, private share-
holdings. Policy is set at annual meetings twice a year, next
one at Beltdigne, that sort of thing”

“So?’ He looked distracted, so she stopped fumbling at
his belt:for a moment.

“Well.” She leaned her chin against-the hollow of his
neck, licked his pulse spot slowly. “It may have escaped
your attention, but I am an expert in one_ particular field—
I've spent years studying it, and I think.I probably know
more-about it than anyone else in the family. The Clan is an
old-fashioned unlimited-liability partnership, with a2 dose of
family politics thrown'in. The business structure itself is a
classic variation -on_ import/export trade; but it’s cash-rich
enough-to support a transition to some other.model. All I
need is a-lever and an appropriate fulcrum and then a direc-
tion to make themr move in. Business restructuring, baby,
that’s where it’s at. A whole new business model. The lever
we need is one that will convince themrthat they have more
to lose by not changing than by siicking with the status quo.

r Y
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Once we're in the driver’s scat, nobody is going to tell us we
can’t shack up oh this side and live the way we want to.”

He lifted her off her feet and lay down beside her: “What
leverage do you need?” he asked alertly. “I- spent years look-
ing and didn’t-fitd anything that powerful ..

“It’s going to"be something convincing.” She smiled hun-
grily up at-hiin. “And-they’li never know what hit them. We
need to establish-a power base by Beltaigne. A pilot project
that demonstrates massive potential for making money in
some way that relies on the Clan talent without falling into
the classic mercantilist traps. Tt’ll make rae worth much
more to them alive than dead, and it’ll give us the beginning
of a platform to recruit like-minded people-and start build-
ing”” Shelooked pensive. “A skunk works within an estab-
lished .corporation, designed to introduce. new ways of
thinking and pionees new business opportunities. I've writ-
ten up enough stories about them—1{ just never thought I'd
be setting one uprmyself”

She stopped talking. There’d be time to work out the de--

tails later.
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iriam dozed fitfully, unable to relax her
' grip on consciousness: She kept turning
events over in her mind, wordering what

she could have done differently. If there was anything in the
past two weeks that she could have changed, what might
have come of it? She might not have accepted the pink and
green shoebox. She wouldn’t be in this mess at all.

But she wouldn’t have met Brill, or Roland, or Angbard, or
Olga, or the rest of the menagerie of Clan connections who
were so insistently cluttering up her hitherto-straightforward
family life with politics and feuds and grudges and every-
thing else that went with the Clan. Her life would be simpler,
emptier, more predictable, and safer, she thought sleepily.
With nobody trying to exploit me because of who I am.

Who I am? She opened her eyes and stared at the ceiling
in the dark. Is it me they're after or someone else? She won-
dered. If only I could ask my mother. Not the mother who’d

loved her and raised her, not Iris—the other one, the faceless plicitly, to keep an eye out for me. I'm not going to tell you'
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woman whio’d died before-she’d had a chance-to reniember
tier. The-woman who’d borfie her and been murderad, her
only legacy a mess of=—

She glanced sideways. Roland was asleep next her her, his
face smooth and relaxed, free of worry. I've gone from being
completely independent to this in just two weeks. Never-mind
Brill and Kdra back in the palace, the weight of Angbard’s
expectations, the Clan’s politics . .. Miriam wasn’t used-to
having "to” think about- Gther people” when planning her
moves, not since’the divotte from Ben.

She glanced at the-alarmi clock. It-was comiing up fo seven
o’clock—too late to go-back to sleep. Sheleaned-over to-
ward Roland’s ear. “Wake up, sleepyhead;” she whispered.»

Roland -murmbled somethmg into the pillow. His eyelids
twitchied.

“Time to be getting up,” she répeated.

‘He opened his eyes, then yawned: “I hate morning peo-
ple;” he said, lookmg -at her slyly.

“I'm not a morning pérson, I just do my best worrying
when I should be aslekp.” She took a deep breath. I'm going
to have t6 go find that lever to move the Clafi,” she fold him.
“The one we were talking about last night. While that’s go-
ing on, unless we can find-out who’s really got it-in for me,
we fay not be able to meet up very oftei. -

“We-can’t talk about £b15 publicly,” hesaid. “Even if Olga
keeps her-mouthi-shut—-

“No.” -She kissed"him. “Darfin, I feel l1ka they're all
waichingwus from behind thébed!?

“What are you going to-do today?” he asked dlplomaucally

“Well™She rolled up againist hini. “First, we’re going to
order breakfast ffom room service. Then you’re going to go
and do whatever it is that Angbard’expects of you this morn-
ing. If* you coine back here, I'll probably be gorie, because
T've got some’reseatch to-do and some-stuff to buy. There’s
someone I've'hired—"he raised an eyebrow— “Yes, I've-&s-
tablished a pattern of drawing ouf cash against that card; for
as long as it’1l hold out. I'in paying a friend who I trilst, im-

i
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any more about it because the fewer people who know, the
better. But when you coine back to this room, even if I'm not
here, you’ll find a prepaid new mobile phone. From time to
time, I want you to check for voice mail. Only three people
will know the number—you, me, and my employee. It’s for
emergencies only. There’ll be a single fiumber programmed
into it, and that’s for me—again, I’1l only check for voice
mail occasionally. 1 figure if I can’t even hide a rhobile
phone, there won’t be anything you can do tg help.”

*So you're going away,” he said. “But are you going back
to court or are you going underground?”

“I’m going back to face the music,” she replied. “At least for
this evening, I need to be seen. But I'm going to hole up on this
side at night, at least until I can find a safely. doppelgiingered
room or figure out who's after me. And then—" she shrugged.
“Well, I'll have to play it by ear. For now, I'm thinking about
setting up a new startup venture, in the import/export field.”

“That’s not safe—they’ll kill you if they find out! Clan
business ventures are really tightly controlled. If you splin-
ter off, they’l] assuime you’re setting up as a rival.”

“Notif I do it right,” she said confidently. “It’s a matter of
finding a new business model that basn’t occurred 40 any of
them: Then get it going and deal the Clan shareholders in
before they know what’s happgning. If-1 can finesse it,
they’ll have a vested interest in seeing me succeed.”

“But that's—"” Roland was at a loss for words. “A new
business? There is no scope for anything new! Nobody’s
come up with a new trade since the 1940s, when the drug
thing began taking over -from-gold ‘and hot goods. 1 was
thinking you were going to try and do somethirig like boot-
strap reforms on your own estate, not—"

“That’s because you’re thinking about it ail wrong” She
reached out and touched his nose. “So are they. You did.the
postgraduate rescarch thing,” she said. “Economic history,
right? .

“Right. What’s that got to do with it?”

“Well. The famiiy business $tructure is kind of primitive,

I
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isn’t it? So you went looking for a way to modernize it,
didn’t you?Using historical models.”

“Yes. But I still don’t see—"

“Historical models are the wrong kind. Look at me. They
tried to train you up to improve things, but there’s not a lot
you can do when the management tree is defined by birth, is
there?” i

“Correct” He looked frustrated. “I did some work on this
side, cutting overheadls and reorganizing, but there’s stuff
couldn’t-touch—I just wasn’t allowed anywheré near it, in
fact. There’s no easy-way to apply theEuropean model in
the Gruinmarkt. No investment banking infrastructure, no
limited liability, all property rights ultimately devolve to the
king—it’s straight out of the late-feudal period. Lots of re-
ally competent, smart people who are never going anywhere-
because they can’t world-walk and lots of time-wasting
prima donnas who are basically content to serve as couriers
on a million-dollar salary.” He caught her eye and flushed.

“Whether I approve or not doesn’t matter, does it?” she
said tartly. “The, families are dependent on drug money and
weaning them off it will be a huge job. Buf I'd like you to
think on this. You said that their company structure is basi-
cally fifteenth- or sixteenth-century. They'fe still stuck in‘a
mercantilist mode of thinking-— “What can I take from these
other guys and'sell at a profit?’, rather than ways of generat-
ing added value directly. 1 am absolutely certain’that there is
a better way of running things—and one that doesn’t run the
risk of bringing the FBI and DEA and CIA down on every-
body’s-heads—sortie way that lets us generate value diréctly
by world-walking. It’s just a matter of spotting it.”

“The legality of the Clan’s current business-isn’t a prob-
lem; at least-not from the commercial point of view; I think
we spend a couple of hundred million a year on security be-
cause of it.” He shrugged. “But what can we do? We’re lim-
ited to” high-value commoditics because thefe’s a limit to
how much we can ship. Look, there are-roughly three hiin-
dred active ioner family members who can shuttle between
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the worlds, five days on and five days off. Each of ug can
carry an average of a hundred pounds each way. That means
we can shift three-quarters of a ton each way, each day. But
maybe half of that is taken up by luxury items or stuff we
need just to keep sane. There’s the formal personal al-
lowance. So we really pnly have a little over a third of a ton
per day—to fund an entire ruling class! The fixtures and fit-
tings in Fort Lofstrom alone amount to a year’s gross prod-
uct for the family. That'd be, in U.S. dollar terms, several
billion. Wouldn't it?’

“So what? Isn't it a bit of a challenge to try and figure out
a better way of using this scarce resource—our ability to
ship stuff back and forth?”

“But two and a half tons a week—"

“Suppose you were shipping that into orbit, instead of to a
world where the roads are dirt tracks #nd the plumbing
doesn’t flush. It doesn’t sound very impressive, but_that’s
about the payload to orbit capacity of Arianespace, or
NPO—Energiya or Boeing—Sealaunch.” Miriam crossed her

“All of whom make billions a year on top of: it. There
are hlgh—value,wlow-wmght commodities other than drugs.
Take saffron, for example, a spice that's worth three times
its weight in gold. Or gold, for that matter. You said they
used to smuggle gold, back when bullion was a government
monopoly. If you can barter your. aristocratic credentials for
military power, you can use modem, geophysics-based
prospecting techniques to locate and conquer gold-mining
areas. A single courier can carry maybe a millicn dollars’
worth of gold from the other side over here in a day, right?”

Roland shook his head. “First, we have transport prob-
lems. The nearest really big gold fields are in California, the
Outer Kingdom. Which is a couple of months.away, as the
mule train plods, and assuming the Comanche.or the Apache
don’t murder you along the way. Remember, M-16s give our
guards a quality edge, but quantity has a quality all of its
own and ten guards—or even a hundred—aren’t much use
against an army. Other than that, there’re the deposits in
South Africa, the white man’s graveyard. Do I'need to say
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any more about that? It’d take us years to-get that kind of
pipeline running, before we had any kind of return on invest-
ment to show the- families. It’s very expensive. Plus, it’d be
deflationary over here. As soon as we start. pumping cheap
gold onto the market, the price of bullion will fall. Or have
you spotted something all of the rest of us have been missing
for fifty years? When [ was -younger, I thought I might be
able to change things. But it’s not that simple.”

She shrugged. “Sure jt’s hard, and in-the long term it’d be
deflationayy, but in the long run we’re all dead anyway. What
I'm thinking is: We negd+o break the deadlock in the Clan’s
thinking wide open. Come up with a new business model,
mot one the existing Clan grandees have seen before.
Doesn’t matter, if it isn’t very lucrative at first, as long as it
can fund textbooks—going the other'way—and wheelbar-
rows. While we wean the families off their drug dependency
problemn, we.need to develop the Gruinmarkt Rightnow, the
Clan could implode like thar—* she snapped her fingers—
“if Congress canceled the war on drugs, for example. The
price .would fall by a factor of a hundred—overnight—and
you'd be. competing against pharmaceutical companies in-
stead of bandits. And it’s going. to -happen sooner or later.
Look at the Europeans: Half of them have decriminalized
marijuana already and some of them are even talking about
legalizing heroin. Basing your business on & mercantilist ap-
proach to transshipping a single commodity is risky as hell.”

“That would be bad, I agree.” He looked grave. “In fact—"
his eyes unfocused, he stared into the middle distance—
“Sky Father,.it could trigger a revolution! If the Clan sud-
denly lost its supply of luxury items—or antibiotics—we’d
be screwed. It’s amazing how much leverage you can buy by
ensuring the heir to a duchy somewhere doesn’t die of pneu-
monia or that some countess doesn’t succumb to childbed
fever.”

“Yeah.” Miriam began collecting her scattered clothes.
“But it doesn’t have to go that way. I figure with their social
standing the Clan could push industrialization and develop-
ment policies that would drag the whole Gruinmarkt into the

T
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nineteenth century within a*couple of generations, and a lit-
tle later it would be able to export stuff that people over here
wolld actually want to buy. Land reform and tools to boost
agricultural efficiency, set up schools, build steel mills, and
start using the local oil reserves in Pennsylvania—it could
work. The Gruinmarkt could bootstrap into the kind of mar-
itime power the British Empire was, back in the Victorian
period. As the only people -able to travel back and forth
freely, we’d be in an amazing position<—a natural monop-
oly! The question is: How do we get-there from here?"”

Roland watched her- pull her pants on. “That’s"a lot to
think about,” he said doubtfully. “Not that I'm saying it can’t
be done, but it’s . . . it’s big.”

“Are you kidding?"-She flashed him a smile. “It’s not just
big, it’s enormous! It’s the biggest goddamned mariagement
problem anyone has ever seen. Drag an-entire planet out of
the middle ages in a single generation, get the families out of
the drugs trade by giving them something productive and
profitable to do-instead, give ourselves so much leverage we
can dictate terms.to them from on high and make the likes of
Angbard jump when we say ‘hop’—isn’t that something you
could really get your teeth into?”

“Yeah.” He stood up and pulled open the wardrobe where
he’d hung his suit the evening before. “What you’re talking
about will take far more leverage than k ever thought..”
Then he grinned boyishly. “Let’s do it.”

Miriam went on a shopping spree, strictly cash. She bought
three prepaid mobile phones .and programmed some num-
bers in. One of them she kept with. Rolend’s and Paulette’s
numbers in it. Another she-loaded with her mmnber and
Roland’s and mailed to Paulie. The third—she thought long
and hard on it, then loaded her own number in, but not
Paulette’s. Blood might hé thicker than water, 'but she was
responsible for Paulette’s safety. A tiny woim of suspicion
still ate at her; she was preity certain that Roland was.telling

4
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the truth, straight down the line, but if not, it wouldn’t be the
first time a-man had-ied to her;and— ..

