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[blurb]

"Wemadeit!"

They were still two hundred meters ahead of thefirst Colonists. Carbines cracked and spat, but
you would have to be dead lucky to hit amoving target from agalloping dog. Of course, oncethe
platoon were bunched on the dow-moving ferry, nothing would prevent the better than three hundred
pursuers from deploying and shooting their quarry to ribbons long before they moved out of range.

Not to mention the pompom that was bouncing aong behind the Colonid cavalry. The

quarter-kilo shellswould be more than enough to dedl with the ferry even without the carbines of the
riders.

The buildings were blurring by, adobe and pole frames. "Rifles out and take what cover you can
as soon aswe get on board," Foley was shouting. Try and take out the pompom crew! The ferry bulked

larger and larger, but the four-meter gap of the loading ramp was an absurdly small target for thirty-odd
men galloping on dogback.

Rg grinned to himself as he thought of galloping toward it without pursuit. It would be terrifying.
Coallisgons, dogsfdling, men being trampled or thrown against wood and machinery with bone-snapping
force. It was wonderful, how circumstances redefined the term "danger.”



Chapter one
Therat screamed.

Ra Whitehdl spun on one hed, the beam of his carbide lamp stabbing out scarcely faster than
thepigtal in hisright hand.

"Shit," he muttered, asthelight fell on the corner of the underground chamber. The rodent was
dead now, dangling from the jaws of a cat-sized spersauroid, adinky thing with ahuge head and dender
body carried high on four spidery legs. It blinked at them with eyelids that closed to avertica dit, and
then was gone with arustle of scales against rubble. Rg grimaced. One of the few pleasant things about
living in East Resdence wasthat Terran life had mostly replaced the local. But not in the catacombs, it
seemed.

Thom Poplanich laughed. "Careful, Rg," he said. "Those bullets will bounce, you know."

R4 grinned back atrifle shegpishly as he holstered the weagpon. A genuine five-shot revolver, it
was as much a badge of nobleman's rank as was the saber he carried sung over one shoulder. Both
were as familiar ashis clothes, Whitehall had been born in Descott County, hard country two weeks
journey north of the capital, where men went armed from puberty. The platinum stars and hunting scenes
inlaid in the stedl of the revolver were a badge aswell, of membership in the Governor's Guard.

"Spirit of Man of the Stars," Ra said, and touched the silver wafer etched in holy circuits that
hung around his neck. "This place makes my skin crawl." Everyone knew the catacombs under New
Residence were ancient and huge . . . but those were just words until you saw it. Thiscomplex could
house the whole population of the capital, with room to spare—and New Residence wasthe largest city
on Earth.

"Not aspot for apicnic,” Poplanich agreed.

The abandoned eevator shaft he had found below his apartments ended in thisfloor of rubble;
from the hollow sounds and the way it shifted, there must have been levels below. Rust-streaks marked
the lines of ancient machinery. Now there was only the cool gray surface of fused stone, and one
half-open door . . . no, wait.

"Look at this," Poplanich said. He walked quickly over the broken rock and flicked hislantern's
beam downward, moving with astudied grace. " That hasn't been here sncethe Fall."

It was atalow candle stub, resting in acongedled puddie of its own grease. Therewasa
smokemark aboveit, but dust lay thick over dl.

"Buit it's been there long enough,” Rg commented, trying the door. It wasfrozen in its half-open
position, but therewas just room for hisbarrdl chest. "Hand me the paintstick, will you, Thom?"

They would need to be very careful not to lose their way, down here in the catacombs. He
touched hiswafer again. Everything around them was a product of men who had lived before the Fall,
when the Spirit of Man of the Stars had infused their souls. Y ou could seeit in the way the rock was
carved, seamless and even, in the strange bits and pieces of shattered machinery, the very materiads
unfamiliar. Theremight evenbe. ..



"If we come across any computers, well haveto tell the priests,” he said.

Thom laughed. "They don't need genuine relicsany more," he said with easy cynicism. "Haven't
you heard what the last synod ruled about the Miraculous Multiplication?

R4 flushed; they were both just turned twenty-five, but there were times when Thom Poplanich
made him fed very much the raw youth, arustic squire in from the provinces. Even in tweed and leather
hunting clothes, the other man had a dim sdlf-assured el egance that spoke often generations of urban
aristocracy. Ry touched hisamulet again. It was comforting to know that thiswasthe genuine article,
recovered two centuries ago and blessed by Saint Wu hersdlf. Even if the Church had ruled that belief
made therelic holy, rather than the reverse.

Heforced himself into the door and pushed with knees and hands, back braced againgt the wall.
For along moment nothing moved, until he took a deep breath and threw the strength of shoulders and
back into it, timing the contraction to the exhaation of his breath the way the family armsman had taught.
A seam parted along the sde of histight uniform jacket, and the thick dab did open with a protesting
screech of tearing metal. R dropped to thefloor in acrouch, panting dightly.

"Showoff,” Thom said as he Sdled past. There was surprise and dight envy in histone; hisfriend
grinned.

"A grong back comesin useful for other things than pulling aplow,” he said, raisng hisown
lantern. "Let's keep turning to theright.”

-=0=-***_=0=-
R4 genuflected again, touching brows and heart to the ancient, dust-shrouded computer terminal.

"L ook, theré's not much point in going on," he said. Thiswasthefifth level down from their
starting-point. Emptiness, offices and storage space, eerily uncorroded meta and the smell of damp
stone. And enough computer equipment to stock every church in the Civil Government and the barbarian
landsaswell.

Poplanich ran ahand over the swivel chair before the termind. Dust puffed up behind his hand,
slver-yelow in thelight of the lantern.

"Fed this"" he said, fascinated. "It looks like lesther, but new legther. This ared's been
abandoned since the Fdl, it should have rotted away to shreds." He swung the chair back and forth. "A
greased axle won't turn that smoothly, and this doesn't even squeak.”

Ra shrugged. "They had powers before the Fall. The Spirit withdrew them when they proved
unworthy.”

Thom nodded absently; that was from the Creed. "I il think thiswasanava ingdlation,” he
said, picking up aplastic sgn from one desk. It was made of two stripsjoined a onelong edge; oneside
was blank, and the other bore black lettersin the Old Namerique tongue. Wez cainna bie fyr'd: slavs
godda bie sold. Hislips moved slently, congtruing it first into modern Namerique, and then into his neative
Sponglish. He frowned absently. Well, of course, he thought.

"l don't know," Rg replied, heading cautioudy out into the corridor again. "The Book of the
Fdl—hey, therésa stairwell leading down here, hand me the paintstick again—saysthe military joined
the Rebdllion." They had both sat through enough droning sermonson that.

Thom'steeth flashed in agrin. "Just as my own interpretation—and please keep thisfrom the



Invigiles Againgt Heresy, will you?—I'd say that the Brigade and the Squadron and the others were
pretty low-echelon units, out in the wilds when the Fall came. They didn't cause the breakup of the Holy
Federation, they just seized power where they could when we were cut off from the Stars.™

Ra felt adight discomfort; that was not outside the canons of interpretation, but it was
dangeroudy free-thinking. "Comeon," he said. "Two more levels, then we go back.”

-=0=-***_=Q=-

"That'salight,” Thom said in ahiss asthey turned the corner. His foot brushed aside acrumbling
human femur; they had seen enough skeletons on thisleve to grow blasé. A brittle pile of brown-gray
bone, hardly marked by the teeth of the rats, bits of rope and stiff lesther and rusted metal scattered
about it.

Ra sguinted, then turned off hislamp. Hisfriend followed suit, and they waited for their eyesto
adjust. He could fed the darkness fading in around him, and with it the enormous weight of the
catacombs. His mouth felt dry. That is a light, hethought. A soft white light that was unlike anything he
had ever seen; not like sunlight, stars, fire, or even the harsh actinic arclights that you sometimes saw in
the Governor's Pdace or the mansions of the very rich. Thiswasthe light of the Ancients; thelight of the
Spirit of Man of the Stars.

"Live equipment,” he whispered, genuflecting again. Blasphemy. Fallen Man's eyes are blind to
the Light of the Spirit. I am not worthy. With an effort of will he relaxed the rock-tense muscles of his
neck and shoulders.

"Thom, we shouldn't be here. Thisis something for aPatriarcha Council, or the Governor.”
Therewasadight tremor in his hands as he drew his pistol, swinging the cylinder out and checking the
load. The unnatura gleam shone off the polished brass of the cartridges. He was conscious of the
uselessness of the gesture; what good would arevolver be against the powers of the unFalen? Of
course, it was no more useless than anything else hemight do . . .

"Priegts. .. " Thomvisbly reconsdered. "Priests aren't notably more virtuous than you or I, Rg,"
he said reasonably. His eyes stayed fixed on the unwinking glimmer, shining dightly with an expresson of
prima hunger. "Of coursg, if you'e. . . uncertain.. . . you can wait herewhile | check. | wouldn't think
lessof youforit."