What the hell is this? This is the guy. you re rhmkmg about
spending the rest of your life with—and you’re-holding out
on him because you don’t trust him completely? She con-
fronted herself and answered: Yeah. If*Angbard told him my
l;’{z, depended on him giving Paulie away, how would I feel
then?

Next she collected essential supplies. She started by
pulling more cash from an ATM. She stuffed three thousand
doilars into an envelope, wrapped.a handwritten. note
around it, and FedExed it to Paulette’s home address. It was
an eccentric way to pay an employee, but what the hell—it
wasn’t as if she’d set up a safe bank account yet, was it? Af-
ter posting the cash, Miriam-hit on a couple of department
stores, one for spare socks (There are no washing machines
in history-land, she reminded herself) and another for some
vital inférmation. A CD-ROM containing the details of
every patent filed before 1920 went in her pocket: She had
difficylty suppressing a wild grin as she paid ten bucks for
it. With the right lever, I will move worlds, she promised
herself.

She left the suitcase at the Marriott, but her new spoils
went in a small backpack. It was late afternoon-before she
squeezed into,a cab and gave directions back to the ware;
house. I hope I'm doing the right thing, she thoughtswist-
fully-considering. the possibility of spending anothier night
with" Roland. But he’d gone back to Cambridge, and she
couldn’t stay until he returned to New York.

Yet again there wag nobody to challenge her in the ware-
house office. It seemed even more deserted than usnal, and a
strange musty smell hung over the dusty crates. She went
upstairs, then knelt and checked for the thread she’d left
across the top, step.

It was gone. “Hmm.” Miriam glanced around.~Nobody
here now, she decided. She walked over to the spet that.was
doppelgdngered with her bedroom chamber, took a deep
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breath, pulled out the locket, and stared at it. The knotwork,
intricate and strange, seemed to ripple before her eyes, dis-
torting and shimmering, forming a pattern that she could
only half-remember when shedidn’t have it in front of her.
Odd, it was a very simple knot—

The world twisted -around Miriam and spat out a four-
‘poster bed. Her head began to throb at the same time. She
closed the locket and looked around.

“Mistress?” It was Kara, eyes wideropen. She’d been bent
over Miriam’s bed, doing something.

“Yes, it’s me.” Miriam put her backpack down. “How did
the assassination attempt go last night?”

“ ‘Assassination’?” Kara looked as if she might-explode.
“It was horrible! Horrible, mistress! I was so scared—

“Tell me about it,> Miriam invited. She unzipped.her
jacket. “Where’s Brill?”

“Next door,” Kara fussed. “The reception tonight! We
don’t have long! You’ll have to listen—"

“Whoa!” Miriam raised her hands. “Stop. We have what,
three houirs? I thought you were-going to brief me on who
else will be there”

“Yes, my lady! But if we have to dress you as well—"

“Surely you can talk at the same time?” asked Miriam.
“I'm going to find Brilliana. I need to discuss things with
her. While I'm doing that, you'can get yourself ready.”

She found Brilliana in. the reception room, directing a
small platoon of maids and manservants around the place.
She’d already changed into a court gown. “Ovey there!” she
called. “No, I'say, build it in front of the-door, not beside it!”
She glanced at Miriam as she came in. “Oh, hello there, my
lady. It’s hopeless, absolutely hopeless.”

“What is?” asked Miriam.

“The instructions,” said Brilliana. She sidestepped a pool
of sawdust as she approached. Miriam glanced around as
she added; “They’re no good at following thenr: Even when
Itell them exactly what I want.”

“What have -you been up to?” Miriam leaned against a
tapestry-hung wall and watched the artisans at work.
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“You were right about the door,” said*Brilliana: “So' I
summoned a locksmith to change the levers, and I am hav-
ing this-small vestibule added.” She smiled, baring teeth. “A.
little trap.”

“I—" Mliriam snapped her fingers. “Damn. I should have
thought of that.”

“Yes. Brilliana looked happy-with hérself. “You approve?”

‘_‘Yes. Tell them to continue. I want a word with you in my

m.” She retreated into the relative peace and quiet of her
bedroom followed by the lady-in-waiting. With the door
shut,. the noise of- sawing outside was almost inaudible.
“What’s-the damiage?”

“There were holes in. your blankets—and scorch marks
around them—when 1 checked this morning.” Despite her
matter-of-fact tone, Brilliana looked slightly shaken..“I had
to send-Kara away, the poor thing was so.shocked.”

“Well, I had a good night’s sleep.” Miriam glanced around
the room bleakly. “But I was right about the lack of a dop-
pelgéingered space on.the other side. It’s a huge security risk.
This is serious. Did anyone tell Baron Hjorth?”

“No!” Brilliana looked uncertain. “You said—"

“Good.” Miriam relaxed infinitesimally. “All right. About
tonight. In a while Kara’s going to come back and sort me
out for the reception. In the meantime, I need to know what
I'm up against. I think I"'m going to need to sleep-in Lady
Olga’s apartment tonight. I want to vary my pattern a bit un-
til we find whoever...whoever's behind this” She sat
down.on the end of the bed. “Talk to me”

“About tonight?” Brilliana cavght her eye and continued.
“Tonight is the formal ball to mark the opening of the winter
session of his majesty’s court tomorrow morming. There will
be members of every noble family in the capital present.
This is the session in which his majesty-must assemble trib-
ute to the emperor beyond the ocean, so it tends to be a little
subdued—nobody -wants to look too opulent—but at the
same time, it’s essential to” be seen. To be present in
Niejwein.at.the beginning of winter used to mean one was
snowed in, wintering here. Noble hostages at his majesty’s

4
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pleasure. We don’t do that these days,but still, it’s-a miitk of
good faith to be seen-to offer obedience and at least one
older family member; Your uncle sent word-by.way.of his
secretary that you be asked to bend the knee and pledge his
obedience, by the way.”

“He did, did he?” muttered Miriam.

“Well?” Brill paced-across.the roony in front of her. “What
this means is that it will be an assembly of'some sixty fami-
lies of note.and their representatives and champions” She
spotted Miriam’s surprised expression. “Did you think.we
and ours were the sum and the end of the nobility? This is a
small fraction of the whole, but thanes and earls from distant
towns and ‘estates-cannot appear at court,’and-so.many of
them make supplication by proxy. We, the Clan families, are
merely a small fraction—but the cream.”

“So there are going-to be, what, several hundred.people
present?”

Brilliana nodded, looking very serious. “At least that” she
said. “But I'll be right behind you to remind you of anyone
important.”

“Whew! Lucky me.” Mirianr'raised an eyebrow- “How
long does it go on for?™ >

“Hmm.™ Brill tilted her head over.to one side. “t would
be rude to leave before'midnight. Are you goingtobe...?”

“This time, I don’t have a three-day coach journey behind
me.” Miriam stood up. And this time I'm going to do busi-
ness, she added mentally. “So. What do ¥ need to say when
greeting people, by order of rank,.so as-not to.offend them?
And what have you and Kara decided I'mi going to wear?”

This time it only took Kara and Brill ‘an hour 16 dress
Miriam in a midnight-blue gown. But then they insisted on
taking another hour to paint her face, put up her hair, and
hang a few kilograms of-gold, silver, and precious stones off
her. At the end of the process, Miriam walked in front of the
mirror (a full two feet in diameter, clearly imported from the

N
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other side) and took a-comic-double-take. “Is that me?” she
dsked. =

“Should it not be?” Brilliana replied. Miriam glanced at
her. Brilliana’s outfit 1ooked to Mitiam to be both plainer and
more elégant than her gwn, not to mention easier to move in.
“It is a work of art,”-Brilliana explained, “fit for a countess.”

“Hah.-‘A.work of art?’ And here-] was, thinking-1 was a
plain old journalist”’-Miriam nodded to herself. All facé, she.
thought. All the wealth goes on the outside to sifow__hoyu rich
you are. That's how they think.. If you don't display. it, you
ain’t got it. Remember that. This outfit seemed _margmally
less overblown-than the last: Maybe she was getting used to
local styles. Is there,” she asked doubtfully, “anywhere that
I can put a few small items?” .

“I can assign a maid to carry them, if inleasps you—
Brilliana caught her expression. “Ch that kind of item.”

“Yes.” Miriam nodded, afraid that smiling would cratk
her. makeup. -

“She could use a muff, for her hands?” suggested Kara.

YA ‘muff’ ?” asked Miriam. -

“This.” Kara“produced a cylindrical fur hand-warmer
from somewhere. *Will it do?”

“I"think so.’.Miriam tried stuffing her hands i it. It had
room to_spare—and a small pocket. She smiled in spite of
herself, “Yes, this.will do;” she said- She walked over 1o her

* day -sack and fished aroupd in it. “Pammit, this:is ridicu-

lous—got-it!”-She stood up. triumphantly g:lutching the bag
and pulled out a number of small-items that she proceeded to
stuff into the muffler. -

“Milady?” Kara looked puzzled. -

“Never go-out without a spare tampon,” Miriam told her.
“You kmow, tampons?”’ She blinked.in -surprise. *?‘Well,
maybe you don’t. And a few. other things.” Like a strip of
beta-blocker.tablets, a small bottle-of painkillers,.a tarnished
sifver locket,.a-credit card wallet, and a mobile phone.- That
should cover most eventualities,.she told herself:,

““Milady—" Kara Iooked even more puzzled.
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*“Yes, yes,”.Miriam said biiskly. “We can.go.now—or as
soon as you're ready, right? Only,” she held up a finger, “it
occurs to.me that it~would be.a good-idea to keep our car-
riage ready to return at a moments-notice. Do yoil under-
stand? Against the possibility that my mystery admirer turns
up again.?

“P’ll see to it,” said Brilliana. She.looked.slightly worried.

“Do so” Miriam took a deep breath. “Shall we leave
now?”’

L

Traveling by carriage seemed to involve as much prepara-
tion as a*flight in a light plane and was even less comfort-
able. A twenty-minute slog ih a freezing cold carriage,
sandwiched between Kara and Brilliana; didn’t do:anything
good to. Miriam’s sense of toleranee and goodwill. The sub-
sequent hour of walking across the kmg swbrﬂhanﬂy pol-
ished parquet supporting-a fixed, gracious grin and a straight
back wouldn’t normally have done-anything to .help, ei-
ther—but Miriam had done trade shows®before, and she
found that if she treated this whole junket as.a fancy-dress
industry event, she actually felt at.home in it. Normally
she’d use a dictaphone to record her notes—a.dady-in-
waiting in 4 red gown would have been rather obtrusive at a
trade show—but the principle was the-same, 'she decided,
getting into-the spirit of things. “Is that so?” she cooed, lis-
tening attentively to Lord Ragnr and Sty! holdforth én-the
subject of the lobster fishermen.under his-aegis. “And do
they have many boats?” she asked. “What'kind.do-they pre-
fer, and how many men crew them?”

“Many!” Lord Ragnr and Styl_puffed up-his chest until it
almost overshadowed his belly, 2which was.proud and taut
beneath a layer of sashes and diadems..“At last census; there
were two hundfed fishing crofts in my islest And all of them
but the most miserableswitlrboats of theirown.™

“Yes, but what type are'they?” Mmam persisted, forcing a
smile.

“Pm sure’ they’re perfectly adequate fishing boats; I
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shouldn’t*worty-on their behalf, my lady.-You should come
and visit one summer. { am sure you would-find the fresh-sea
air much to your favor after the summer vapors.of the city,
ahd besides—" he-huffed— “didn’t I hear you say you were
interested in the whales?”

“Indeed.” Miriam dipped her head, chalking up another
dead loss—yet another feudal drone who didn’t know or
wouldn’t talk about.the source of his-own-wealth, being
more interested in breeding war horses and feuding with the.
king’s neighbors:*‘May I have the pleasure of your conver-
sation later?” she asked. “For I see an old friend passing, and
it would be rude not to say-hello—"

She ducked away from Ragnr and Styl, and -headed to-
ward thie-next nobleman and his som—she.was beginninhg to
leain how to spot such things—and wife. “Anibergris, Brill,
may. be available fromr Ragnr and Styl. Make a note of that,
please;I wantto follow.it up latef. Who's this fellow, then?”

“This"is Borl Euan.of Castlerock: His wife is Susan and
the sdn is, um, I forget his name. Rural aristocracy, they
farm and, uh, they’re clients of the Lords Arran. How do you
spell Ambergris?’

Miriam- advanced on Eorl Enan with a gracwus smile,
“My lord!” She said. “T am sorry, but I havenot been.gifted
witht the privilege of ,your.acquaintance befors. May I in-.
trudé upon your patiente-for a-few rhitdutes?”

It was, she-had discovered, a surprisingly effective tactic.
The mianners were different, the glitz distracting,-and the
products and press releases took a radically dissimilar
form—but the-structure was .the.same. At-a trade show she
was used to ‘stalking -up to a-stand wherersome bored men
and women were waiting to fallupon such as she and tell her
their business-plans and their-life stories. She’d had no idea
what happened at a royal court event, but evidently a lot of
provincial nobility turned up in hope of impressing all and
sandry. and carving out aniche as providérs of thisor that—
and they were as much i search of an audience withra bright
smile.and a. notepad as any.marketing executive, did they but
know it -
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“What are you doing, mistress?* Brilliana asked during
one gap in.the proceedings.

“I'm learning, Brill. Observe and take notes!”

She was nodding: periodically and locking seriously, as
Lord Something of This told her about Earl Other of That’s in-
fringement upon his historically recognized deer forest in pur-
suit of coal in the- Netherwold Mountains down the coast,
wwhen she became aware of a growing silence around her..As
Lord Something ran down, she turned her head—and saw a
posse advancing on her, led by a dowager of fearsomely
haughty aspect, perhaps eighty years old but as dry as a
mummy, with curiously drooping eyelids, two noble ladies to
either side, and a train bome by no Iessthan three pages astern.
“Ah.” said the dowager. “And this is the Countess. Thorold
Hjorth 1 have heard so much about?” she asked the younger of
her two companions, who nodded, avoiding Miriam’s eges.

Miriam turned and smiled pleasantly. *“Whom do I have
the honor of-addressing?” she asked. Where's Brill? She
wondered. Dammit, why-did she have to wander .off right
now? The dowager was exuding the kind of chill Miriam as-
sociated with cryogenic refrigerants. Or maybe her venom
glands were acting up. Miriam smiled wider, trying to look
innocent and friendly.

“This is-the grand dowager Duchess Hildegarde Thorold
Hjorth, first of the Thorold line, last of the.Thorold Hjorth
braid,” announced the one who’d spoken to the.dowager.

Oh. Miriam dipped as she’d been taught: “I"'m-honored to
meet you,” she-said.

“So you should be” Miriam nearly let-her smile slipr at
that, the first-words the duchess had spoken to her. “Without
‘my approval, you wouldn’t.be here.”

“Oh, really?” Her smile was becoming painful. “Well,
then I am duly grateful to you.” Brilliana! Why.now? Who is
this dragon?

“Of course.” The dowager’s expression finally relaxed,
from an expression of intense disapproval into full-on con-
tempt. “I felt the need to inspect the-pretender for myself.”

‘Pretender’? “Explain yourself,” Miriam demanded, tens-
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ing. There must have been something-frightening ‘abofit her
expression: One of the ladies-in-waiting took’a step backward
and the other raised a hand to her mouth “Pretender to whar ?”

“Why, to the title you assume with so little preparation
and polish, and manners-utterly unfitted to the role. A mere
commoner from the mummer’s stand, jumped -up and
gussied up by Cousin Lofstrom to stake his claim.” The
dowager’s look of-fierce indignation reminded Miriam of a
captive eagle-she’d once 3een in a'zoo. “A paupér, dependent
orr the goodwill and support of others. If you were who you
claim to be, you would be of substance. Duchess Hilde-
garde ThoroldHjorth made a little flicking motion, consign-
ing herto the vacuuni-of social.obscurity. “Come, my-=-"

“Now you wait right here!” Miriam took a-step forward,
right into the. dowagerls.path. “I anr not .an imposter,” she
said, her voice pitched low and even. “I am who I am, and-if
[ am not here happily and of my own free will, I will not be
spoken tO with contempt.”

“Then how will you-be -spoken to?” asked the duchess;,
treating her to a little acid-smile that showed how highly she
rated Miriam.in this corpany.

“With the respect due my station,” Miriam threw at her,
“or not at all.™

The dowager raised one hooded eyebrow. “Your station is
& matter Of debate, child,.but not for you—and-it is"a.debate
that will be settled at Beltaigne, when Lshall take great plea-
sure in epsuring that it is brought before the Clan-council
and given the consideration it deservés. And you might wish
to give séme thought to the matter of your.competence; even
if your identity-is upbeld.” The little smile was back, drip-
ping venom: “If you joust with the elite, do not-be surprised
when you are unhorsed.”She turned and walked away, leav-
ing Miriam gaping and angry.

She was just beginning to realize she’d been outmaneu-
vered when Brilliana appeared at her elbow. “Why didn’t
you warn me?” she-hissed. “Who is that poisonous bitch?”

Brilliana looked astonished. “But I thought you, knew!
That was your grandmother.”
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“Oh. Oh” Miriam clapped a hand to her. mouth. “T have a
grandmother?”

“Yes and a—" Brilliana stopped. “You didn’t know,” she
said slowly.

“No,” Miriam said, looking at her sharply.

“Everyone says you've got the family temper,” Brill let
slip, then looked shocked.

“You.mean, like—that?” Miriam looked at her, aghast.

“Hmm.” Brill clammed up, her face as straight as a gam-
bler with an inside flush. “Oh look,” she said, glancing be-
hind Miriam. “Isn’t that—"

Miriam glanced around,-then turned, startled. “I wasn’t
expecting to see.you here,” she said, trying to pull herself to-
gether in the aftermath of the duchess’s attack.

The duke’s keeper of secrets nodded. “Neither was I, until
yesterday,” he said stone-faced. He looked her up and down.
*“You appear to be settling in here”

“T'am.” Miriam paused, unsure how to continue. Matthias
looked just-as intimidating in Niejwein court finery as he
had in_a business sunit. It was like having a.tank take a
pointed interest in her. “Yourself? Are you.doing all right?”

“Well enough.” Matthias noticed Brilliana. “You. Please
leave us, we have important matters to discuss.”

“Humph.” . .

Brill turned and was about to leave. “Do we?” Mitiam
asked, pointedly. “T rather think we can talk in front of my
lady-in-waiting.”

“No we can’t.” Matthias smiled thinty. “Go away,-I said<’
He gestured toward the wall, where secluded window bays,
curtain-lined against the cold,” provided less risk of being
overhead. “Please come withamne.”

Miriam followed him-retuctantly. ¥ ‘they ever make a
movie about the Clan, they’ll have to hire Schwarzenegger to
play this guy, she decided. But Amie has.a sense-of humor.
“What is there to talk about?” she asked quietly.

“Your uncle charged me to deliver this to you.” Matthias
held out a small wooden tube, like a miniature poster holder.
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“For.the king, a sworn. affidavit testifying to"your idcnti_ty:"
His expression was unreadable. “I am to introduce you to his®
majesty on’behalf of my master” o

“T, uh, see.” Miriam took the tube. “Any other.messages?”

“Security” Matthias -shook his head. “It'snot so good
here. I gather that Baron Hjorth asgigned- you no guards?
That's bad. "Il deal with it myself-in the- moming.™ He
leaned over her like a statue.

“Um.” Miriam }ooked up-at him. “Is that all?”

“No.” His cheek twitched. “I have some questions for you.”

“Well, Ask away.” Miriam glariced around, increasingly
uncomfortable with the way Matthias had corraled her away
from the crowd. “What about?” o

“Your upbringing. This is important because 1-may help
me identify who i§ trying to kill you. You were adopted, 1
believe?” - )

“Yes” Miriam shrugged. “My parents—I was in-care, the
woman I was found with was dead, stabbed, 2 Jane Poe-S0
when Morris and Iris went Jooking for a child to adopt, I was'
around.”

“Tgee” Matthias's tonewas neutral. “Was your'home ever
burgled-when you were achild? Did anyone ever attack your
[;arents?" .

“My—no, no burglaries.” Miriam shook her heacL‘ “NJ at-
tacks, My father’s:death, that was-a hit-afd-run drivesr: But
they caught hind; he was just a drunk. Random chance.>

“ ‘Random chance.” Matitiias sniffed. “Do not underesti-
mate fandom chance.” i 7

-] don’t,” she saidtersely. “Listen, why the third dégree?”

*Because. He stared at her unblinkingly: “I take a per-
sonal-interest in all threats to Clan security.”

«Bullshit. You're secretary to‘the duke. And.a member of
the outer families, I believe?” Sk looked up at him. “That
puts a glass ceiling right 6ver-your head, doesn’t it? You sit
in Fort Lofstrom like a+spider, pulling strings, and you run
things in‘Boston when. the duke is elsewhere, but only, by
proxy. Don’t you? So-what’s in it for you?’ .
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“You are mistaken.” Matthias’s eyes glinted by candle-
light. “To get here, I left the duke’s side this morning.”

“Oh, I get it. Someone gave you a-lift. across and you
caught the train.”

“Yes.” Matthias nodded. “And here is something else you
should-understand, your ladyship. I amd not of high birth. Or
rather, but for an accident of heredity -.. . but like-many of
my relatives I have reached an accommodation with. the
Clan.” He took her arm. T know a little about your higtory.
Not everyone who lives here is entirely happy.wittrthe status
quo, the way the Clan council is run. You have a history of
digging—"

“Let go of my wrist,” Miriam said quictly.

“Certainly.” Matthias dropped his grip. “Please accept my
apologies. 1 did not intend to give offense.”

Miriam paused for a moment. “Accepted.”

“Very well.” Matthias glanced away. “Would you.care to
hear some advice, my lady?”

“It depends,” she said, trying to sound noncommittal, try-
ng to stay in control. First a hostile grandmother, now
what. . .-? She felt slightly dizzy, punch-drubk from too
much information, much of it unwelcome. “In what spirit is
the advice offered?”

Matthias’s face was as stiff and controlled as a mask. “In
a spirit of friendly solicitude and perfect altruism,” he, mur-
mured.

She shrugged uncomfortably. “Well, then, 1 suppose I
should take it in the manner in which.it is intended.”

Matthias lowered his voice. “The Clan has many secrets,
as you have probably realized, and there are things here that
you should avoid showing a conspicuous interest in. In par-
ticular,_the .alignment of inner members, those who vote
within the council,_is vulngrable to disturbance if- certain
proxies were realigned. You should be careful of embarrass-
ments; the private-is public, and you never know what seem-
ing accidents may, be taken by your enemies as proof of your
incompetence. I say this as a friend: You would do well to

o
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find a protector—or-a faction to embrace—hefore-you be-
come a target for the fears of every-conspirator.”

“Do-you know.who’s threatening me? Are you threatening
me?” she asked.

“No and no. I am simply attempting to educate yor. There
are more factions here than anyone will admit to.” He shook
his head. “I will visit you tomorrow and see to your guards—
if that meets with your approval I can provide you with a de-
gree of protection if you chooseto acéept it. Dosyod?”

“Hah. We'll see” Miriam bacKed away from-him, trying
to cover her confusion. She retreatéd back into thé flood of
light shed by the enormous chandelier$ overhead, back to-
ward the torrent of faces babbling in their endless arrogant
status games and power plays, jost as-Brillidna came hurry-
ing up to her. “You have a summons!” Brill said hastily. “His
royal highness would like you to present befofe him.”

“Present what, exactly? My hitherto~undiscovered family
tre€, a miracle of fratricidal squabbles and—"

*“No, your credentials.” Brilliana frowned. “He gave them
to you?”’

Miriam held up the small scroll and examined the seal. It
wa3 similar to the one Olga had shown her, bui different in
detail.

“Yes," she said, finally.

“Was that all be wanted?*-Brilliana asked.

“No.” Miriam shook her head: *Time-for that later.-You'd
better take me to his majesty.”

The royal party held their space in another-window bay
backed By curtains-and shutters. All the cloth didn’t com-
pletely block the chill-that exuded from the"stonework.
Miriam approached-the king as she’d-been shown, Bril-
liana—and a Kara she’d found ‘somewhete—in “tow, and
made“the decpest curtsy she-could manage.

“Rise,” said his high-majesty, Alexis Nicholau III. “I be-
lieve we-have met? The night before last?’

He smelled of stale wine and old- sweat- “Yes, your
majesty.” She offered her scroll to him. “This is foryou.”
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He cracked the seal with-a shaky hand, unrolled it, then
nodded to himself and handed it to a page. “Well, if you're
good enough for Angbard, you're-good enough for me."

“Um. Your majesty?”

He waved vaguely at the curtaing. “Angbard says you'll
do, and what he says has a habit of sticking.” Oge of the two
princes-sidled up behind him; trailing a couple of attgndants.
“So I've got m'self a new countess.”

“It would appear so, your majesty.”

“You're his heir,” said the king, relishing the last word.

Miriam’s jaw dropped. “M-majesty?”’

“Well, ke says so,” said Kjng Alexis. “Says so right there.”
He stabbed a finger at.the page who, held the parchmeflt.
“N, who d’you think really runs this-place?”

“Pardon me; please. He hadn’t told me.”

“Well,:I'm telling you,” said the king. The prince—was it
Creon or Egon? She couldn’t tell them apart yet—lganed
over his majesty’s shoulder and stared at her frankly.
“Doesn’t matter much.” -The king sniffed. “You won’t fill
that man’s shoes, girl. The man you marry might, though. If
you both live long enough.”

“I.see,” she said. The prince was clearly in his’ twenties,
had long dark hair, an embroidered gold blouse, and a knife
at his belt that looked to be a solid mass of gemstones. He
regarded her with an expression of, slack-jawed, vacancy.
What is this? Miriam wondered with growing fear. Shit, [
knew it! They're trying to set me up! .

“There’s one way of seeing to that,” the king added. “I be-
lieve you’ve not been introduced to my son Creon?”

“DPelighted, absolutely delighted!” Miriam tried to smile
at him. Creon nodded back at her happity.

“Creon is long-past an age to marry,” the king -said
thoughtfully. “Of course, whoever he took to wifg would be
a royal princess, you realize?” He looked down-his nose at
her. “Of course anyone who would be pledged to a royal
household would need a very special dowry—"" his glance
was dark and full of veiled significance—"but I believe
Angbard’s relatives might find the price affordable. And the
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prince would benefit from the intelligent self-interest of an
understanding wife.”

“Uh-huh. She looked past the king, at Prince Creon. The
prince beamed at her, a delighted, friendly expression that
was nevertheless undermined by the way he simultaneously
drocled-on his coller. “I'd be delighted to meet with the
prince later, under more appropriate circumstances,” she
gushed. “Delighted! Of course!” She beamed; desperately
racking her brain for platitudes recovered from a thousand
and one annual-shareholders’ meetings gone bad. “T'd loye
to hear from you, realty 1 would, but-I am ,still-being intro-
duced to so many fascinating people and I owe you my full
attention, it would be awful to devote, less than my full ener-
gies and atention to your son! 1 quite appreciate-your—"

“Yes,- yes, that’s enough” The king beamed .at her.
“There’s no need for sycophancy. 7 have heard so much I am
far beyond its reach, and he—" he nodded—"will never-be
within it.”

Gulp. “1 see, your majesty.”

“Yes, he’s an .idiot,” King.Alexis said genially. “And
you're too old.” Some instinct for self-preservation inade
Miriam swallow an automatic protest., “But he’s my idjot,
and were he to marry his child would be third in ling to the
throne; at least until Egon’s wife bears jssue. 1 urge yow.to
think en this, young-lady: Should-you megt anyone suitable,
I would be-most interested.to hear-of thenr Now begope.
with you, to these vastly important strangers .who fascinate
you so-conspicuously..F won’t hold it against you.”