R4 flushed. I'mtoo old to be pushed into something stupid by a dare, hethought angrily,
even as hefdt his mouth open.

"I'll usethe pry bar,” he said. "Get it out, would you?"

Thom rummaged in his rucksack, while Rg advanced to examine the door. Thefedingin his
stomach reminded him of waiting behind the barricade during the street fighting last fdl, when the sound
of therioters had come booming around the corner, thunder of feet and massed chanting of voices:
Conquer! Conquer! Just like then; he had seen the eyes of the rankersflick toward him, asthey stood at
parade rest. He had strolled up to the chest-high barrier of carts and furniture and paving sonesasif he
were waking out the front gate of hisfather's manor, going to ingpect the dogs. Sergeant major, first
company to the breastwork; prepare for volley fire, if you please. Hisvoice hadn't been the shaky
squeak he'd expected, either.

Y ou could get through anything, once you'd decided you had to. Look at it asajob to be done,
and then do it, because somebody had to and it cursed well wasn't going to happen if you waited for the
next man. Not to mention that hisrolein putting down the riots had gotten him a Captaincy and the il



more important position of Guard to the Vice-Governor.

Closer, and the light was a narrow strip along one side of the door rather than awedge; he
pressed an eye to the crack, but it was reflecting around a tongue-and-groove socket that was amost
closed. Theair blew frominsdeto him, dry and metallic and tasting of . . . old bones? he thought.

"Maybe | can get it open,” he said experimentaly, trying for agrip with hishands. The crack was
too narrow, but hisfriend dapped the octagona sted of the pry bar into his hand as he reached around
behind for it. The metd was asthick as he could comfortably grip and about ameter long; one end
flattened out into awedge, and the other into a hook. The wedge dipped in easily enough, ahand's
width, and he braced one foot againgt the jamb of the door.

"Wait asecond,” Thom murmured. He pointed to arectangular plague beside the blank gray
rectangle of the portal. "I've seen an old manuscript that describes doors like these, Annaman's Records
of the Settlement. Theinscription said 'touche thi squaire, und recessed it shall by."

"But will it work now?' Rg said, alittle sharply. A Descott squire had better thingsto do with his
youth than pour over ancient manuscripts and parse verbsin Old Namerique, to be sure. But it was dtill a
little irritating, when some city nobletrotted out aclassical quotation. At least Thom's usually have
something to do with reality, hethought.

For answer, Thom pointed at the light that picked out the highlights of their faces, and then
dapped his hand on the control. There was a chink sound deep insde the wall, and the door shifted
dightly. So dightly that he would not have been conscious of it, except for the tremor of metal againgt his

pams.

"Well, let metry muscleif scholarship won't budgeit,” Rg continued, forcing cheerfulnessinto his
tone. "And hsssssssaaaa!"

There was amoment of quivering tension, and then the door began to move; in asgqueding jerk
for thefirgt centimeter or so, then more rapidly. Halfway open it stuck again with asoundless authority
that told him something solid had fallen acrossthe trackway. Rg leaned head and shoulders through,
squinting and blinking againgt afdl of dust and thedim light.

"| can seewherethelight's coming from," he said.

Thom crowded up beside him, craning for alook. Beyond the door was a corridor five meters
across, running right into darkness; on their left was a square of brighter light, another door. And the floor
was two meters down from where they stood, the sagging remains of ametal stairway offering more
hindrance than help.

"If you lay and held onto my wrists, | could drop to the bottom, Thom said.

"And how in the Outer Dark would you get back up?' Rg said dryly. "Here, let me have your
belt."

The smaller man handed over the narrow dress belt of hisjacket; it was rogosauroid hide traded
down from the Skinner country north of Pierson's Seg, and strong enough to hold four timestheir
combined weight; Rg's was much the same, except that it was broader and less elaborately tooled. He
looked thoughtfully at the door, tapping the hed of his pam experimentaly on the edge. It seemed to
have stuck fast. On the other hand . . . The pry bar was just alittle shorter than the width the door had
opened; helaid it in the opening and stamped on it until it seated firmly, the wedge-end driven under the
bottom between runway and door.



"Thisll hold the belts," he said, buckling oneto the other. "I'd better go first."

R4 took the leather in one hand and his pistal in the other, bracing his boots on the wall and
rapelling down in three bounds. Dust spurted up under hisfeet and bone crunched, spurting more dust.
He swore and spat, unpleasantly conscious of how long it had been since he had adrink. Then he swore
again, softly, as Thom dropped down beside him and the nature of the floor he was standing on became
plan.

"Bones," he whispered. Thom unshuttered his lantern and swung the beam around, brighter than
the white glow from the doorway and better for picking out detail.

"Lots of bones," hisfriend agreed, sounding more subdued than usud.

Not quite enough that you could not find clear space for your feet, but nearly, and the crumbled
dust between them spoke of others ill older.

"And look," Thom continued. "Whet the hdl's that?' That was a rust-crusted weapon; Rgj
picked it up, and pursed hislipsin asoundiesswhistle.

"It'sakoorg-rifle” hesaid. "The Civil Government Armory stopped issuing them two hundred
years ago."

Ra might not have been to the schools of rhetoric, but there was nothing wrong with hisgrasp
of military higtory. "Double-barreled muzzle |loader with octagond barrels.”

Hisfriend'slight picked out other items of equipment; off by the other wall there was what
looked like one of the ceremonia weapons the mannequins of the Audience Hall Guard carried. Ry
looked closer: it was not, it was ared laser, the ancient Holy Federation wegpon. The metd meninthe
Hal of Audience carried non-functional replicas, but thiswasthered thing. The soldier's eyes narrowed
as hefollowed the line of the muzzle; there was a deep pit to the upper right of the door, melted into the
stonework, with along dribbling icicle of lavabelow it. Nothing on the metd of door or frame, dthough
the melt would have crossed it.

"Thom," Rg said briskly. "Thishas gonetoo far; thisis serioudy strange. We should fall back and
report. Now."

Reuctantly, the other man nodded. And—

CRANG. The door above their heads dammed shut so quickly that the huge musica note of the
pry bar breaking was dmost lost in the thunder-dam of itsclosing. A fragment of the stedl bar cannoned
acrossthe corridor and ricocheted back, falling at Raj's feet. He bent to touch it, and stopped when his
skin felt aglow from the torsion-heet of breakage. Thom was standing and examining the linked belts; the
buckle that had fastened them to the bar was missing, and the tough reptile hide cut as negtly asif it had
been diced with arazor. Rg felt agiant hand seize his chest, squeezing, tasted bile at the back of his
throdt.

"Waéll," hesaid, and heard it come out asacroak. "Well, it is il active”

Thom nodded jerkily. "Notice something about the skeletons?' he said.

R4 looked around. "Pretty dead.”

"Y es, and no marks on the bones. Looks like they fell in place, and nothing disturbed them.”

Ra Whitehal nodded. The surviving skeletons were eerily complete, like an anatomy model; no



toothmarks, nothing disturbed by scavengers.

"I don't think theré's much point in going that way," he answered, waving to the darkness on their
right. The beam of hislamp showed nothing but the walls of the corridor, fading to ageometric point with
distance. "That heads due east, near as| can tdll.” Out from under the city and towardsthe hills. "If
therésanything beyondthat . . . light . . . we might find another shaft leading up.”

Thom nodded, wiping adeeve across his mouth. "Maybe. | wish weld brought some water."
R4 grinned. "l wish you hadn't said that,” he said. "l redlly do."

-=0=-***_=Q=-

"Mirrors,"” Thom said. For thefirst timein Rg's memory, there wasred awein hisfriend'svoice.
"I've never seen mirrorslikethis.

"I've never seen alight likethat, either,” Rg said.

The room was circular, floored and roofed with mirrors, and with a single seamless sheet of
mirror for thewalls. The center of the circlewas apillar of light; white, glareless, heatless, odorless,
shining on the endless repeated figures of the two men. Rgj felt himsdlf stagger in place, lost and
gplintered in fractions of himsdlf. It was amoment before he noticed the lagt, the intolerable strangeness.

"Thom," he sad urgently. "Why don't the mirrorsreflect the light?' There it was before their
eyes, acolumn as physicaly red astheir own hands, alight that wasal that kept this place from being as
dark asacoffin. Yet in the mirrorsthere was no trace of it, only the two men and their equipment.

Thom blinked for an ingtant; then his eyes widened and he turned to run. Did run, one single step
before freezing in place asif turned to stone. Even his expression froze, and Rg could seethat his pupils
shared the paradlysis. The doorway that had been Thom'sgoa had . . . not closed, smply vanished; only
thedirection of theliving statue that had been hisfriend enabled Rg to tell it from any other part of the
smooth mirror curve. Thelight-pillar in the center of the room blazed higher.

Rg fired, with his second finger on the trigger and the index pointing along the barrdl, the way the
armsman had taught him: at close range, you just pointed and pulled. The five shots rang out dmost as
one, the orange muzzle flashes and smoke dazzling his eyes. Almost asloud was the bang-whinnnng of
the soft lead bullets ricocheting and spattering off the diamond hard surfaces of the room; they left no
mark a al. Something struck Rg in the foot with dedgehammer force, abullet tearing off the hed of one
boot. A long tear gppeared in the floppy tweed of Thom's breeches. . . Then nothing, nothing except an
acrid cloud of dirty-white powder smoke that made Rg cough reflexively.

Rg's muscles sei zed halfway through the motion of reloading. A voice spoke: not in hisears, but
in hismind. Spoke with an inhuman detachment that had aflavor of hard-edged crispness:

yes. yes, you will do very well.



Chapter two

Thefloor had vanished, and the pillar of light. There was nothing beneath him, athough he could
fed the pressure of weight under hisfeet. The off-white haze of powder smoke cleared rapidly, asif the
ar was being circulated without a detectable breeze. Thom hung suspended aso, il in the first motion of
flight, asif thiswasthe Outer Dark where those who rejected the Spirit of Man fell frozen forever.

He heard histhroat trying to whimper, and that brought him back to himself. He was a Whitehall
of Hillchapdl, and asoldier, and a man grown. The worst thiswhatever-it-was could do waskill him, and
apaving sonein the riots could have done that. Or ascropied in hisboot on ahunting trip, or aColonist
bullet or a Brigade bayonet. His soul only the Spirit could damn or save.

yes. excellent.

"Who the Dark areyou?' Rg said, trying for the tone hislather had used on machinery-salesmen
back at Hillchapd. Hillchapel, siveet wild scent of the silverpine blowing down from the heights, the
sound of a blacksmith's hammer on iron—

| am Sector Command and Control Unit AZ12-b14-c000 Mk. XIV.

Awe struck the human; he tried to genuflect, found himsdlf ill immobile. "Areyou. .. a
computer ?' he asked increduloudy.

yes. although not in the sense you usetheterm.
"What do you mean?"'

i am not a supernatural being.

"What areyou, then?"'

i am a sentient artificial entity of photonic subsystemstasked with the politico-military
supervision of this sector for Federation Command.

That's what a supernatural being is, dammit. Rg frowned; that was straight out of the Creed,
and even the phrasing was the archaic didect the priests used. First it saysit isn't a supernatural
being, then it saysit's working for the Holy Federation, he thought in bewilderment. An angel .

"What do you want of me?"* he continued bluntly. Although the skeletons outside had given him a
few gridy notionsaong thoselines.

observe. think.

Thom and the mirrored sphere vanished. Thistime Rg did cry out, but it was as much wonder as
fear; he was hanging suspended in air, flying as men had done before the Fall. 1t took amoment for him
to recognize precisaly where; the bird's-eye-view was utterly unfamiliar, and the scene below was not
that which he knew. It was the shape of the land itself that finally shocked recognition out of him, known
from ahundred maps. The New Residence, the city of the Governors and the capita of the Civil
Government. The near-perfect circle of the bay, cut by asingle three-kilometer channd; the buildings
werelaid out on the Silver Antler hills, just in from the passage to the sea. Off south he could seethe



ddtaof the Hemmar River, misy inthemorning light . . .

But it was not his city, not the city that Governor Vernier ruled inthis Y ear of the Fall 1103.
Instead of tight-packed streets within great defensive walls, there were towers and low domed structures
scattered through forest and park, asif the whole town was a nobleman'’s pleasaunce. The Streets were
merely cleared lanes, with vehiclesfloating dong not touching the thick green turf beneath them; and the
city was huge, stretching off into the distance beyond what he could see. Metdlic eggs moved acrossthe
map-like landscape beneath him in dow-seeming traceries. A ship was making passage in through the
channdl, adim thing without sails or oars or fuming smokestack—the perspective snapped home, and he
knew it was a thousand meters long or more.

The view swooped down to show peoplein odd, rich clothing strolling amid unearthly splendors.
In afenced garden with astrange double-helix sign above the gate children played with fabul ous beadts,
griffins and centaurs, miniature bears and tiny dogs no higher than aman'swaist; even the ordinary riding
dogswere odd, the usua breeds seeming shrunk to no more than five hundred pounds, smaller even than

alady'spdfrey.

"Holy Spirit of Man of the Stars," Rgj whispered. Tears of joy formed at the corners of hiseyes
and leaked downward. "I am not worthy!" A vision of time before the Fall! he exulted inwardly. Why
me? I'mjust a soldier, not a priest. | ... I try to live by the Spirit . . . Sinshe had neglected to Enter
at the Termind floated up, making him wince.

no. Was there atrace of exasperation in the passionless non-voice? thissimulation isof a
period roughly twenty years after the eventsyou refer to asthe Fall, after the last
faster-than-light transt from bellevue. observe.

-=0=-***_=(Q=-

Something flashed by him in mid-air, something moving too quickly to see as more than a streek.
Fire blossomed below; his heart cried out in shock asthe lacy towers crumpled, and he could fed the
small hairsaong his spine struggling to stand erect asthe bal of flame expanded out toward him likea
soap bubble of orange and crimson. Thunder rolled impossibly loud and long.

Wait a minute, hethought. | don't feel anything different. The air even smells the same as it
did before the vision. Why don't | feel the wind?

thisisasmulation. consider it a very good map. you may alter your point of view by
concentrating.

Therewas afeding like aclick behind his eyes, and the scene swooped dizzily. Rg tumbled for a
moment before regaining control; it was asif he was adisembodied pair of eyes and ears with the power
of flight. Cautioudly, he swooped downward. The beautiful ancient buildings lay tumbled, or burning, or
shattered in zones of overlapping circles out from the center of the fading ball of flame. He moved until
the radius of complete destruction was behind him, watching like agod aslittle swooping vehicles came
to collect the wounded; hideoudy burned figures writhed or lay still, and the ground-cars that had zipped
aong the roadways of turf were tumbled like toys, some driven through the fronts of houses.

There must have been a wind like a hurricano, he thought; the scene matched the description
of theterrible storms of the far southern Zanj Sea. Fire like the heart of a star, then a killing wind.
R4 had received the rudiments of a classical education, despite the pragmatism of his country-gentry
family. There was only one thing that fitted that description: fusion bomb, the agency of the Fall.

Then other flying cars touched down. He grunted in shock as he recognized the blazon on their



sdes—adouble lightning flash, with the numerals 591 between— the inggnia of the 591t Provisiond
Brigade. The barbarians who held the Old Residence, the original seet of planetary government, on the
other side of the Midworld Sea. But those aren't barbarians, he thought dazedly, asthe hatches
opened and troops stormed forth. He could recognize their arms and armor, too. The clockwork and
compressed-air automatons that lined the walls of the Hall of Audience were formed in that shape, and
bore such arms. Lines of fire stitched back and forth as other troopsin smilar gear but bearing the
inggniaof the Federation Guards charged to meet them.

enough. The voiceinterrupted him as he watched the Brigade troops smash the last resistance
and move on to sack a huge structure whose foundation outlines matched those of the Governor's Palace
he knew. Hisviewpoint moved without hiswilling it, and locked on the face of aman lying with haf his
chest burned away despite his powered battle-armor; the mouth worked behind the visor, but nothing
came out of it but clotted blood.

next.

Therewas aslent snap, and hewas back in hisorigind position. The city wasintact again,
unscarred by the fusion bomb, but as he looked more closely he could see that the outskirts had been
abandoned, overgrown with green Terran vegetation and the reddish brown-green of native plants.
Fewer of theflying eggs zipped by . . . Thistime the attack was from the seg, in giant square vesselsthat
floated on flexible skirtsin billowing clouds of mist. Impossibly fast, the ships drove up from the seato
the land; laser fire stabbed out from them, and flashes that ended in explosons where oddly dender
cannon pointed. Then ramps dropped, and armored soldiers poured out into the Streets. The resistance
was even lessthistime, and the attackers less disciplined; they began to loot and rape dmost
immediately. He recognized their inggniaaswell; 3rd Cruiser Squadron, the overlords of the Southern
territories. Angry puzzlement grew at the back of his mind; even the Brigade considered the Squadron to
be savages, and they had trouble maintaining flintlock shotguns, much less unFalen technology.

Again the swoop, and alock on aman with visor raised who directed resistance from behind a
barricade of wrecked vehicles. A flash, and there were only body-parts mixed inextricably with metal
and synthetics.

next.

Agan Rg found himself back at his starting point. The city was dmost completely overgrown
except for acore around the Palace, and that was being disassembled for building materid. A
checkerboard of farm fields and dirt roads stretched around; walls of rubble on dirt mounds protected
the core, and a beaten pathway stretched down to improvised docks where sailboats lay. The broadest
road stretched south and east; he estimated distances with an officer'strained eye, triangulating off hillshe
recognized. Y es, that was the course of the Great River Way, the main highway out of East Residence.
Far smaller, and without the superb stone-block paving . . . and there was an army marching up it,
fighting itsway through the overgrown ruins. He swooped lower.