“Uh—thank you! Thank you most kindly!” Miriam fled in
disarray, outrnaneuvered for the third time this evening. Just
what is it with these people? She wondered. The king’s over-
ture was undoubgedly well-meant; just alarming and demor-
alizing, for it highlighted the depths of her own inadequacy
in trying to-play. power politics with these sharks. The king
wants to marry his son into the Clan, and he thinks I'm a
useful person to talk to? It was desperately confusing. And
why had Angbard named her his heir? That was the real

question. Without an answer, nothing else seemed to make
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sense. What was he trying to. achieve? Didn’t it make her
some kind of target?

Target.

She stopped, halfway from pillared bay to dancing floor,
as if struck in the head by a two-by-four.

“Milady Miriam? What is it?” Brilliana was tugging at
her sleeve.

“Shush. I'm thinking.”

Target. Thirty-two years ago someone had pursued and
murdered her mother, while she was en route to this very court
to pay attendance to the king—probably Alexis’s father. Dur-
ing the civil war between the families, before the Clan peace
was installed. Her mother’s marriage had been the peace set-
tlement that cemented dne corner of the drrangendent.

Since she’d come here,-someone had tried to kill her at
least twice.

Miriam thought furiously. These people hold long grudges.
Are the incidents connected? X so, it could be more than
Baron Hjorth’s financial machinations. Or Matthias®s myste-
rious factions.-Or even the dowager grandmother, Duchess
Hildegarde Thorold Hjorth.

Somecne ignorant of her past: Of course! If they’d known
about her before, or on the other side, she’d have béen pushed
under a subway train or run over by a car or shot in.d random
drive-by incident long before she’d discovered the way back.
How common is it to conceal an heir? She wondered..

“Mistress, you've got to come.”

“What is it?” Something about Brilliana’s insistent nudg-
ing attracted Miriam’s attention. It’s not me, it's something
to do with who I am, she'realized vaguely, groping for-the
light. 'l so important to these people that they can’t con-
ceive of me not joining in their game. It would be like the
vice president refusing to talk to the Senate. Even if I don't
do anything, ‘tell them I want to be.left alone, that would be
seen as some kind-of deep, political game. “What’s happen<
ing?” She asked distractedly. -

“It’s-Kara,” Brill insisted. *“We’ve got a problem.”

The:FAaILy. TRADE 267

“I'm here,” she said, shaking her head; dazed by her in-
sight. I’'ve got to be a politician, whether Iike it or not .
“What is it now?”

Asjthappened, Kara was somewhat the worse for wear -not
to.say steaming drunk. A young Sir Npbody-in-Particular had
been plying her with wine, evidently_fortified by freezing—
her speech was slurred apd mcoherent and her hair mussed—
duite possibly with intent to climb, into her clothing with her.
He hadn’t got far, perhaps because Kara-was more enthusjas-
tic than discreet, but it-wasn’t for want of trying. Thangh Kara
protested her innocence, Miriam detegted more than a minor
note of concern on Brill’s part. “Look, I-think there’s.a good
reason for geing.home,” Miriam told the two of them..“Can
you, get into the carriage?” she questioned Kara.

“Course I can,” Kara sturred.-“N’body -does *t better!”

“Right.” Miriam glanced -at Brilliana. “Let’s get her
home.” :

“Do ydu want to stay, rmstress?” Brilliana looked at"her
doubtfully.

“] want—" Miriam stopped. “What I want doesn’t seem
likely to make any difference here,” she said bleakly, feeling
the weight of the world descend on her shoulders. Angbard
named me his heir because he wanted me to attract whatever
faction tried to kill my mother, she thought. Hildegarde takes
against me because 1 can’t bring back,, or be, her daughter,

and now I've-got these twp ingenues to look out for. Not to |

mention Roland. Roland, who might be— "

“Got a:message,” announced Kara as they were halfway
to thie door.

“A message? How nice,” Miriam said drily.

“For th’ mistress,”- Kara added. Then she focused on
Miriam. “Oh!”

From between, her-breasts, she prodaced-a.thin sgrap of
paper, Miriam stuffed it in her hand-warmer and took Kara
by the arm. *“Come-on home, you,” she insisted.

The carriage was litgrally freezing.‘Icicles.dangled from
the steps as they.climbed in, and the leather sgats crackled a3
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they “sat down.- “Home,” Brilliana told the driver. With a
shake of the reins, he set the horses to walking, their bresth
steaming in the frigid air. “That was exciting!” she said.
“Shame you spoiled it,”-she chided Kara. ‘“‘What were you
argning about with those gentles?’ she asked” Miriam
tumidly. “I've never seen anything like it!”

“I was being put in my place by my grandmother, Fthink,”
Miriam muttered. Hands in her warmer, she fumbled for the
blister-pack of beta-blocker tablets. She briefly brought a
hand out and dry-swallowed one, along with "an ibuprofen.
She had a feeling she’d be needing them §oon. “What do you
know about the history ofmy family, Brill?” she asked.

*“What, about your parents? Or your father? -Families or
braids?”

Miriam’shut her eyes. “The civil-war,” “she murmured.

“Who started it?”

“Why—" Brilliana frowned. “The civil war? ’Tis clear

enough: Wu and Hjorth formed a cornpact of trade, east coast
to west, at the expense of the Clan; Thorold, Lofstrom, Ame-
sen, and Hjalmar returned the compliment, sending Andru Ar-
nesen west to represent them in Chang-Shi, and he was
murdered on his arrival there by a man who vanished into thin
air. Clearly-it was an atternpt to prevent the Clan of four from
competing, so they took equivalent measures against the gang
of two. What made it worse was that some hidden members of
-each braid seemed to want to keep-the feud burning. Every
time it looked as if the €lders were going to settle things up, a
new outrage would take -place—Duchess Lofstrom abused
and murdered, Count Thorold-Amesen’s steading raided and
set alight”

“That’s—" Miriam’s eyes narrowed. “You’re a“Hjalmar,
right?”

“Yes?” Brilliana nodded. “Why? What does it mean?”

“Just thinking,” Miriam said. Left-over grudges, o faction
that didn’t want the war-to” stop,- to stop eating the Clan’s
guts out. She hit a brick wall. It’s as if someone from outside
had stepped in, intervehied to set cousins against each
other . . . She sat up.

- d
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“Weren't there originally seven sons of Angmar the:Sly?”

“Um, yes?”.Brill. looked puzzled.

“Butone was lost, in the early days?”

Brill nodded. “That was Markus, or something. The Tirst
to head west.to make his fortune.”

“Aha’*Miriam nodded.

Stwhy?”

“Tust thinking”* Hypothesis: There is another family, out-
side the Clan. The Clan don’t know about them. Théy’re not
numerous, and they’re in the same import/export trade. Won't
they see the Clan as a threat? But why? Why couldn’t they
simply marry back into the braids? She shook her head..7
should. have tried those experiments-with the photograph of
the locket.

The carriage-drew up at the door of the Thorold Palace,
and Miriam and Brilliana managed to get Kara ot without
any-untoward incidents. Then Kara-responded-to the cold
air by stumbling-to the side of the omate-portico, bending
over as.far as she could, and vomiting in an omamental
planter.

“Ugh,” said Brilliana. She glanced sidelong at Miriam.
“This should not have happened.”

“At least the plants were dead first,” Miriam reassured her.
“Come on. Let’s get her inside.”

“No, that’s not-what I meant.”-Brill took a-deep breath
“Euen of Arnesen plied her with fortified wine wiile she
was outwith my sight. I should have seen it, but was-myself
beseiged when not following your lead.” She frowned. “This.
was déliberate,”

“You expect me to be surprised?” Miriam shook her head.
“Come on. Let’s get her up to our rooms and see she doesn’t—
" a flashback to Matthias’s warning—"‘embarrass us further.”

Brill helped steer Kara upstairs, and Mirtam ensured that
she was sat upright on a.chaise longue, awake and complain-
ing with-a cup of tea, before she retreated to her bedroom.
She started.to remove her cloak then remembered the hand=
warmer, and the.message Kara had-passed her. She unrolled
it and read.

*H
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I have urgent.news concerning the assassin who has
been stalking you. Meet me in the orangery at midnight.

Your obediént servant,
Earl Roland Lofstrom

“Shit,” she mumbled under her breath. “Brilll” v
“Yes, Miriam?” .
*““Help me undress, will you?”

“What, right now? Are you going to.bed?”

“Not immediately,” Miriam- said grimly. “Our assassin
seems to have gotterr'tired of trying to sneakup on me and is
trying to reel me in like a fish. Only he’s made a big mis-
take.” She turned to present her back. “Unlace me. I've got
places to go, and it’d be a shame to get blood on-this gown.”

Black jeans, combat boots, turtleneck, and leather jacket: a
gun in.her pocket and :a locket in her left hand. Miriam
breathed deeply, feeling naked despite everything. She felt
as if the only thing she was wearing was a target betwéen her
shoulder blades.

Across the room Brilliana looked worried..“Are. you sure
this is the right thing to do?” she asked again”“Do you 'want
me to come? I anrtrained using a pistol—"

“I'll be fine.-But I may have to- world-walk in a hurry” /
won't be fine, Miriam corrected herself .silently’ But if [
don’t deal with.this trouble sooner-or later, they'll kill me.
Won't they? And the one thing an assassin wouldn’t be ex-
pecting would be for *her—not one of the Clan-raised hot-
heads born with her hands on a pistol; but a reasonable,
civilized journalist from a world where that sort of thing just
didn’t happen—to turn on them. She hoped.

Miriam hitched-her day sack into place and-checked her
right pocket again, the one with the gun and.a handful of
spare cartridges. She didn’t feel fine: There were battérflies
in her stomach. “If there’s a problem, I'll stay the night on
the other side, safely out of the way. But I need-to know, 1
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want you to wait half an hour, then take Kata around.t6.0lga
and sit things out-withr her there.-With your gun, and Olga, -
and her own grards, in’ a propérly doppelgiingered area,.you
should be safe.-But I don’t want her’ tripping and falling
downstairs -before we learn.who gave her that note. D’you
understand? Matthias promised to sort me out some guards
tomorrow, but I don’t trust him."If be’s in“on this—or just be-
ing watched-—there’ll be an attempt on my life tonight: Ex=
cept this time I think they got sloppy, expecting me tJ turn
. up for.it Iiké it’s an appomiment So- J’m going to-avoid 1t
entirely.”

“I understand.” Brill stood up. “Good luck * she said.

“Luck has nothing to do with it.” Mirtam-took two steps
toward the door; then pulled out her-locket.

Dizzinéss, mild nausea, a headache that clamped around-
her-head like a vice. She looked around. Nothing seemed to
have changed in the warehouse attic, other than-the dim’light
getting dirfimier and the bad smell from somewhere nearby. It
was getting worse, and it reminded her of something. “Hmm.”

Miriam ducked behind a wall of wooden crates, her head
pounding. She pulled the pistol out, slightly nervous at-first.
It-was-a self-cocking revolver; reliable and infinitely reassur-
ing in the gloom. Stay-away from guns, the. training course
had-emphasized. But that.was then, back where. she was a
joutnalist and the world made sensg.to-rational people. But if
they’re trying to.kill you, you have to'kill them first, was an-
other, older-lesson from the firearms instructor-her father
had sent fier-to.-And:here and now, it seemed to make more
sense.

Carefully, very slowly, she inched-forward over the-edge
of the mezzanine floor.and looked down. The ground floor
of the’ warehouse was a maze of wooden cases and-boxes.
The mobile home.that constituted the site office was-blocked
up in the middte of it. There was no sign of anybody abaouit,
none of the comforting. noises of habitation.

Miriam rose to a crouch and.scurried down the stairs as
quietly as she-could. She ducked below the stairs, then from
shadow to shadow toward the door.

I
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There'was a final open stretch between the site office and
the exit. Instead of crossing it, Miriam tiptoed around the
wall of the. parked trailer, wrinkling her nose at a faint, foul
smell.

The site office door was open and the light inside was on.
Holding her gun behind her, she stood up rapidly and
climbed the three steps to the door of the trailer. Then she
looked inside.

“Fuck!”

The stench was far worse in here, and the watchman seemed
to be smiling at her. Smiling? She tumed away blindly,-stick-
ing her head out of the door; and took deep breaths, desper-
ately trying to get her stomach back under .control. Cultivate
your professional detachment, she told herself, echoing a half-
forgotteh professor’s admonition from-med school.- Reflexes
left over from.anatomy classes kicked in.-She turned back to
the thing that had surprised her and began to make observa-
tions, rattled to her core but still able to function. She’d.seen
worse in emergency rooms, after all.

It was the old guy she’d met with the clipboard, and he
was.past any.resuscitation attempt. Someone had used an ex-
tremely sharp knife to sever his carotid artery and trachea,
and continued to-slice halfway through his:spine from be-
hind. There was dried blood everywhere, huge black puddles
of it splashed over walls and ‘floor and the paper-strewn
desk, curdling in great thick viscous.lumps—the source of
only some of the~smell, for he’d voided his bowels at the
same time. He was still lyingon-top of his tumbled chair, his
skin waxy and—she reached out to touch—cold. ‘At :least
twelve hours, she thought, gingerly frying to.lift an arm still
locked in rigor mortis, but probably noionger. Would the in-
tense cold retard the processes-of decay? Yes, a little bit.
Thar would put it before ry last trip over here, but after I
saw Paulette.

“Goodfellas,” she whispered underher breath:-It came out
as an angry curse: During Her night-with Roland, someone
had entered the warehousé, casually murdered the old man,
climbed the stairs—breaking the Hhair—and then, -what?

I
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Brought the attacker who’d- gone-up oir the roof and tried to
attack ©lga? Then he came-back later, crossed over to the
othier side, and emptied a pistol into the-dummy made. of pil-
lows lying in her bed? Gone away? Correlation doesnot im-
ply causality, she reminded herself and giggled, shocked at
herself and increasingly angry.

“What to do?” Well; the obvious thing was to use her most
dangerous weapon. So she pulled out her. phone and speed-
dialed Roland.