Colonigts, thistime: dark men, many in billowing robes, bearded, with the green crescent flag of
Idam at their head, dongside the scarlet peacock of the Settlers, the family that claimed to have led the
first humansfrom Terrato Bellevue. Few of the beam wegponsthistime, and they were being sparingly
used. Rgj frowned, directing his atention from one unit to the next. Odd, he thought. The Colonistswere
morta enemies of the Civil Government—had been the first to rebe after the Fall, in feet—but they were
civilized, intheir fashion. Thislooked like amob, and abadly equipped one. No cavary at dl, not a
sngleriding dog even for the officers; ox-drawn guns, but so primitivel Muzzle loadersdl, that looked to
have been cobbled up out of some sort of tubing, and the footmen carried everything from spearsto
matchlocks. Their opponents wore the, blue and crimson of the Civil Government, but were no better



armed and far less numerous.

Rg relaxed dightly, fet his somach muscles unclench: he could understand this fight, at leest.
Much like agigantic brawl, with numbers overwheming position. The lock on asingle commander was
expected, thistime: atal elderly man with ahook where hisleft arm should have been, wearing a
primitive version of the Governor's diadem and wielding an energy-weapon in hisright hand. It failed, and
awave of Colonists swarmed over him, hacking and stabbing. A minute later and a spear surged up out
of the ruck with the man's head on the end.

next.

The ruinswere mostly gone, the odd exotic materias of the unFallen westhered into the soil—
unable to bear the corruption of the Fallen world, his childhood catechism reminded him—and the
central core of the Place was as he knew it, but shining in new blue limestone, without the patina of
centuries. He could see afew of the familiar Street patterns, and abulky stone barn-like structure with the
Star onitsroof, right where the Temple stood in Rg'sown time. A naval battle was raging out on the
harbor; galleys only, many open-decked like giant rowboats, not asteamer in Sight. There were dozens
of flags beside the Civil Government's; Brigade, Squadron, awild variety of tribal blazons, even the
clenched fist with angle upright finger of the Skinners, and they were wild nomads on the steppes of the
far north. Cannon roared, vomiting afog of smoke that lay like adirty carpet on the bright blue of the
harbor; ships burned; wreckage floated, some of it ill living and moving, until the tentacled mouths of
downdraggers sucked them under.

R4's vison locked on the poopdeck of the largest galley. A man lay there, head cradled in the
arms of asubordinate, wearing theinggniaof a Civil Government Fleet Admira. Not much was|eft of his
legs benegth the tourniquets, but he was il trying to give orders when he yawned and dumped into
UNCONSCIOUSNESS,

next.

East Residence was hdf-built, and men were laying the foundations of the Temple. Or had been;
now they were trying to hold walls that were closer to the Palace than the ones Rg knew, but well-made
and of stone. Trying and failing. The banners of the Colony waved over agate; it sSwung open and troops
poured through on dogback, but the animalswere small, no more than six hundred pounds. Like a
dream, Rgj thought; haf-familiar but distorted. The Colonigts charged againgt aline of Civil Government
infantry armed with muzzle-loading rifles, percusson models. They had timefor asingle volley, and then
the dogs were snarling and rearing at the line of bayonets.

A counter-attack about— Rag began; then he saw the column of Civil Government riders
pouring down the street behind their infantry. The Governor's banner was at thefore, a
Mercantor-projection world map, and another that looked something like the sandlion flag of the Descott
hills; beneath it was aman whose face had the cast of Rgj's home district, square, hook-nosed,
brown-skinned, and black of hair and beard. The column crashed into the enemy in a saber-swinging
melee. The swooping focus centered on the Descott man's face just as a Colonist trooper fired a pistol
loaded with buckshot into it.

next.

The disorientation was worse again, asthe city grew more familiar. The Inner Walswere
complete, aswere the Temple, and all of the Paace except the Long Galleries and their gardens.
Noblemen's estates stood outside the Inner Walls, with no trace of the workshops and dum tenements
that should cover that ground; the harbor wasfull of salls, with afew tal, thin smokestacks of uncouth
design. Thewallswere under siege, though: aformal affair, zigzag trenches and revetments, with heavy



guns pounding the crumbling ramparts and little return fire. Columns of smoke rose from the East

Res dence streets, mobs moved through them, and the soldiers struggling toward the perimeter seemed to
be having more trouble with their own people than the enemy. Outside the wall were the camps of the
attackers; ahuge, neatly laid out rectangle around a giant pavilion that bore the Settler's flag, surrounded
by field-works, aseries of clumps and unit-linesfor the Brigade, a sprawl of tents and brush sheltersfor
the Squadron. And odds and sods from everywhere; Skinners on lean hounds with their two-meter
rifles—but muzzle-loaders, not the ones he was used to. The dogs were full-size thistime, many of

breeds he could identify, eight hundred to a thousand pounds.

Few of the attackers were in their camps. Columns and groups and swarms flowed forward into
the communication trenches; histraining told him the find assault was near. The viewpoint Swooped; not
to abattle, but into the Audience Hall of the Palace. The decoration was different, but the basic layout
the same; the ancient seaivory and gold of the Chair newer, the jewel inlay more lustrous. The man onit
was ignoring the chaos bel ow, the shouts and pleas for orders. Instead he touched the Governor's
diadem about his brow, then raised the dender muzzle of asingle-shot breech-loader pistol, atype that
had been declared obsolete in Rgj's grandfather's day. He put the barrel in hismouthand . . .

"Wait!" The shot crashed out; the man's body dumped sideways, showing the cratered exit
wound and afen of gray spatter and pink boneshards across the gold and iridescence of the Chair's
back. Memory returned, of aportrait in the Gallery of the Governors. "Wait, that's Muradski 1V, hedied
of the Trembling Plague campaigning on Stern Idand, two hundred and twenty years ago, there wasn't a
Segeof East Resdencein hisrein!”

next.

Ra opened his mouth to protest, closed it again. There was no battle, and the city was ashe
knew it; asprawling chaos of avenues and dleys, streets and plazas, running down from the
garden-greened heights of the Palaceto the tarry bustle of the docks, al within the double circuit of the
walls. He swooped hisinvisble eyes down to ground level. A lumbering traction engine drew a heavy
load from afoundry; alitter went by, and then asquad of Paace Guards, jingling and arrogant on their
curriecombed Collies. He withdrew to bird-height again, and looked more closdly, felt aprickle up his
Spine; not quite asheknew it now. The East Railway was still under construction. Asit had been on his
firg vigt to the city, asix-year-old in from the provinces, with his brigedier father to show him the sights.
A menta push, and he was beside the embankment. Just as he remembered, from that
never-to-be-forgotten day, the dirt and gravel, the crossties, the long timber rails with their top-strap of
rolled iron; engineersin tailcoats, craftsmen, dave gangs swinging picks and hoes and shovels.

The scene did away, and he wasin aroom he knew. The Governor's council chamber, the
smaller informal one used for the real work, high up over the Long Gdlleries. And. . .

"Father," he whispered.

Y oung again, in histhirties, wearing a Corps Generd's epaul ets, which was five ranks higher than
Huego Whitehall had ever risen. Standing braced to attention before the old Governor, Govenor Morris
Poplanich. Thom's childless uncle, who had died a decade ago. There was a campaign map on the table;
R4 focused, saw the wooden counters arranged to show amassive thrust of Colony troops over the
passes of the Oxhead Mountains, down into the Hemmar Valey that was the heartland of the Civil
Government.

"No!" Rg shouted.

"And | don't know if you're a traitor or just criminally incompetent, Whitehall " the
Governor was saying. " And it doesn't matter. I'm removing you from command.”



"But, sir, | know that if you do . . . !" Huego Whitehall began. He stopped with aresigned
shrug, and made no objection when the Guards seized his arms and began stripping him of insggniaand
Sdearms.

"No," Rg whigpered. Time blurred: East Residence burned, and Colonist soldiersdragged his
father from a prison cell, through corridors thick with smoke and littered with the bodies of Civil
Government troops. Huego wrenched free as they emerged, onto avantage point that showed a
panorama of East Residence in flames. He legped to the bal ustrade of the terrace, but the guards bore
Colony lever-action repeaters; they managed to shoot him at least three times before he went over the
edge.

"Lied" Rg shouted. "All lied"
calm your self. consider.

Rg fought his bresthing under control, felt the sheen of sweset dry on his skinin the unmoving
dead air. "Those. . . battles. They're what might have occurrediif . . . If what?'

if oneearlier than you had been allowed to leave this place, with my help.

Hefdlt the grip on his body relax, and found he could move torso and arms and head. It was
inexpressible rdief to rub apam acrosshisface.

"Y our help doesn't seem to be worth much,” he said bluntly.

consder a general with faultlessintelligence staff, who always knowsthe most probable
results of hisactions, The menta voiceof . . . Center, he supposed . . . continued, yet the universeis
a structure of probabilities, if the probability of successis sufficlently low, even my assistance
isnot enough, sociopalitical and economic factor s often count for mor e than winning a battle.
outside thiscomplex i can only advise and observe through my agent, not compel, my
calculationsindicatethetimeisripeat lagt, for your mission.

"What misson?' Rg asked.

to unite bellevue, asa preliminary to therebuilding of the Tanaki Spatial Displacement
Net. Even in the soundless voice, he could hear the capitas on the Holy Name of Faster Than Light
Travd.

"Tounite Earth?' Rg said increduloudy, touching hisamulet.
bellevue, Center corrected pedanticaly. earth will comelater.

The young man'slips shaped a soundless whistle. The Whitehdls of Hillchapel had served the
Governor inarmsfor haf athousand years, riding at the head of troops recruited from their home
county's tough hill-farmers; the Descoitt district bred soldiers, not tax-broken peonslike the lowlands. He
remembered vague boyish dreams of glory, dreamsthat had grown more specific as he passed into
manhood. Besating back a Colony grab at the disputed territories in the southeast, perhaps, therewasa
border war with the rag-heads every generation or so. Or smashing araiding column of Brigade troops,
over northwest across the Kelden Straits, where the Civil Government kept afoothold in the Middle
Teritories.

But to reunite the world!

"That'sajob for ahero-saint," he protested.



| am Sector Command and Control Unit AZ12-b14-c000 Mk. X1V. Without sound, the
words roared like the thunder of massed cannon. | say you are the One.

Rg genuflected. You did not argue with anangd. "I know my duty," he said, straightening.
that isone of your qualifications, Center observed.

A thought struck the young man. ™Y ou don't mean | have to be Governor, do you?' he asked,
worry in hisvoice. "Governor Vernier has my oath. And Vice-Governor Barholm, too; | swore alegiance
ashisGuard."

vernier will diewithin theyear, Center said, his nephew bar holm will takethe chair. That
was no news, Barholm wasthe red power now, not hisailing kinsman. And Rg was Barholm's man.
you will act asgovernor barholm'sshield and sword, and in any case you will be abroad on
campaign for many years. your talentsare military and administrative, not political.

R4 nodded in instant agreement; he could keep his feet in the snakepit intrigues of the Palace,
but knew helacked the gift to excdl. Perhaps only the interest, but that was enough. Politicswaslike
fencing, one mistake, one momentary lapse of attention, and you were dead. He thought of having to dedl
with the Chancellor, Robert Tsetzas, and shuddered; that would be like having a spitting fangmouth
grafted on your hand. There was ajoke, whispered rather than told, that afangmouth actualy had bitten
the Chancellor one afternoon, a alevee: Tzetzas hadn't even missed anibble on histruffle, while the
poison-lizard had died in convulsons. . .

"| took an oath,” he said, "to uphold the Civil Government againgt dl enemies, to restoreit toits
rightful place asthe Holy Federation's agency on thisworld. | guessthis coversit.”

excellent.

A cone of light focused on Rg's forehead; he ditted his eyes, but honor forbade him to flinch.
There was amoment of intense pain, that vanished in alingering sensation of cold between hiseyesand
behind the skin. Thoughts moved just below the surface of consciousness, fragments of memories of
eventsthat he had never experienced. They died away, leaving aresdue of dizziness, aringing inthe ears
that waswholly non-physicd; hefdt asif hisbody was dightly too smdl to contain him.

the sensations will fade, Center said, you will now bein constant communication with me
at all times, remember that your actions must be yours: my help isinformative only.

Ra nodded, till dazed by the echoes within his head, wanting nothing so much asalong deep,
and...

"Il havetotdl Suzette shell ... "
observe.

There was ablinking before his eyes, and suddenly he wasin hisrooms, near the
Vice-Governor's section of the Palace. Suzette was across from him, and he could see bewilderment
giving way to horror on the smooth aguiline features. She nodded, smiled, l&ft: then the priests came, the
Hedlers of the Troubled speaking soothingly and maneuvering him toward the coat with the crossed
ams,

The chamber snapped back. "Shit," he said disgustedly, then blushed at the sacrilege of swearing
here. "I thought shed believe me."

not without proof which i will not furnish, Center replied, knowledge of my existence



would render further calculation impossible.
Rg shrugged. "All right, let Thom go.”
no.

The man remembered the bones outside the door; it suddenly occurred to him what it would be
like, waiting in the dark unable to control so much asthe expression of your face. Unableto blink, fegling
your eyesdrying out, waiting for thirst or madnessto take you.

"Oh, yesyou will, angd or no," Rg said flatly. His hand fdll to the butt of the usdess pistal, not so
much athreat as a statement of intent. "A Whitehadl doesn't abandon afriend, not for any reward.”

poplanich istoo closeto the old dynasty. Which Vernier had overthrown; old Morris
Poplanich had died without maeissue. . . of natura causes, or so most thought. Vernier Clerett had
been CIC, Residence Area Troops, which had usualy counted more than heredity in succession
disputes, throughout the Civil Government's history, now thom poplanich is of age, and is popular,
widely respected among the older families. Which the Clerettswere not; Vernier had been no
wedlthier or better born than Rgj Whitehall himsdlf, an upstart to the ancient kindreds. Just another
uncouth Descotter, who wore his spursindoors, when barholm cler ett assumesthe chair, poplanich
dies, observe.

Images. The gongs of the Temple ringing out in mourning, black headbandsin the Streets.
Barholm ascending the steps to the Chair, cheeks flushed, a hard triumph glittering beneath the mask of
grief. Troopers of the 2nd Gendarmerie dragging Thom Poplanich out the gate of hisfamily's townhouse;
the young man wrenching his arms free and smoothing his coat, walking with quiet dignity toward the
black two-dog wagon. Rg watching in the ranks of Barholm's Guard as Thom was strapped to theiron
column in Remembrance Square, with the heralds reading out his crimes—"treason against the Civil
Government and the Spirit of Man of the Stars'— while the bare-chested executioner in his black hood
stood by the scissor-switch to the thumping generator. Barholm stood; the crowd jeered and pushed
behind athreatening line of dragoons. The thunder-growl of five hundred wardogs was the louder, until
the switch went home and Thom screamed, screamed and sizzled and smelled like roasting pork.

Rg fdlt sweat on his pams, trickling down hisflanks, but there was no controlling these visions.
More: Rg with officers he recognized, talking quietly in the rear room of atavern. Older men there;
Berzetayz of the Governor's Council, leader of the Hemmar River clique, the big landowners. Alois
Wijolskathe iron-smdting magnate. Gunfire in the Palace; men falling before the two-meter cast-bronze
doors of theinner chamber, and his own dog rearing to crash it open with its forepaws. Barholm startled
out of bed, standing back naked againgt the tapestries with his hands before hisface. Hiswife Anne,
equally naked and cursing defiance as sheraised apistal. Volley fire from behind him.

Fragments. A view that it took him a second to recognize as being from the Chair, and the High
Priest raising the Diadem over his own head. Suzette dying— Suzette!—her lips blue with poison.
Chancellor Tzetzas going to the pillar himsdf; the crowd cheering thistime, and the Chancellor spitting a
the executioner'sfeet as Governor Rg) Whitehall raised hisarm. Rg leading troops, but the enemieswere
Civil Government forces, othersin the outfits of noblemen's household retainers. Other battles, a
kaleidoscope.

Onefind scene. Rgy Whitehal sumbling at the stirrup-iron of aman he recognized dl too well,
from Intelligence reports, hishandstied to the leather. Tewfik, amir of the Army of the South, one-eyed
€eldest son of the Settler; not his heir, no man not whole in body could be, but certainly his commander in
thefield, and not because of hisblood, either. Thisfield was the East Residence, burning, with bodies
lying in the rough hesps as the desth-squads had |eft them. Another row fell before a Colonist firing



sguad as he watched, and a white-bearded imam preached from an open Koran behind them asanew
batch marched up. Others, women and children mostly, stumbled by chained neck-and-neck under the
whips of mounted guards. Wagons of white salt rumbled up the street.

"Wewill sow it with sdlt,” Tewfik said, looking down at the bloodied face of his captive. "But do
not worry. The hot ironswill ensure you see no more.”

-=0=-***_=Q=-

"No," Rg said. He could taste the iron-and-copper of his own fear, smell it. Suzette had died
hard, blind anima painin her eyes, nothing human left. "No. | still won't let you kill Thom. A manwho
doesn't stand by bisfriendsisno man." And if | givein on this, I'ma dove. I'll serve the Spirit of
Man, but damned if I'll be a dove even to a god.

again, excellent. Amusement a hisindignation. a successful general must know loyalty,
befor e he can evoke it poplanich will cometo no harm: i can hold hisbody in complete stasis,
and provide morethan sufficient mental stimulation. Was that some sort of joke?

you may return and visit occasionally, when thiswill not excite suspicion.
He hesitated.
remember that if he leaves here now, hedies, and not him alone.

"Rg." Whitehd|'s head shot up. Thom's voice; the smaler man turned to face hisfriend. "Rg, I'm
dlright . . . it'sshowing methe most anazing . . . themost amazing things. . . ."