“Yeah?” He picked up at the fourth ring. w.- = -

~“Roland, there’s a-problem.” She-realized-that she was
panting, breathing way too fast. “Let me catch-my breath.”
She slowed down. “I’m.in the warehouse' on the doppel-
ginger side .of my rooms. The -night watchman’s had his
throat cut. He's.been dead for between twelve and thirty-six
hours. And’someone—did you send.me.a note’by-wayof the
reception on-the other side, saying to-meet you in“the or-
angery at Palace Thorold?”

“No!” He sounded shocked. “Where are you?” She gave
him the address. “Right, I'll tell someone to get a team of
cleaners around immediately. Listen, we're wrestling alliga-
tors~.oyer here tonight. It looks. like the Department of
Homeland Security has been running some traffic analysis
on frequent fliers looking for tcn;onsts and uncovered one of
our-—"

“] get the message,” she mterrupted “Look, my headache
is that T planted a:hair across the top step when I°came
through last night,-and it was broken when I went back over
this morning. I'm.fairly sure someone fronrthe Clan came
here, killed the waichman, headed up to.the mezannine
that’s on the other side of my suite—breaking the hair—and
crossed over. There was another attempt'to kill me.in my
suite last night, Rolaid.“They want me dead, and there’s

something going down in the palace.”

“Wait there. I'll bearound in-person as soon as I can gct
unstuck from this mess.” u

Miriam. stared gt the phone.that had gone dead in her
hand, paranoid fantasies ‘playing .throngh _her head.
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“Angbard set me up,” she muttered to. herself - “What-if
Roland’s i on it?” It was bizarre. The only way to be sure
woild be.to go to the rendezvous, surprisg the assassin, Who
had come over from this.side. Yes, but if they could get into
her apartment, why bothér with.the siily lure?

“What if there aré rwo groups sending assassins?” she
asked the night watchman. He grinned.at her twice over.
*“The obvious one who is clearly a Clan member, and, and
the subtle one—"

She racked her brains for the precise number of paces
from the stairs up to her rodm to the back door opening into
the grounds of the palace. Then she remembered the crates
laid out below. The entrance will be next door, she realized.
She jumped out of the trailer with its reek of-icy death and
dashed across to the far wall of the warehouse-—the.one cor-
responding to the main entrance vestibule of the palace. It
was solid brick, with no doors. “Damn!” -She slipped around
to the front door and out into the alley, then paced out the

fifty feet it would take. Then she carefully examined the next
frontage.

1t was a bonded warehouse. Iron bars fronted all the dust-
smeared windows, and metal shutters hid everything within
from view. The front door was padlocked heavily and looked
as if nobody had opened it in-years. “This has-got to be it,”
she muttered, looking up at the forbidding facade. What-bet-
ter way to block off the entraricet¢ a palace on the other
side? Probably most of the rooms behind the windows were
bricked off or even filled with concrete, corresponding to the
positions of. the secure spaces.on the othef side: But there
had to.be some kind of access 1o the public reception area,
didn’t there?

Miriam moved her locket to her left hand and-pulled out
her pistol. “How the hell do they do this in the movies?” she
asked herself as she probed around the chain. “Ohwell” She
carefully aimed. the gun away from her, at the hasp of the
padiock. Then she pulled the trigger. '

The ‘crack of the gun was deafeningly loud in the night-
time quiet, but the lock parted satisfyingly easily, Miriam
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yanked it away, opened-the-bolt, and pushed thé doorin.

An alarm began to.jangle somewhere inside the buildipg.
She juthped, but there wasn’t anything to be done about it.
She was standing at one end of a dusty linoleum-fioored cor-
ridor. A flick of a switch and the dim lights came on, lighting
a path into'the gloom past metalgates like jail cell doors that
blocked-access to rooms piled ceiling-high with large bar-
rels. Miriam closed the door behind her and strode down the
corridor as fast as she dared, hoping desperately that she was
right-about where it led. There was & reception room atthe
end: cheap desks and chairs covered in dust.sheets and a
locked-and bolted back door. It was about the right distance,
she decided. Taking a deep breath, she raised-her locket and
focused on the symbol engraved inside it—

—And she was cold, and the lights were out, and her skull
felt as if she’d-run headfirst into a brick wall. Snowflakesfell
on her as she doabled over, trying to prevent thé intense nau-
sea from turning into vomiting: I did that too fast, she thought
vaguely between waves of pain. Even with the beta-blockers.
The process of world-walking seemed to do horrible things to
her blood pressure. Good thing I'm not on antidepressants,
she thought grimly. She forced herself to stand up and saw
that she was just in the garden behind the palace—outdoors.
Anyone trying to invade the -palace by way of the doppel-

ginger warehouse on the other side would-find themselves-

under~the guns of- the tower above—if the defenses were
manned. But it was snowing tonight, and someone obviously
wanted as few witnesses around-as possible . . .

An iron gate in the wall behind her was the mirror.image
of the.door to the warehouse office. “Orangery,” she mut-
tered through gritted teeth, She slid along the wall like a
shadow, letting her eyes grow accustomed to the-night. The
orangery was a familiar-hump in the-snow, but something
was wrong. The door was ajar, letting the precious heat (and
how many servants did it take to Keep that-boiler fed?®) es-
cape into the wintér air.

“Well, isn’t that just foo cute,” she whispered, tightening her
grip on her pistol. ‘Welcome to my parlor’ said the spider to the
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1, she thought. The style is all wrong. Assassin #1 breaks into
nty room and shoots up the bedding. Twice. Assassin #2 tries to
bounce Qlga into shooting me for him, then sends an RSVP on
an engraved card. Assassin #3 shows me an open door. Which
of these. things is not like the .other? She shivered—and not
from the cold: the hot rage she’d been holding back ever since
she’d first been abducted was taking hold.

The wall at this end of the orangery was of brick, anid the
glassy arch of the ceiling was low, beginning only abéut ten
feet up. Miriam gritted her teeth and furnbled for finger and
toe holds. Then she realized there was a cast-iron drain pipe,
half-buried under the snow where the wall of the orangery met
the cormer of the inner garden wall. Aka. She put the pistol in
her pocket and began to climb, this time with more confidence.

On top of the wall she could look out across a corrugated
sheet of whiteness—the snow was settling on the-orangefy
faster than the heat from below could melt it. Leaning for-
ward, she used her sleeve to rub a clear swathe in the glass.
Paraffin latnps shed a thin glow through the orangery, help-
ing with the warmth and prowdmg enough light to see by. To
Miriam’s night-adapted vision it was like a glimpse into a
dim subterranean hell. She hunted around and saw, just be-
hind the door, a hunched shadow. And after & minute-of
watching—during which time. her hands began to- grow
mumb—she saw the shadow move, shifting in position just
like a man shuffling his feet in the cold draft from outside.

“Right,” she whispered tensely, feeling an intense, burn-
ing sense of hatred for the figure on the other side, just as the
door opened further and someone else came in.

What happened then happened almost too fast to see—
Miriam froze atop the window, unable to.breathe in the cold
air, her head throbbing until she wondered if she was com-
ing down with a full-blown migraine. The shadow flowed
forward behind the person who'd entered the orangery.
There was a flurry of activity, then a body collapsed on the
floor in a spreading pool of ... of— Holy shit, thought
Miriam, he’s killed him!
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Shocked out of her angry reverie, she slid back down-the
drainpipe, scraping hands and cheek on the. rongh- stone-
work, and landed in a snowdrift hard enough that it*nearly
knocked the breath out of her. Quick! Fumbling for her pis-
tol, she skidded toward the door and.yanked'it open: She
brought the gun up in time to see 2 man-turning . towarg her:
He'was dressed all imr black, his-face covered by a ski mask
or something similar:" The' long-knife in his hand was red.
with blood as he straightened up from-the body at his feet.
“Stop—" Miriam called. He didn’t stop, and time telescoped
in on her. Two shot$ in the torso, two more—then the dry
click of a hammer on a spent cartridge. The killer collapsed
toward her and Miriam shook her head and took a step back,
wishing she hadn’t heard-the sound of bullets striking flesh.

Time caught up with her again. “Shit!” She called out,
heart lurching between her ribs like a frightened animal. A
sense of gathering wrongness overcame her, as if what had
just happéned was impossible. Another old refiex canght up,
and- she stepped forward. “Gumey—" she bit her tongue.
There were no gurneys here, no hemostats, no competent
nurses to get‘the bleeding staunched and no defibrillators—
and especially no packets of plasma and operating theaters
in which to struggle for the victim’s life.

She found herself an fndefinite tire later-—probably- only
seconds had passed, although it felt like hours—staring”
down at a spreading pool of blood around her feet. Blood,
and the body of & man, dressed from head to foot in black, A
long curve-bladed knife lay beside him. Behind him—*“Mar-
git!” It was Lady-Margit, Olga’s chaperone: The fat lady had
sung her last: .There was nothing to be done. She still
twitched; and maybe a modern ER room could have done
something for her—but not here, not with a massive exsan-
guinating chest wourd- that had already stopped pumping.
Probably the dorsal aorta or a ventricle, she realized. Gh
hell. What was she doing -here? For a moment, Mitiam
wished she believed in something—someone—=who’d look
after Margit. But there wasn’t time for that gow.

il
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She, turried-back to the-assassin: He-was alive—but nio,
that was just residual: twitching, too.-She’d. acmally “nailed
him through the heart with her. first twp shots, -the second
double-tap turning his chest-into a bloodYZmess There was
already a stench of excrement in the air-ag his bowels re-
laxed. She pulled-back his hood. The assassin was shaven-
headed and flat-faced: He looks Chinese, she realized with a
mixture of astoniShment and regret. She'd-just kifled a man,
but—there was a chain around his-neck. =

“What the fuck?” she asked tkmgugh the -haze, of her
headache and anxiety, then she pulled gut a, round *sealed
locket, utterly unadorned and plain. “Clan.”” She paut it in her
pocket and, glanced at.Margit’s cooling, Gody:- “What on
earth posgessed.you to come. down here at midnight?” she

asked aloud.-“Was it 2 message for—" she trailed.off.

« They're after Olga, too, she realized, and Wlt.h that real-
‘ization came both a sick fear. I have to warn OIgal

Miriam left the orangery and headed toward the palace.
half-empty for the evening with'its_noble residents enjoying
the king’s hospitality. She wouldn’t be able to world-walk
from her own rooms.any more, but if Brilliapa was in, they’d
have a little chat. She knows more than-she’s saying, Miriam
realized. Slowing. What a mess! The implication was just
beginning to sink in. “Wheels within wheels,# she muttered.
Her hands were shaking violently-and the small of her back
was icy- cold with sweat from the- adrenaline; surge when
shed shot_the assassin: She paused, leaning against the cold
outside wall of the orangery while she tried to gather her
composure. “He was here to kill me.” The chill from the wall
was beginning to penetrate her jacket. She dug around in her
pocket for spare cartridges, fumbling as she relpaded the re-
volver. Got to find Olga. And Brill. .

And then she’d have to go undercover.,

" One way of lookmg at it was that there was a story to dig
up; a story about her long-dead mother, blped feuds, and
civil war, a tale of assassins who came in the night and drug-
dealing aristocrats who would brook no rival, Just like any
other undercover investigativeexpose—not that Miriam was

w - — . rJ
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used to undércover jobs, but she’d be damned if she’d sur-
render to the editorial whims of family politics before she
broke that story all over them—at the Clan gathering on
Beltaigne night.
“Get moving, girl,” she told herself as she pushed off the
ﬁall and headed back toward the palace. “THere’s no time to
s
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he snow was falling thickly when Miriap reached
the wall of the orangery, and she was shlvermg de-
x Spite_her leather Jacket It was dark, t00,<in.a way
that.no modern: mtyJevgrfwas—Nok stree;hghts 10 reflect oﬁf
the clouds, she realized, fumbling with.Her pocket torch.The
gate was shut, "and she had 0, tug hard fo.open it. Beyond the
gate, the_ g vast w1dth of the- palace Joomed out of thé show,,
TOW upon-row of shuttexed windows at ground level. P
"‘tht” Miriam- muttered inthe wind, No guaids, -shé. real-
ized’Wasn’t+¢his the-east wing, under.the Thorold tower,
where Olga was living? She glsmceﬂ up at the t towering mass
of stouework Theaentranccs swere~all- round the front,. but
shelds attract' unwelcom‘e attention gbing ins Instead she
trudged over tqat_he_.nea:;st, window casement. “Hey—

It wasn’t 3"shuttered window: It was a doorway; designed
to blend i in w1th the building’s rear aspect. There was a han-
dlecanda dlscrcc; _bell-pull beside it. Cursing the architec-
tural pretensions of whoever hads dqmgﬂed this pile, Miriam
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tgged the rope. Something clanged distantly, behind the
door. She stepped sideways and steeled herself, raising her
pistol with a sick sense of anticipation in her stomach.

Rattling and creaking. A slot in the door, near eye level,

squeaked as it moved aside. “Wehr ish—" quavered a hoarse
voice.

“Unlock the door and step back now,” Miriam said, aim-
ing through the slot.

“Stsch!”