Hefroze again, but thistime the expression was one of wondering delight, not fear. Rg took a
tentative step forward, and found that he could. Hisfingers reached out and touched hisfriend's skin; it
was dready cooling, dightly rubbery under his pam. Therewas adight shimmer in front of Thom's eyes,
likeatrick of vison seen out of the corner of the eyes, and Rg could see his pupils expanding and
contracting, asif they were moving across alandscape of light and shadow.

"Goodbye," he said; and saluted, for some reason he could not have explained even to himsdif.
-=Q=-***_=Q=-

The corridor of boneswas as he had |€ft it, save that the door two meters above its surface was
open. No other help was offered; evidently Center expected him to make his own way in the world.

Ra Whitehall nodded once, and stopped to rel oad the revolver before he jumped to plant fingers
on the edge. It was ucky not many knew Thom and he had gone exploring together; he had not even told
Suzette, she had been dropping more and more hints about how dangerous Poplanich was to know.

Not that dangerous, Rg thought, grinning humorlesdy into the dark as he chinned himsdf and
threw aknee over the doorsill. Not nearly as dangerous as knowing me seemsto be.



Chapter three

"Captain the Honorable Messer Rgg Ammenda Halgern da Luis Whitehdl, Whitehall of
Hillchapel, Hereditary Supervisor of Smythe Parish, Descott County, Guard to the Exated
Vice-Governor, presents himsdf for duty!”

Ra winced asthe herdd's bellow rang deafeningly in hisleft ear; she was using a megaphone that
was no lessfunctiona for being built of thin polished silver with decorationsin niello and diamond chip.
Thejostling crowds of petitionersfell sllent for amoment, craning their necks towards the main doors and
pressing againg the line of Gendarmerie troopersin dress uniforms. Theriflesthey held wererichly inlaid
but loaded and in perfect working order; the whole hall where the Gubernatoria Levee was held waslike
that, he supposed.

All of two hundred meterslong and fifty high; the celling was amosaic, awhedling gdaxy of sars
againg indigo night, with the head and shoulders of the Spirit of Man looming aboveit. Much likethe one
inthe Temple, and like that it dways gave you a dight creeping sensation between the shoulderblades, as
if the huge dark eyeswere following you and looking into your soul. The floor was tessellated marble,
and the walls point-topped windows filled with stained glass, mostly Scriptural scenes—computers,
gpaceships lifting off—or gruesome martyrdoms, or the triumphs of the Governors. A blare of trumpets,
and the mechanical men spaced &t intervals ong the walls came to attention from parade rest, dapping
the replicalasers with their left hands as they brought them to the sdlute. There was ahiss and whir from
the compressed-air machinery of the automatons, and the arc lights along the angle of ceiling and wall
popped and flared, shedding an actinic blue light and the occasiond spark. The crowd moaned, bowing
in unison before the awesome technology of the ancients.

R4 increased his pace dightly, the gold-alloy spurs on his high bootsjingling. Hewasin full dress
fig for this, and as aways it made him fed like adancer in arevue down on Carcossa Street; skin-tight
crimson pants with gold piping down the seams, codpiece, jewelled saber-belt and tooled pistol holster,
atache so long and eaborate that he had to hold the scabbard of his sword in hisleft hand to keep it
from dragging on the floor. The blue jacket hugged his shoulders so tightly he could fed thetickle of the
epaulets, and the split tails nearly reached hisankles.

The horseshoe shaped end of the Hall was focused on the Chair, standing aone and untenanted
at thetop of asemicircular flight of white marble sairs. Vice-Governor Barholm was Sitting in his usua
chair of state on one of the lower steps; to either sSide were the Chiefs of Department at their inlaid desks.
The ceremonid view-screensin each were symbols aswell, the actua paperwork would be handled by
the crowds of flunkies and aideswho hovered at their rear.

Ra went down on one knee, bowing deeply: al that was necessary, consdering Barholm's
officia status and hisown. The Vice-Governor'slong robe was so heavy with embroidery and jewelwork
that it was probably as uncomfortable as Rg's uniform, even on acool spring day likethis. Hisface
showed aslittle of that as did the other nine Guards who stood behind the bureaucrats. Or the
bureaucrats themselves, this was part of theritua of power, after al.

"Rise, Whitehdl of Hillchapd," Barholm said. He was moretypica of the Descott Hillsthan Ry
himsdlf, lacking the younger man'srangy height; stocky, with atorso like abrick, aheavy-muscled man
who moved with atensile quickness despite a sedentary life. But his accent was pure East Residence,



smooth as a hired rhetor's.

Rg cameto hisfeet, sduted smartly with hisfree hand and buckled on the plumed helmet; a
least on hishead it didn't tickle his nose the way it did under one arm. He settled to parade rest beside
Hemlt Stanson, the Guardsman next in seniority. Their station was directly behind the Vice-Governor,
and they rested their palms on the butts of their pistols. Not that they expected trouble, avery expert
crew of chamberlansinspected everyone before they were alowed thisfar into the Palace. For that
matter, there were two dozen very expert riflemen with 'scope-sighted weapons behind various pieces of
ornamenta grillwork. The status of Guard did not appear on any muster roll, but it could count for a
good ded more than forma military rank. The Guards were al well-born, well-connected; fighting men
who could berelied on for anything that needed doing.

a need shared by both vice-governor barholm and myself, Center observed, someday
inquireasto the meaning of theterm " bucellari."

Ra managed not to jump, and subvocaized: be careful, you might distract me. Conscioudy,
he schooled his mind to acceptance; numinous awewas dl very wdl for church, but he had work to do in
thisworld, that was why the angdl had chosen him. Act asif everything was normal, hetold himsdf.
Act well enough, and you'll grow to believe it in your gut as well as your head.

Silence, while the ushers shepherded forward the first batch. Three of them, two menand a
woman in expensive but unfashionably up-country clothes, without the hired cicerone who could have
shown them how to really penetrate court rituad. They began to go down in thefull progtration, to be
halted by the hissed outrage of the usher; that wasfor the Governor alone. Rg blinked, catching dight
dterationsin Barholm's express on—funny, | was never this good at that before—and decided that the
yokels had done themsalves no harm and the usher hersaf no good. It had been along time since anyone
got to the Chair without wanting it bad enough to wet-dream about it waking and deeping; that was one
of the Civil Government's problems. It would probably be better if somebody like Thom Poplanich could
inherit thejob for once.

Of course, Thom was a gentleman and a scholar; he wouldn't last aweek.

"Messer Bendict Cromar Butheled, representing sundry gentlefolk!™ the herad announced.
Unusudly blunt; somebody must have under-bribed.

"Y our Exdted Vice-Governorship,” the leader of the delegation began; Rgj placed the accent,
Gaur County, about hafway up the Hemmar River. "We represent the Gaur County Locks Association,
and the Seven Hills cod proprietors.” The voice was gathering alittle assurance as it spoke, though his
hands fumbled with the sealed package of documents. "As Y our Exatedness knows, thelocks are being
reconstructed to be passable for sseam riverboats." Those had become numerous, over the last fifty years
or 0.

Most of the bureaucrats affected an el aborate boredom; an educated man learned of the doings
of the unFalen, not the grubby, oily expedients which passed for technology in this degenerate age. Two
werefully dert; Chancellor Tzetzas and Barholm. Who, being a Descott man and practical to afault, was
keenly interested in anything that increased the tax revenues of the State.

"Yes, yes," Barholm said, waving a hand to urge the man past the background data. "'1've seen
the plans”

The petitioner continued doggedly, obvioudy plowing through a rehearsed speech. Too wired
tense to do anything el se, even when anew factor entered the equation.



"Your Exatedness. . . ah." Barholm'sglare finaly forced the spegker to summarize. "That is, His
Supremacy the Governor Vernier, Vice-regent of The Spirit of Man of the Stars, we're orthodox in Gaur
County, my lord . . . that is, the State advanced part of the cost of the renovations. . . but the materias
have been so late, my lord! Whilethelocks are out of operation, we. . . theré's no cash flow, my lord,
and the expenses.. . . and, wdll, the cod hasto go by anima haulage to below thefdls. Y our
Exaltedness, we beg for relief, either on our interest payments or our taxes.”

Barholm frowned, hisfingers drumming on one arm of the chair while he beckoned an advisor.
Tzetzas face stayed as cdm asamosaic Avatar, but hisfingersriffled through asmall box of index cards.

| wonder what's behind all this, Rg thought idly. Porifro Riferas Tactics and Strategy had a
whole chapter on the importance of transport in extended operations, and the Gaur Falls were the mgjor
break on the river between East Residence and the head of navigation in the Oxhead Mountain foothills.
Wonder how it'll turn out.

observe:

— %%k _—(—

A rectangle blanked in the air in front of him, then split: the left Sde flashed
action by the Vice-Governor.