“Now.”A click. Two terrified eyes stared at her for a mo-
ment, then dropped from view. Miriam kicked the door hard,
feeling the impact jar through her foot. For a miracle, the el-
derly caretaker had dropped the latch rather than shooting
the bolt before he ran: Instead of falling fiat on her ass with
a sore ankle, Miriam found herself standing in a dark hall-
way facing a door opposite. Did he understand me? She
wondered. No time for that now. She darted forward, pulling
the door closed behind her as she headed for the other end of
the short hall. Then she paused. There was a narrow staircase
beside her, heading up into the recesses of the servants*side

of the wing, buit the old guy who’d let her in—gardener or -

caretaker?—had vanished through the door into the recep-
tion room off to one side, Right. Miriam took the stairs two
at a time, rushed past the shut doors on the first landing as
lightly as she could and only patsed on the second landing.
“Where is everybody?” she whispered aloud. There
should be guards, bells ringing, whatever—she’d just barged
in and instead of security ail she’d encountered was a fright-
ened groundskeeper. The butterflies in her stomach hadn’t
gone away, if anything they were stronger. Either her imagi-
nation was working overtime or something was very wrong.
There were ddors up here, doors onto cramped” rooms
used by the servants, but also a side door onto the main stair-
case that crawled around the walls of the tower’s core, link-
ing the suites of the noble residents. It was chilly, and the oil
lamp mounted in a wall bracket hardly lightened the shad-
ows, but it was enough to show Miriam which way to go.
he: pushed the side door open and stepped out onto the

e
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staircase to get her bearings. It was no brighter in the main
hall: The great chandelier was unlit and the oil lamps on
cach landing had been turned right down. Still, she was just
one flight of stairs below the door to Olga’s chambers. She
was halfway to the landing before she noticed something
wrdng with the shadows outside the entrance. Thé door was
opent. Which meant, if Brill had gotten through in time—

Miriam crept forward. The door was ajar, and something
bulky lay motionless in the shadows behind it. The reception
room it opened onto was completely dark, but something
told ber it wasn’t empty. She paused beside the entrance, her
heart hammering as she waited for her eyes+to adjust. If it's
another hit, that would explain the lack of guards, she
thought. -Memtories of a stupid corporate junket—a “team
building®” paintball-tournament in a deserted office building
that someone in HR thought sounded like fun—welled up,
threatening her with a sense of déji-vu. Very slowly, she
looked round the edge of the door frame.

Something or someone clad in light-absorbing clothes
was kneeling in front of the door at the far end of the room.
Another figure stood to one side, the unmistakable outline of
some kind of submachine gun raised to cover the door. They
had their backs to her. Sloppy, very sloppy, she thought
tensely. Unless they knew there was nobody else in this wing’
because they’d all been sent away.

The inner door creaked and the kneeling figure stood up
and flowed to one side. Now there was another- gun. This is
$0 nor good, Miriam realized sickly. She was going to have
to do something. Visions of the assasgin in the orangery rais-
ing his knife-and.moving toward_her—the two before her
were completely focused on the door, prepanng to make
their move.

Then gne of them looked around.

Afterward, Miriam wasn’t completely sure what had hap-
pered. Certainly, she rememberedl squeezing the trigger re-
peatedty. The evil sewing-machine chatter of antomatic fire
wasn’t hers, as it stitched a neat line of holes across the ceil-
ing. She’d flinched, dazzled and deafened by the sudden
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noise, and there’d been more hammering and she’d fallen
over, rolling aside as fast as she could, then- what sounded
like a different -gun. And silence, once she discounted the
ringing in her ears.

“Miriam?” called Olga, “is"that you?”’ *

I'm still’alive, she reatized, wondering. Taking stock: If
she was still alive, that meant the intruders weren’t. “Yes,”
she called faintly. “I'm cuthere. Where are you?”

“Get in here. Quickly”

She-took no second warning. Brill crouched beside” the
splintered wreckage of the door, a brilliant electric lamp

held in one hand, while Olga stood to the other side. Her .

face cast sharp shadows that flickered across the walls as she
scanned the room, gun raised. “I am going to have harsh
words with the Baron,” she said calmly as Miriam scuttled
toward them. “The guards he assigned- me appear to*have
taken their leave for the evening. Perhaps-if I a flog a few un-
til-the ivory shows, it will convince him of my displeasure.”

“They’re not to blame,” Miriam said hoarsely; feeling her
stomach rise. The-smell of burned cordite and blood hung in
the air. “Brill?”

“I bought Kara hither, my lady. I"did as you told'me”

“She did.” Olga nodded.-*"To be truthful, we did not need
your help with such as these.” She jerked a thumb at the
darkened corner of the room. “There’s an. alarm that Oliver
does not kitow of, the duke insisted T bring it.” The red eye
of an"infrared motion sensor.winked at Miriam. “Bui I am
grateful for the warning,” she added graciously

“I—"" Miriam shuddered. “In the orangéry. iﬂm assassin.”

“What?” Olga looked at her sharply. “Who—

“They killed Ma:git Sent a note to lure.me there, but [
was expecting trouble.”

“That’s terrible!” Brill lookcd appalled The light swayed.

“What are we going to—

“Inside,” Olga commanded. -Brill retreated, and after a
moment Miriam followed her. “Close the-door, dainn you!”
Olga called, and after 2 moment a timid-serving maid scur-
ried-forward and began to-yank on it. “When it’s shut, baf it.

I
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Then'get that chest braced across it,” Olga added, pointing to
a wardrobe that looked to Miriam’s.eyes to be built from
most-of an oak- tree: She stopped and turned -to- Miriam.
“This was aimed at you, not me,” she said.calmly; lowering
her machine pistol to pomt at the-floor. “They'’re getting
overconfident. Margit—" she shook her head—*Brilliana
told me of the note, you are Incky to have escaped.”

“What am I going to do?” Miriam asked. She felt dizzy
and sick, the room spinning around her head, There was a
stool near the, fireplace: She stumbled toward it tu'edly and
sat down. “Who sent them?*

“I don’t kmow.” Olga said thoughifully.

A_door in the, opposite wall opened and Kara rushed in.
“My latdy! You're hurt?

“Not yet,” Miriam said, waving her away tiredly. “The
killer in the crangery was of the Clan, he had a locket,” she
said.

“That couid tell us-which braid he came from,” Olgg said.
“Have you got it?

“I think—yes.” Miriam pulled it put and opened it. “Shit.”

“What is it?” asked Olga, leaning close. “Oh my.”-

.Miriam stared at the locket. Inside it was a design like the
knotwork pattern she was learning to loathe—but-this one
was subtly wrong. Different. A couplet with a different
thyme. One that she knew, instinctively, at a gut level, would
take her somewhere else if she stared at it too-dong and hagd.
Not.to mention making:her blood pressure spike so high it
would give her an aneurism—if she tried it in the next few
hours.

She snapped it shut again and looked up at Olga. “Do you
know what this means?” she asked.

Olga nddded very seriously. “It means you ‘and Brilliana
will have to disappear,” she said. “These two—"" a sniff and
a nod at the barricaded doorway—"'are of no account, but
this—"a glance at the locket-—"might be the gravest threat
to the Clan ip living memory.” She frowned uncertainly. “T
had not imagined that such a thing ‘might ex:st But if it
does—"
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*+They must stop at nothing to kill anyonie.who knows
they exist,” said Brill, completing the thought for her. She
looked at Miriam with bright eyes.”“Will you take me with
you wherever~you go, mistress? You'll need someone to
*guard your back . . "

Two houss later.

Painkillers and beta-blockers. are wonderful things,
Miriam reflected as she glanced overher shoulder at Briil.
She’d managed to relax slightly -as Olga “organized a
cleanup, marshaling -a barricade” inside the doorway and
chivyinp Kara and-the servants into making themselves ose-
ful. Then Olga had pointed out in words of one syliable what
this meant: that‘two factions, at least one of them hitherto
unknown, were after her and it would be a good idea to make
herself scarce. Finally, still feeling fragile but now_accoin-
modating herself to the idea, Miriarh had crossed over: With
her passengér. Who wore a smart business suit ahd an ex-
pression of mild bemusement. “Where are we?"-asked Brill.

“The doppelgénger warehouse.” Miriam frowned as she
transferred ‘her locket to her left hip pocket. “Other side
from my own chambers. Someone ‘should have cléaned up
by now.”

Fidgeting in her pockét, she pulled out some cartridges.
She shuffled quietly closer to the edgé of the mezzanine and
looked over the side 4s she reloaded her pistol.

“This wasn’t what I expected,” the younger woman said in
hushed tones, staring up at the dim warehouse lights.
=~ “Stay quiet until I've checked it out.”She let a sharp note
creep into her voice. “We may not be alorfe here.”

“Oh'ﬂ’ "

Miriam crept to the edge of the’ platform and looked
down. There was no sign of movement.below, and the front
door of the warehouse—past the dismounted trailer that
served as a site office—was shut. “Wait here. I'll call you
down when it’s safe,” she said. -

“Yes, Miriam.”
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She” took -a ‘degp breath, then" darted down the stairs
lightly, her gun raised. Nobody shot at.her*from conceal-
ment. She reached the bottom step and paused for a“couple
of seconds before stepping off the metal staircase onto dusty
woodeén floorboards, 3hen duck-walked over to the side of
the site office, out of sight from its windows and the door.
Creeping again, she sidled around the wall of the trailer and
crouched next to the short flight of steps leading in to it: She
spent about a minute staring at the threshold, then stood up

slowly, lowered her.gum, and carefully.returnedl it to her’

jacket pocket. She rubbed her forehead, thentumed. “You
cah come down now, as long as you come.right over heré.
Don’t touch anything with your hands!”

Brilliana stood up and dusted herself off, lips-wrinkling in
distaste as she tried to shaké the warehduse cobwebs from
the -sleeve of her<Chanel suit. Then she walked down the
stairs slowly, not touching the guard rail. Her back was
straight, as if she was making a grand entrance rather’than a
low:life departure.

Miriam pointed at the.steps to the trailer. “Don’t, what-
evér you do, even think about going in there,” she warned,
Her expression was drawn, Brill sniffed, conspicuously, then
pulled-a face in disgust. —

“What happened there?”

“Someone was killed,” Miriam said-quietly. Then she.bent
downt and pointed to something in the threshold. “Look. See
that wire? It’s hair-thin.-Don’t touch it!”

“What wire—oh.”
A fine wire.was stretched across the thieshold, twvelve
inches above the floor. g

“That wasn’t here when I came this way three’hours-ago,”
Miriant- said tonelessly. “And nobody’s been to -cleatr* up
what's irtside. Going-from what-Roland was telling me, that
means that first, this is a trap, and second, it’s not the kind
where someone’s going to*jump-out and start shooting at us,
and third, if.you touch that wire, we probably both die. Wait
here and don’t move or touch enyrhing. I'm going to see if
they’re belt-and-suspenders people.”
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Miriam shuffled gingerly over- toward "the big wooden
doors of the warehouse—there was a spdaller access dobr set
in the side of ane of thern—with her eyes focused on the
ground in front of her,.every step of the way, Brill stayed

“where she was obediently, but when Mjriam glanced at her,
she was staring up at the lights, an odd expression.on her
face. “I'm over here,” she said. “I’m really on.the other
side!”

Miriam reached the inner door, bent low, l6oked up, and
made a hissing noise through her teeth. “Shit!”

* “What is it?” called Brill, shaking herself.

“Another one,” Miriam replied. Her face was ghost-white.
*““You can come over here and look. Fhis is the way-out.”

“Oh.” Brill walked over to the door, stopping short at

Miriam’s warning hand gesture. She followed,K Miriam’s
pointing finger, up at something in the shadows above the
door. “What’s that?” she asked.
- “At.a guess, it’s a bomb,” said Miriam. “Probably a . ..
what do you call it? A Claymore mine.” The green package
was securely fastened to two nails driven into the hnge main
warchouse door, directly above the access door cut in it.
Mirjam’s compact flashlight'cut through the twilight, tracing
a fine wire as it looped around three or four nails. It came
back to anchor to the access door at foot level, inrsuch a way

-that any, attempt-to open the door would mg op it. Miriam
whistled tunelessly. “Careless, very-careless™

Brill stared at the booby trap in horror.-“Are you just go-
ing to leave it?” she asked.

Miriam glanced af her. “What do you expect me to do?”
she asked. “I'm not a bomb disposal expert; I'm a journalist!
I just learned a bit about this stuff doing a feature on North-
emn Ireland a couple of years ago.” For @ moment, an expres-
ston of.helpless anger flashed across her face. ¥We've got to
get out of here,” she said. “I know somewhere -safe, but
‘safe’ is relative. We need-to hole up where nobody is going
to-ask questions you can’t angwer, assassins can’t find us,
and I can do some thinking.” She glanced at the Claymore

e
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mine. “Once-I-figure out a way to open this-ddor without
killing-us.both.” -

*That was another, irf the office?” asked Brill.

“Yes.” Miriam shrugged: *q figure the idea was to kill'&hy-
one who comes sniffing. But the only people who"know
what’s in there are me and whoever . . . whoever murdered
the night watchman.” -~ - <. R '

“What about Roland?” w S

“Oh, yes: I told Roland. And he couldhave told—” for a
momentMiriam looked wistful. “Danmn; this means I can’t
trust anyone-who works for Angbard,.can 1?” She glanced
obliquely at Brill.

“I don t work for Angbard,” Brill said slowly. *“1 work for
you”

*“Well, that’s "nite to know.™ Miriam gave-her alopsxded
grin.™T hope it doesn’t get you into trouble. Worse trouble,”
she corrected. _

“What are we going to do?” asked Brill, frowning as only
a twenty-something confronted by fate can frewn.

“Hiim. Well, I'm going to open this door’* Miriam ges-
tured: “Somehow or othet. Then . . . there’s a lot you don’t
know, isn’t -there? The*door opens on an alley in a place
called New York. It’s a big city and it’s aftzr dark. I'm going
to call a car service, and you're gomg to d¢ what I do—get
in dfter me, ride with me to where we're gbing; wait while I
pay the driver, and go inside. I'll do all the -talking.. You
should concentrate-on taking 4n-whatever you can without
looking like a yokel."Once: we're in private, you can talk all
you want. All right? Thn’ik you can do that?”

Brill nodded senously “It’ll be forme like when you first
arrived? On the other side?” she asked.

“Good -analogy.” Miriam nodded. “No, ifll be worse,
much-worse.” She grinned again. “I had an introduction; the
whole world didn’t alf get-thrown at'me all*at once:- Just try
1ot to get yourself killed crossing the rodd, okay?” Then she-
glanced around. “Look; over there belowxtlie mezzanine, see
those crates? T want you to go and-sit down on the other side

g
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of them. Shield your head with your arms, yes, like they’re
about to fall on you. And keep your mouth open. I'm.going
to try and get this door open without blowing us to pieces. 1
figure it-should be possible because they were expecting
people to come in from outside, not to materialize right in-
side the warehouse.”

“We’re already supposed to be dead, aren’t we?” -

Miriam nodded. “Go,” she said.”

Brill headed off toward the stack of tea chests. Miriam
bent down and follgwed the near-invisible wire off to.one
side. I really don’t like the look of this, she thought, her heart
hammering at her ribs. She glanced up at the green casing,
ominous as a homet's nest suspended overhead. “Let’s gee,”
she mumbled. “The door opens inward, pulls on the wire . . .
or the warehouse door opens inward, also puils on the wire.
But if it’s spring-loaded, releasing it could also set the fuck-
ing thing off. Hmm.”

She examined the wire as it ran around a rusting nail
pounded into the wall beside the door. “Right.” She stood up
and walked back across to the trailer with its own bogby trap
and its cargo of death. Climbing the steps, she paused for a
moment, took a deep breath; and stepped oyer the wire.

Nothing happened. I'm still here, she told herself. She
tock another deep breath, this time to -ayoid having to
breathe in 100 close to the.thing sprawled.across the fallen
office chair at the far side of the office. She’d called Roland,
told him to send “cleaners—instead, these.hooby traps had
materialized. When the Clan wants you dead, you die, she
realized bleakly. If indeed it is the Clan . . .

There, on a rusting tool chest propped against the other
wall, was exactly what:she was looking for. Sh/g picked up
the heavy-duty staple gun and checked that it was loaded.
“Yup.” She hefted it one-handed, then mustered up a smile
and picked up a pair of rusty pliers and stepped back out of
the trailer.

Two minutes Iater, she had the door open. The wire, firmly
stapled, to the door frame, was severed: The mine was still
armed, but the trigger wire led nowhere. “Come on,” she
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‘called toBrilliana. “It’s safe now! We cén leavé!” Brill hurried

over: As shie did so, Miriam glanced up and shudderad once

‘mote. What if they’d heard of infrared motion detectors?
Well, that was the Clan all over.

It was snowing lightly, and Miriam phoned Yor a taxi when-
they reached the main road.Brill kept quiet, but her eyes

grew wide when she‘saw Miriam talking info a small gray

box—and wider still as she took’in the cars that- rumbled ’

past in thé'gloom. She glanced from sidé to sidé like a caged
cat in a strange, threatening environment. “I'didn’t know it
would be like this!” she whispered to Miriam. Then she
shivered. “It’s really cold.”

“It’s winter, kid. Get used to it~ Miriam grifined, shght]y
manic from her success with the bomb.

“It’s colder on thé other side: isn’t it?”

A cab pulled salongsid¢, its light tmmed off. Miriam
walkedover. “Cab for Beckstein?’ she asked. The driver

nodded. She héld open the rear"door. “Get-in and slide”

across,” she told Brilll Then she gave directions and got in-
side, shutting the door.

The cab moved off. Brill looked around in fascisiation,
then reached down toward her ankies. “It’s heated!” she said
quietly.

“Of course it’s heated,” said-the driver ifi a Pakistani ac-
cent. “You think I let my passengers freeze to death before
théy pay me?”

“Excuse my friend,” Miriam told him, casting a warning
glance af Brill: “She’s from Russia. Just arrived.”

“Oh,” sdid the driver, as if that explained everything.
“Yes, verygood, that.”

Brill kept her eyes wide but her mouth closed the rest of
the way to thie Martiott Marguis, -but-watched carefully as
Miriam paid-off the cabbie using pieces of green paper$he
pulled from a billfold. “Come on, foliow me,”said Miriam-

Miriarir felt Brill tense as the glass doors opened automa-
ically ahead of them, but shekept up with her as she headed
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for the express elevator. “One moment,” Miriam muttered to
her, pushing the button. “This is an elevator. It’s d room, sus-
pended on wires, in a vertical shaft. We use it instead of the
stairs.”

“Why?” Brill looked puzzled.

“Have you ever tried to climb forty flights of stairs?”
Miriam shut up as another elevator arrived, disgorging a
couple of septuagenarians. Then the express doors opened,
and she waved Brill inside. “This is easier,” she said, hitting
the second from top button. The younger woman_lurched
against the wall as the elevator began to rise. “We’ll be there
in no time”

The glass-walled elevator car began to frack up the outer
wall of the tower. “That’s—oh my!” Brill leaned back
against the far wall from the window. “I'd rather walk, I
think,” she said shakily.

A thought struck Miriam at the top. “We’'d better be care-
ful going in,” she commented before the doors opened. “I
want you to wait behind me.”

“Why?” Brill followed her out of the lift into-an empty
landing. She looked slightly green, and Miriam realized she
hadn’t said anything on the way up.

“Because,” Miriam frowned, “we’re safe from-the other
side, here. But Roland knows, which room I'm using” He
won’t have told anybody, she reasoned. Even if he has, they
can’t have booby-trapped it from the inside, like the ware-
house. Not on the twenty-second floor. I hope.

“All right” Brill swallowed. “Which way?” she asked,
looking bewildered.

“Follow me.> Miriam pushed- through the fire doors,
strolled along a_hotel corridor, trying to imagine what it
might look like to someone who’d never seen a hotel—or an
elevator—before. “Wajt here.” v

She.swiped her card-key through the lpck, then stood aside,
right hand thrust in her jacket pocket as she pushed the door
open to reveal an empty suite, freshly prepared beds, an open
bathroom door. “Quick.” She waved Brill inside then followed
her, shut and locked the door, and sagged against it in relief.

- 11
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“Oh shit, ohshit . . .” Her-haids felt cold and shook until
she claSped them together 'Delayed shock, the analytical ob-
server in her brain commented. Tonight you Eilled dn assas-
sin in self-defense, defused a bomb, discovered a murder
and a conspiracy; and rescued Brill and Olga. Isn' it about
time you coilapsed in-a gibbering Réap?

“Where is—" Brilliana was lookihg around, eyes nar-
rowed. “It’s so small! But it’s hot. The fireplace—"

“You don’t have fireplaces in tall buildings,” Miriam said

automatically. “We’re’ twenty-two floors up. We’ve got air-

conditioning—that box, under the curtains, it warms the air,
keeps it at a"comfortable temperature all year around.” She
rubbed her forehead: The pounding headackie was threaten-
ing to'make a comeback. “Have a seat.”

Brill picked a chair“in front of the television set. *What
now?” she asked, yawning.

Miriam glanced at the bedside clock: It was about one o’-
clock in‘the morging. “It’s late,” said Miriam. “Tdmght we
sleep. In the morning I’'m going to take you on a _}oumey to
another city, to meet someone I trust. A friend. Then—" she
instinctively firigered the pocket with the two-lockets in it,
her own and the one she’d taken from the assassin— “we’ll
work out what to do next.”

They spent a nervous night in the anonymouns hotel"rodm,
high above any threat from world-walking pursuers. In the
morning Miriam pointed Brill-at the shower—she had to ex-
plain thé controls—while she called room service, then went
to check the wardrobe.

A big anonymous-looking suitcase nearly filled the lug-
gage niche, right where she’d 1€ft it. While breakfast was on
its way up, Miriam opened it and pulled out some fresh
clothing. Have to take time fo buy some more, she thought,
looking at what was left. Most of the suitcase was occupied
by items that wouldn’t exactly render her inconspicuous on
this side. Later, she resolved. Her wallet itched, feproaching
her. Inside it was the platinum card Duke.Angbard had sent
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her. Two million dollars of other people’s blood money. Ei-
ther it was her “Get.Out of Jail Free” card, or-a death trap,
depending on-whether whoever had sent the first bunch of
assassins-—her .enemy within the Clan, rather than with-
out—was able to fallow its transactions. Probably they
wouldn’t be able to, at least not fast enough to catch yp with
her if she kept moving, If they were, Miriam wasn’t the only
family member who was atrisk. It’s probably safe as long as
it keeps working.and I keep moving, she reasoned. If some-
body puts @ stop on it, P'm in trouble. And bester not go-buy-
ing any air tickets. Not that she was_planning on_doing
that—the idea of introducing airline passenger etiquette to
Brill left her shakipgher head.

There was a discreet knock at the door. Mirigm picked up
her pistol and, hiding it in her pocket, approached. The
peephole showed her a bored belthop pushing a trolley. She
opened the .door. “Thanks,” she said, passing-him a tip.
“We’ll keep the trolley.”

Back-inside the suite, Brill. emerged from the, bathroom
looking pink and_freshly scrubbed—and somewhat con-
fused. “Where does all the water comé from?’ she asked, al-
most compla.lmng “It never stopped"’

“Welcome to New York, baby,” Miriam drawled, hft:mg
the cover off a plate laden with a full-cooked breakfast.
“Land of plenty, home of—sorry,” she finished lamely and
waved Brill toward a chair. “Come on, there’s enough food
for both of us.” Damn, she thonght. I don’t want to go rub-
bing her nose in it. Not like that.

“Thank you,” Brill said, primly picking up a knife and
fork and going to work. “Hmm. It tastes shghtlyv odd i

“Yeah.” Miriam chewed thoughtfully, then poured a cou-
ple of cups of coffee from the thermal jug. "I‘l;e eggs aren’t
as good Are they?”

“It’s all a little.different.” -Brill frowned, mspectmg her

plate mmutely “They're_all thé same, -aren’t they? Like
identical twins?’

“It’s how, we make things here.” Miriam shrugged.“You’ll

4
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see lots of things that are identical. But not people.” She-be-
gan-working on her toast before she noticed Brill surrepti-
tiously following her example with the small wrapped parcels
of butter. “First, I'm gomg to call'my friend. If she’s all nght

we're gpmg‘ to go on.a-jourgey to another city and I'm gomg
to leave you with her for a few days. The way we tell it-is:

Youv're a relauve from oyt of state who’y coming to stay. Your
parents age weird backwoods types; which fs why there’s a lot
of stuff you haven’t seen. My friend will know the truth, Also,

she’s got acontact oumber for Roland. I I~ she cleared her
throat— “she’ll get you back in touch, s0 you.can go home.

To the-ather side, F mean, when you need to.” £

“*When I need to’,”* Brill echoed doubtfully. She glanced
around the room. “What’s thar?”

“That?” Miriam blinked. “It’s a television set.”

“Oh. Like Ser Villem’s after-dinner entertainments. I re-
member, that! The cat and-the mouse, and the taking rabbit,
qus Brill smiled. “They are everywhere, here?”

“That’s one way of putting it.* Kid, I prescribe aweek as a
dedicated- couch potato before we let you go outdodrs on
your own, she resolved. “T've got a call to-make,” she smd
reachmg for her,moblle i}

The first thing Miriam did was switch her phone off, open
the back, and replace the SIM chip with one she.toek from
her billfold. Then she reassembled it. The “phone_ beeped as it

.came up with a new identity, but there was no*voice mail

waiting for her. Steeling herseif, she dialed a tumber—one
belongingto ancther mobile phone she’d sent via FedEx a
couple of days before.

“Hello?” The voice at the end of the line sounded posi-
tively chirpy.

“Paulie! Are-you okay?”

“Miriam!-How’s it going, babe?”

“It’s going messy,* she admitted. “Look, remember the
other.day? Are you still home?”

“Yes. What’s,come up?”

‘T'm going to come pay you a visit,” said Miriam. “First,
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I’ve got a lot of things to discuss, stuff to get in order—and
a dowri payment. Second, I*ve got a lodger. How’s your spare
rocm?”

“Oh, you know it’s been empty since I kicked that Bum
Walter out? What’s up, you wanting hinf to stay with me?”

Miriam glanced at Brill.™It’s a she, and I think you’'ll
probably like her>she said guardedly. “It’s part of that deal
we made. I need you-to put her up for a few weeks, on the
company—I-mean, Fm paying. Trouble is, she’s from, uh,
out of state, if you follow me. She doesn’t know her way
around af all”

“Does she, like, speak English?” Paulette sounded inter-
ested rather than perturbed, for which Miriam was im-

mensely grateful. Brilliana was toying with her coffec and.

pretending not to realize Miriam was disCussing her,“on an
intimnate basis, with a talking box.

“Yeah, that’s not a problem. But this mormng was'the first
time she'd ever met an electric shower, and #hat is a problem
for me, because I've got-a lot of traveling to do in the next
few weeks and I need to put her where someone can keep an
eye on her as she gets used to the way things are done over
here. Can you do that?””

“Probably,” Paulette said- bnskly “Depends if she hates
my guts oif first-sight—uor vice versa. I can’t promise mofe
than that, can | e

“Well—" Miriam took a deep breath. “Okay, we’re coming
up today on the train. You going to be home in the afternoon?”

“For you, any day! Yotr’ve got a lot to tell me atiout?”

“Everything,” Miriam said fervently. “It’s beencrazy.”

“Bye, then.”

Miriam put the phone down and rubbed her eyes. Brill
was watching her oddly. “Who was that?” she'asked.

“Who—oh, on the phone?” Miriam glanced at it- So Btill
had figured out that miuch? Bright girl. “A friénd of mine: My,
th, business agent. On this side.” She grinned. “Fof the pabt
few days, anyway. We’re going to see her this aftenoon.”

“‘Her'?” Brill raised an &yébrow. “All*the hot water you

want, po need to feed the fire, and women running busi-
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nesses? No wonder my mother didn’t want me coming
here—she was afraid I'd never come back!”

“That seems to go with the tcmtory,” Miriam agreed
dryly.

After breakfast she chivyied Bnll into getting dressed-
again. Her tailored suit and biouse would blend into the
background just. fine: another business traveler in the heart
of New York. Miriam thought for a moment, then picked an-
other jacket—this time a dressy one rather than one built for,
bad weather. She’d have fo kecp her, pistol in her handbag,
but she’d look more in keeping with Brilk-and hopefully it.
would distract any Killers hunting for a lone woman in her

-garly thirties with thus-and-such features.

Miriam took ‘the-large suitcase when they -left the room
and headed downstairs. Brill’s eyes kept swiveling at every-
thing from telephones to cigarette ads, but she kept her ques:
tions to berself as Miriam shepherded her into a nearby Bank
for ten minutes, then fiagged down a taxi. “What was that
about?” Brill murmured after Miriam told the driver where
to go.