Thefdls, and the cand around them. Barges unloaded casks of cement, gangs of laborers,
bundles of new-forged pickaxes and barrels of blasting powder. A side-whed steamer tug pulled atrain
of bargesinto abasin whose sides shone with new-cut ashlar blocks; the barges were loaded with bales
of hides, cauldrons of pitch, grain, dried fruit, others had holds piled high with gleaming cod. Thetown
behind bustled.

referenceto the Chancdlor.

The same scene, but he could tell it was nearly ayear later. The steamer tug bore the
weighing-scale blazon of Tzetzas family on the Sde of its stack; as did the carts bringing down cod from
the mines. A coffle was being driven onto abarge by armed guardsin the Chancellor'slivery; the people
on the chain had the black brands of debt-bondsmen on their cheeks. Rg recognized the petitioners, in
rough burlap prison tunics rather than the quietly affluent clothing they wore today; behind them were
their families, othersthat were probably their retainers. There was a scuffle asthe guards unhitched agirl
of fourteen from behind Bendict, began pushing her forward under the overhang of the barge asthey
stripped the tunic up over her head. She screamed and struggled, and so did Bendict until atruncheon
struck the sde of his head with asound like arock on melon.

-=Q=-***_=Q=-

"Well, delay iscertainly aserious. . . " Barholm was beginning. Tzetzas's messenger threaded his
way to the Vice-Governor's chair, leaned to murmur in his ear. Barholm's face changed, going smooth
and hard. " . . . serious matter," he continued, in a harsher tone. "1 expect better of those the State seesfit
to aid than excuses! Direct your petition to Chancellor Tzetzas, and perhaps something can be done.”

Beside him Stanson whispered sotto voce; with the acoudticsin here, you could do that pretty
sdy.

"Yeah, talk to Tzetzas and you're done, the way the monkey did the miller's wife."

Ra made anoncommitta grunt; there were some people it was never safeto talk about.



"But my lord!" the petitioner wailed, dropping the package of documents. "He—the Honorable
Chancdlor —he ownsthe firmsthat have been ddlaying ddivery of the congtruction materidd™

"Areyou making dlegations about my Chancellor? Perhaps you question my judgment, my uncle
His Supremacy'sjudgment?’

"No, Y our Exatedness,” the man whispered.

Barholm smiled like awardog in a butcher's shop. "Well, move dong then. As you mentioned,
Chancdllor Tzetzas has extensive interests in enterprises dedicated to the upbuilding of the State and the
furtherance of the designs of Spirit of Man. Perhaps you could arrange aloan.”

observe.

-=0=-***_=0=-

... and a banker in a skullcap was handing over deedsin a small officerichly paneled in
Zanj ebony, eyes cold with distaste as Tzetzas riffled through them. The gadlights glittered on the
elaborate seals.

"And with these as security, I'm sure the further loan to His Exaltedness will go through at,
oh, half of prime." Slence, then: "Unless, Joshua, you fedl that you should join your compatriotsin
buying the forced war bond? Granted that it pays no interest at all, but given the Church's
position on nonbelievers ... "

-=0=-***_=0=-

Stanson nudged hisfoot, lesslikey to be seen. "What's that funny shimmer in front of your eyes?’
hesad.

Shut up, Ry said mentaly. Whispering: "Quiet.”

The other Guardsman shrugged dightly; Rg knew Stanson thought—what was the phrase he'd
used—that Rg) Whitehd | had a serious pickle up the ass, and was too freshly down from the Descott
hills And | think he's a fop who feels his birth puts him above discipline. Not that it would be wise to
say it; Stanson had killed four men in duels, and Rg had better things to do with histime than learn how
to be adudist-gunman. Now, with a saber it might beinteresting . . .

The next petitioners were complaining about the tax formersin their district; everyone expected
them to squeeze—that was where their profit came from, the difference between what they bid for the
digtrict to the government and what they could collect from the populace—but these were supposedly
stripping productive assets, not just money and goods.

observe.

-=0=-***_=0=-

A peasant stood in the furrows, watching gape-jawed as the tax-farmer's men walked away with
the oxen, and the plow itself for good measure. A typica low country peon in arough linen tunic of
unbleached fabric, his beard reaching to his chest and haf histeeth gone. Middle-aged even at the thirty
he looked to be, with aburlap sack wrapped around his head against the gray danting rain and more rags
about hisfeet. The animasbawled in panic, their great brown eyesrolling. It must be amore than usudly
prosperous farm, to afford ateam so sturdy. At the sound the peasant seemed to shake himsdlf, take a
few lumbering paces forward.



"arel" hesad. "'are, wait nu, Oi'vet barley tgit in, y'kennatek-"

Theleader of the tax collectors was mounted on afine black Alsatian, fifteen hands at the
shoulder, whose bridle did not include the usua sted-cage muzzle. He was armed aswll, pistol and
shotgun, but he made no move toward the weapons, the dog haf-turned, baring finger-long teeth and
rumbling like thunder in the degp chest. The peon stopped, well out of snapping range, and stood with his
fists clenched in impotent rage. The mounted man rode closer, the dog's feet sinking deep in the wet
plowed earth; then he leaned over and dashed the peasant across the face with his crop.

"Well, then tell your master to pay histaxes, you clod! The oxen first, and your brats next year.
Twenty pieces of silver, or two hundred bushels of corn, or abae of first-grade tobacco; that's the
assessment on thisplot.”

Raj's lips tightened.
action by the Vice-Governor.

-=Q=-***_=0=-

Thetax collector, face covered with tears and mucus as soldiers cut him down from the flogging
triangle. Wagons unloading chinaand silverware at asmall manor house, with the squire'slady bustling
about giving sharp-voiced directions.

"Watch thaclod feet, ninny! Like enough haf is stolen nor broke aready!"

Movement: the peasant looking up, an incredul ous gap-toothed grin on his face as he dropped
the rope over his shoulder and ran toward the gravel-surfaced road where gendarmes lead his plow
team. He had been pulling the plow, hiswife beside him, shapelessin her ragswith aface aswrinkled as
awinter gpple, and ahaf-grown boy holding the handles.

action by the Chancdlor.

-=0=-***_=0=-

Nothing but the peasant's face, bent beside hiswife's as they strained againgt the ropes. Their
breathing sounded deep and labored, and their feet made wet sucking sounds as they came free of the
mud, carrying twenty-pound lumps at each step.

-=0=-***_=(Q=-

Barholm made a dight gesture, the usher said, "Take your petition to the Honorable Chancdllor,
good Srs”

The next two petitions were for leave to exercise eminent domain; one for an ox-powered
railway to bring marble to the coast, down on the K olobassa peninsula, another to build areservoir and
cana system on the edge of the southern desert, in the foothills of the Oxheads. Both approved, and sent
to the Minister of Writsand Sessions. Real action, Rg thought dryly. Well, even Tzetzas can't steal

everything.
"Your Exdtedness."

A crisp military bow from this man; in conservative landowner's Court dress, his plain blue robe
showing the tips of riding boots polished but worn. There were places worn shiny on hisbelt, aswell,
where aholster and saber-tache would hook. A thin eagle face, black eyes above high cheeksand a
nose hooked enough for a Colonist or a Descotter. The usher brayed:



"Messer Mustaf Agrood Naxim, Hereditary Watch-keeper of Deep Fountain, County of Sna
Barbra"

Rg pricked up asoldier's ears. That was on the upper Drangosh River, far to the southeast, not
ahundred kilometers from Sandora. On the border of territory controlled by the Colony, and yes, the
man had the ook of aborderer.

"My lord," Naxim said briskly. "The blessings of the Spirit of Man of the Stars be upon you." The
border folk were notorioudy orthodox. ™Y our wisdom —and that of His Supremacy, of course—isour
shield. Yet Your Exatedness cannot be everywhere, and it ismy duty to tell you that your servants have
been shamefully neglectful on the frontiers of my county. Within thelast year, two villages on my lands
aore..."

"Banditsare your responsbility, man,” Barholm said impatiently.

Naxim lowered his eyes and continued. "My lord, these are no bandits, they are regular troops of
the Colony and household retainers of Colonia noblemen, acting under orders. They brought artillery on
thelast raid! My lord, they burn and kill and carry off freefolk asdaves. They trampletheirrigation
canals and cut down orchardsto let in the desert! Those farmersare Y our Exatednesss barrier against
theMudim,and..."

"And you are authorized to fortify your manors and raise amilitiafor exactly that purpose,”
Barholm said. "The Civil Government remitstaxesto the extent of . . . how much?'

The Minister of Finance turned to confer with hisaids. Tzetzas voice came smooth as water over
tilein acourtyard garden. "To theextent . . . thisisfor the County of SnaBarbraaone, Y our
Exatedness. . . of fifty thousand silver credits annudly. That istheland tax; adding in the loss of the
hearth tax, poll tax, salt monopoly, excise tax, weater rates, billeting and tax-in-kind for garrisons,
assumptiontax . . . asmuch again, my lord."

"Well." Barholm sat back, steepling hisfingers.