“Needed to take care.of some money business,” Miriam
replied. “Angbard gave me a line on some credit, but—" she
stopped; shrugged. I'm talking Martidn again, she realized.

“You’ll have to tell me how this credit thing works some
time,” Brill commented.~T don’t think I’ve.actually seen a
coin since I came here. Do people use them?”

“Not much. Which makes-somg things easier—it’s harder
to steal larger amounts—and other things more difficult—
like transferring large quantities of money to someone else
without it being noticed.”

“Huh.™ Brill stared out of the window at the passing traf-
fic, the pedestrians in their dark winter colors, and the bright
advertisements. “It’s so noisy/ How do you get any thinking
done?”

“Sometimes it’s hard,” Miriam admitted.

She bought two tickets to Boston and shepherded Brill
onto the express train without incident. They found a table a
long way from anyone else without difficulty, which turned
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out to be'a good thing, because Brill was unable-to control
her surprise when the train began to move. “If’s-so differ-
ent!” she squeaked.taken aback.

“It’s called a train.” Miriam pointed out of the” window.
“Like that one, only faster and newer and built for carrying
passengers. Where we're going is-within a day’s walk of
Angbard’s palace, but it’ll only take us three hours to get
there.”

Brllllana stared at the passing freight train. “I've seen
movies,” she said qmctly “You don't need to assume I'm
stupid, ignorant. But it’s not the sarne’as being here.”

“I’m sorry” Miriam shook her head, embarrassed. She
looked at Brill thoughtfully. She was doing a-good job of
bluffing, even though the sirprises the world kept throwing
at her must sometimes have béen ‘overwhelming.-A bright
kid, well-educated for her place in-time, but out of her depth
here—How would Lcope if someone gave me a ticket to the
thirtieth century? Miniam-wondered. At a guess, there’d be
an outburst of anger soon, triggered by something trivial—
the realization that this wasn’t fairyland but a real place; and
she’d-grown up among people who lived-here and ‘withheld
everything in it from her. I wonder which way she’ll jump?

Opposite her, Brilliana’s face froze. “What is 1t?* Miriam
asked quietly.

“The . .- the second row of thrones behind you—that’s in-
teresting. Tve seen that man before. Black hair, dark suit

“Where?” Miriam whispered, tensing. Feeling for her
shoulder bag, the small pistol buncd at the bottom of it. No,
not on a train .

“At court. He is a corporal of honor in service to Angbard.
Called Edsger something. I've seen-him a couple of times in
escort to one or another of the duke's generals. T don’t think
he’s recognized me. He is reading one of those mtelligence
papers the tinkers were selling at the palace of trains.”

“Hmm.” Miriam_frownéd. “Did- you see any luggage
when he-| got onboard? Anything he carried? Describe him.”

“There is a trunk with a handle, liké yours, only it-looks
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like metal. He has it beside him and places one.hand on it
every short while.”

“Ah” Miriam relaxed infinitesimally. “Okay, I think I've
got a handle on it. Is.the case about-the same size as mine?”

Brill nodded slowly, her eyes focused past Miriam’s left
shoulder.

“That.means he’s probably a courier,” Miriam said qui-
etly. “At a guess, Angbard has him carry documents daily
between his palace and. Manhattan. That &xplains why he
spends so little time at court him$elf—he ¢an keep his fingér
on the pulse far faster than the' non-Clan courtiérs realize. If
I'm right, he’ll be carrying a report about last night, among
other things.” She raised a finger to her lips. “Trouble is, if
I'm right, he’s armed and- certainly dangerous to approach.
And if I’'m wrong, he’s not a courier. He’s-going to wait for
the train to stop, then try to kill us.” Miriarmrclosed her hand
around the barrel of her pistol, then stopped. No, that’s the
wrong way to-solve-this, she thought. Instead she pulled out
her wallet and a piece of paper and began writing;

Brilliana leaned forward: “He’s doing it again,” she mur-
mured. *T think there’s something in his jacket. Under his
arm. He looks uncomfortable.”

“Right.” Miriam nodded, then shoved the piece of paper
across the table at Brill. There was.a pair of ﬁfty~dollar bills:
and a train ticket concealed under it. “Here is what we'ré go-
'ing ta do. In a minute, you’re going to stand-up while he isn’t
looking and walk to the other end of this carriage—behind
you, over thére, where the doors are. If—" she swallowed—
“if things go wrong, don’t try anything heroic. Just get off
the train as soon as it stops, hide-in the crowd, make damn
surehe doesn’t see you. There’ll be_ another train through in
an hour. Your ticket is valid for travel on it, and you want to
get off in Cambridge. Go out of the station, tell a cab driver
you want {0 go to this address, and pay with one of these
notes,the way you saw me do it. He'll give you change. It's
a small house; the number is on the front of the door. Go up
to it and tell the woman who lives there that I sent you and
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I’m in trouble. Then give her this.” Miriam pushed anothier

piece of paper across the table at her. “After a’ day, -tell
Paulette to use the special numberI gave her. That’s all.
Think you can do that?”

Brill nodded mutely. “What are you going to do néw?”
she asked quietly.

‘Miriam took’a deep breath. “I'm going to'do what we in
the trade refer to as a hostile interview,” she said. “What was
his name, again?” -

“Hello, Edsger. Don’t move. This would nét be a good place
to get help for a sucking thest wound.”

He tensed and she-smiled, bright and feral; like a mdn-
goose confronting a sleepy cobra.

“Whai“‘“’” -

“Don’t move, I said.That includes your mouth. Not very
good, is it,-letting your mark turn on you?”

*“{ don’t-know what you’re talking about!” s

“I think you do. And I-think it’s slack of you,.nodding off
just because you’re on the iron road arfd no world-walkers
can sneak up from behind.” She smiled wider, seeing his un-
nerved expression.” “First, some ground rules. We dre going
to have a little conversation, then we will go our.separate
ways, arid nobody will get hurtsBut first, to‘make that pdssi-
ble, you will start by slowly bending forward and sliding that
pistol of yours out into this shopping bag.”

The courier leaned forward. Miriam’ ieaned with him,
keeping her pistol jammed up -against his ribs through her
jacket. “Slowly,” she hissed.

“I’m slow” He opened his jacket and slid a big Browning
automatic qut of the holster under his left. armipit—two-
ﬁngered Miriam tensed, but.he “foliowed through byb drop-
ping it into the open bag.

“And your mobile phone,” she said. *“Now, kick it under
the table. Gently.” He gave it a hatf-hearfed shove witti'one
‘foot.: .
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“Put -your hands between your knees and lean back
slowly,” she ordered. -

= “Who arg you‘?" he asked, complying.

“Hirst, you're going to tell me who you’re delivering that
case to at thé other end,” she said, “Ordinary postal ser-
v1ce—-01;AngbaId himself?%

“I can’t—-

She shoved the gimn up against-him, hiard. “You.fucking
can,” she sparled quietly. “Because if-you don’t tell me, you
are going to read about the contents of that case on the front
page of The New York Times, are you hearing me?”

“It goes to Matthias.”

“Angbard’s secretary, right” She felt him tense again.
“That was the correct answer,” she said quietly. “Now, I want
you to do something else for me. I've got a message for
Angbard, for his ears only, do you understand? It's-not for
Matthias, it's not for Roland, it’s not for any of the other
lord-licutenants he’s got hanging around. Remember, I’ve
got your number. If anyone other than Angbard gets this
message, I will find out and I will tell him and he will kill
you. Got that? Good. What’s going to happen next is: The
train’s stopping in a couple of minutes. You will stand up,
take your case—not the bag with your phone—and gét off
the train, because I will be following you. You will then
stand beside the train door where I can see you until it’s
-ready-to move off, and you will stay there while it moves off
because if-you don’t stand that way I will shoot you. If you
want to know<why I'm so trigger-happy, you can ask
Angbard yourself—after you've deliveted his dispatches.”

“You must be—" his eyes widened.

“Don’t say my name.” .

He nodded.

“You're going to be an hour late into Boston—an hour
later than you would have been, anyway. Don’t bother trying
to organize a search for me because I won’t be there. In-
stead, go 1o the Fort Lofstrom doppelginger house, make
your delivery to Matthias as usual, say you missed the train




chARrRLES STROESS

or something, thien ask to see the old man‘ﬁnd tell hinabout
meeting me here.”

“What?” He looked puzzied~“]. thought you -had. a-mes-
sag e "

“You are the message.” She grinned huxporl;ssly, “And
you’ve got to be alive to deliverit. We're slowing up: Do as [
tell you and it’l] all be over soon.”

He shook his head very-slowly. “Theyvere right about

304

you,” he said. But when she asked Inm who he meant; he just

stared at her”
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heére was an old building on Central Ayenue, with
windows: soundproofcd .agaipst therodr of turbo-
fans. Whenever the” wind was from the southwest
and inbound flights were diverted across the city, the airlin-
‘ers would rattle.the panes. But'perhaps there were other rea-
“sons-for the soundp'rooﬁng T

~ Two men. sat"ina second-floor-office, Matthias-leaning
back behind a desk amd _Roland perched uncomfortably
close to the edge of asofa in front ofit.

‘Cons:gnment F-12 is on schedule,” said Matthias. “It

.says so right here onthe fharnifest. IsiTt that right?”

He fixed Roland With a cold stare.

g inspected 'it myself,” said Roland. Debpite his stiff
posture~ and- the ‘superficial, dppearance of* unease, he
sounded self-confident. “Contractor Wolfe has-the right-at-
Atitude: businesslike attention fo detail. They vet'thelr work-
ers thoroughly.” -

“Well.”-Matthias leaned across his desk. “It s a pity the

-
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cargo.is laid over in Svarlberg while a storm blows itself out,
isn’t it?”

“Damm.” Roland looked annoyed. “That s recent; I take it?”

*“Two days ago. I did a spot jnspection myself. Impressed.
Vincenze to carry me across-for the past weék. I think you'd
better warn Wolfe-that F-12 is going to be at least four days
late, poss1b1y as much as seven.”

“Damn.” A nod. “Okay, I’ll do that. Usual disclaimers?”

“It’s in the warranty smdll-print.” Neither of themn cracked
a smile. The Clan provided its own underwriting service—
one that more than made up for the usurious transport
charges it levied. The customer code-named Wolfe would
damn well swallow the four- to seven-day delay and smile,
because the cargo would arrive, one way or another, which
was more than could be said for most of the Clan’s competi-
tors. If it didn’t, the Clan would pay up in full, at face value,
no question. ‘“We have a reputation to guard.”

“T'll get onto it.” Reland pulled oot a small notebook and
scribbled a cryptic entry in it. He caught Matthias staring,
*No names, no pack drill.” He tucked the notebock away
carefully.

“It’s good to_know you can keep a secret.”

“Huh?”

“There’s something else 1 wanted to talk to you abou,t ” He
didr’t smile. “Look at this.” Reaching into a desk drawer,
Matthias pulled out a slim file binder.and slid it across the
desk. Roland.rose and collected it, sat down, .opened it;-and
tensed, frowning:

“Page one. Cur prodigal dresses for dinner. Nice ass, by
the way.”

A glare from the sofa. If looks could kili, Matthias would
be ashes blowing on the wind.

““Turn over. That’s her, leaving her room, shot from be-
hind. Someone cught to tell her she onghtn’t to Jeave secu-
rity camera footage lying around like that, someone might
steal it. Turn over.” Reluctantly, he turned over. *“That’s her,
in the passageway to a room in—" Matthias coughed dis-
creetly into his fist. “And over, and oh dear, there seemis to

-slid it into a desk drawer. “Your little . . .
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be a camera behind .the :bathroom mirror, doesn’t there? 1
wonder h6w~that got there. And now if-you turn over, you’ll
see that—

Roland slammed the folder shut with an inarticulate growl,
then slapped it down on-the desk. “What’s your point?’ he
demanded, shaking with anger”“What the fuck do you want?
Spying on me—

“Sit down,”"snipped Matthias. .

Roland sét, shoulders hunchéd. » -

“Youlve. put me ot the Spot: did ‘you know.that? I-could
“show.this to Angbard you realize. In fact I should-show it to

him. I’ve got a duty to show it to him. But I haven’t—yet. [

could show it to-Lady Olga, toe, but I think*neither you nor
she would care about that unléss I émbarrassed her publicly.
Which would raise too many questions. What in Lightming
Child’s name were you thinking of, Roland?”

“Don’t.” Roland hunched forward, eyes narrowed in pain.

“If Angbard sees this, he will rip you a new assholé. To be
fair, he might rip ker a new asshole too, but she’s better po-
sitioned to survive the experience. You—" he shook his
head. “T see a long future for you as Clan ambassador to the
Iroquois. Or maybe the Apache nation. For as long as-any
Clan ambassador lasts in one of those posts.”

“You haven’t told him, though.” Roland stared at the floor
in front of the desk, trying fo hide his suspicions. Surely
Matthias ‘wouldn’t be telling him this if he’ was just goingsto
go straight to the duke?

“Well, no.” His interrogator fell silent for a while. “I’m
not a robot, you know. Loyal servant, yes—but I have my
own ambitions.”

** ‘Ambitions’?” Roland looked up, his expression strained.

“The Clan doesn’t offer an ideal career track for such 4s
I.” He shrugged. “I expect you to understand that better than
most of them.”

Roland licKed his lips. “What do you want?" he asked
quietly. “What are you after?”

“I"m after the status quo ante.” He picked up the file and
servant . ... made
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waves where she shouldn’t have: I want her out of the pic-
ture: I-hasten to add, this doesn’t mean dead, it just means
invisible.” : I

“You want her to disappear.” For an mstant afrexpress‘iou

of hopeflickered across Roland’s face.
~“Possibly.” He nodded. “I-think-you'd like* that‘——lf Fou
went with her. Wouldn’t you?” -

“Damn you, three years was all:I had ..

“If you do ‘as I say, then the folder and its coments—‘and
all the ther copies—will vanish. Ard the Clan won’t be
able to touch.you ever again. Either of.you. What do.you
S ayl?)‘ N

Roland licked his lips. “I thought this was bjackmail.”

“What makes yourthink it isn’t?”
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