Naxim's eyes closed, and hislipsmoved in prayer for amoment. "Y our Exatedness, Sna
Barbra—and the other border counties—finance from their own resources ten battalions, mounted and
armed, thebeacon system .. . "

"And yet you comewhining to Usfor help at the least trouble.”

"My lord, we can deal with bandits, bedouin, even the amirs of the over-frontier, even the ghaz
fanatics who come from al over the Colony to plague us. . . but we cannot dedl with the regular armies
of the Settler!”

"Takeyour petition to the Chancdllor,” Barholm continued coldly. "If further detachments of
regular troops must be sent to the southeast, then the tax remittances must be reconsidered or altered.
There are many cdls on Our resources.” Naxim bowed slently—

observe.

-=Q=-***_=Q=-

Naxim sat alean-muzzled riding dog with a sand-colored coat, on aridge overlooking a broad
dry valey. Behind him were nearly athousand troops; not regulars, but well-equipped and looking as
tough asany Rg had seen, riding the same long-legged mongrels as the nobleman. Many wore turbans,
with vellsdrawn acrossther faces, most werein long billowing robes, but a Star medallion gleamed on



every chest, and there was aHierarch Starpriest riding a Naxim's side. Hie snowpeaks of the Oxhead
Mountains towered behind, floating on the horizon.

"Lord Naxim," the priest was saying, pointing down the rocky dopes. "Y ou cannot let theinfide
passl” Therewas agrowl from the men behind him, aclank and rustle of equipment, whinesfrom the
mounts.

An army was passing below, an army in scarlet and green, with the crescent banner of Idam
beforeit. Ordered ranks of dog-dragoons under their regimental flags, infantry in solid blocks around the
ox wagons of the supply column. Couriers dashed about on light agile Dobermans, and a gall oper-battery
of one-powder quick firing guns clattered along, drawn by Ridgebacks.

"I cannot stop them," Naxim said, dowly beating one gloved hand on histhigh. "They come
twenty thousand strong.”

"Y ou could harry them, ambush their foragers. .. "

"Aswe have done before,”" Naxim growled. He spat on the sandy ground. "When we had
support from the regulars. Where are they now? Drunk in barracks and pissing out our taxes! Should we
leave our homesto be burnt and flee to the hills, when it will accomplish nothing?*

A rumble of assent came from the armed men. The priest bent his head and wegpt, clutching his
medallion.

-=Q=-***_=Q=-
"The Ambassadors of the Free Canton of the Halvardi!"

Barholm crooked afinger; Ry leaned forward, whispering. "L ord, they're the eastern mountain
tribe, the one that controls the best passes through to the Skinnersin the northern steppes. And for the
Skinnersto come south, southwest into the Peninsula, southeast into the Colony.”

The Vice-Governor nodded, and smiled affably at the dozen or so barbarians grouped before
him. It was obvious even at a dozen metersthat they greased their hair with butter, and never washed it;
the hair was mostly blond, and both sexesworeit in long braidsthat fdll to their waists on either side.
They were dressed in jackets and pants of cowhide, adorned with horns and festhers and beads, draped
about with enough edged weapons to arm a company, athough they had been persuaded to leave the
crossbows and halberds outside the Hall. Two brought alitter heaped with gifts forward; round yellow
cheeses, wood carvings, small cedar kegs of beer, and some spectacularly beautiful fercat pets, pure
white and ameter long.

A shaman capered before them, waving a cross and ceremonia wooden house with asmal
jeweed bird within; he chanted, an eerie nasal kuku-kuku that sent not afew hands reaching for their
amulets. The Supreme Hierarch Starpriest glared from the midst of agroup of her ecclesastica
bureaucrats, but tradition and treaty kept foreigners not settled in the Civil Government outside the
Church'sjurisdiction. A hired diplomat paced besde the horn-helmed figure of the Halvardi chieftain, and
he was acitizen, conspicuoudy holding a Star medalion to show he had not been tainted by his
employers.

The Havardi chief bowed dightly, raised both hands and began to chant: the hired diplomat
trandated linefor linefrom Zvetchietz, the mountain tongue. To Rg it had amonotonous sameness, a
hbur ni-burni-hrji sound endlesdy repeated.

hbur ni-burni-hrji



"—Lizsauroid-Sayer Fren-kd, chief of the Houses of the Halvardi—"

hbur ni-burni-hrji

"—greetsthe Great Chief of the Rich Houses—"

Anasde "Suchisther rude way of acknowledging Y our Exatedness’ hburni-burni-hrji

"—thanks him for the continued ah—" he glanced aside at the Halvardi, who evidently knew the
Sponglish of civilization, or at least enough to keep atrandation honest "—tribute for barring the passes
againgt Skinner raiding parties—"

hbur ni-burni-hrji

"—and aso for the additional bribesto alow the Skinners through to burn and pillagethe
Colonist territories around Lake Quofur—"

hbur ni-burni-hrji

"—which they have done. However—"

hbur ni-burni-hrji

"—Jamd, the Settler of the Colony—"

All the Halvardi spat at the name, and the watching ushers winced.
"—has sworn to send an army into the mountains—"

hbur ni-burni-hrji

"—Xkill or cadtrate every Havardi of fighting age—"

hbur ni-burni-hrji

"—and saize the passesfor Idam. Worse, heis sending—"

hbur ni-burni-hrji

"—hisone-eyed genera Tewfik todoit.”

hbur ni-burni-hrji

"Inwhich case—"

hbur ni-burni-hrji

"—you had better do something yourself."

Barholm frowned. "Y ou," he said, addressing the diplomat. " Are you empowered to negotiate?!

"Yes, Your Exatedness, provided that the chief and his council agree and findizeit," hesad. A
grimace. "The shaman hasto cut open a sheep, too." He made a gesture that anyone around Court knew,
thumb and two fingers rubbed together: bribe him.

"Take them over to the Minister of War," Barholm said decisively. "Thisis serious.” He Signed to
the usher.



"Thisaudience isat an end!" the megaphone bellowed. " All hail, his Exaltedness,
Vice-Governor Barholm!"

-=0=-***_=0=-
"Be seated, gentlemen. My dear,” Barholm added to hiswife Anne.

The conference room dated to the reign of Negrin I11, three centuries before; the walswere pae
stone, ddlicately painted with scenes of reeds and flying dactlysaroids and birds, daringly unreligious
unless you counted the single obligatory star up in one corner. The conference tablewas ardic of preFall
days, along ova of plastic that no force known to modern man could scratch or scar. Rgj seated himself
at the end furthest from the Vice-Governor, nodding to Anne with asmile. She responded with one of
her own, cool and enigmatic. Anne, Lady Clerett, was atal woman, an inch or so tdler than her
husband, and from her figure she had kept up the dancer'straining. In her thirties, but with an ageless
look; long dark-red hair that fell to her waist, braided with silver, conservatively dressed in wide pleated
trousers and tunic of maroon slk that set off the green of her eyes. ,

Y ou could see how she had captivated ayounger Barholm; it took a closer acquaintance to
understand how she had maintained that hold, gone from kept courtesan to official mistressto
Church-wedded wife, despite al the cries of scandal and political liability. Rgj remembered her on the
Paza Badcony, during theriots, standing calmly and looking down at the sea of upturned faces; he had
stood beside her, in an agony of indecision over whether he should force her within. Then she had raised
her glassto the crowd and laughed, while torches and bricks fdll short and the occasiona bullet spanged
off the ornamenta stonework.

Sheld smiled at him then, too, as she turned and walked back into the dubious safety of the
Pdace. Smiled, and said: "I dways did perform best with an enthusiastic audience.” Laughing & the
shock on hisface. . . Shewasavery good friend of Rg'swife, Suzette, who was till the only lady of
rank who would receive her. Rgj suspected that socia blockade would be broken with aruthlessness
even greater than that of the society matrons, when Barholm ascended his uncl€'s Chair. There were
wegpons sharper than a snub, and Anne would have no hesitation whatsoever in using them.

"Lady Anne," he murmured. Thiswas asemi-forma occasion; greetings went from maost junior to
the second-senior present. Then to the others, the men with forma power: "Generd Klostermann.”
Commander of Eastern Forces, the second-most important field command. Commander of Residence
Area Forces was the most important, of course. Which waswhy the Vice-Governor kept it firmly in his
own hands. "Chancellor Tzetzas" Lidded eyes and perfect courtesy. "Captain Stanson.” A brisk nod.
"And Ddegate Hortanz." The hired diplomat of the Halvardi.

Servants ghosted in, set out trays of wine, kave, nibblements on trays, left with the sillent
sdf-effacement of the Palace staff. A military aide brought the big relief-map and spread it out on the
table; such were apricdess asset of the Civil Government's military, rivaled only in the Colony and
unknown elsawhere.

"Wdl, thereitis," Generd Klostermann said sourly, when Barholm had nodded the meeting open
for business. He was a middle-aged man, weathered by the savage winters and summer heset of his
command. There were deep crinkles beside the danted hazel eyesthat looked out the gallery windows,
down into a courtyard of fountains and flowerbeds. "Tewfik's closer to the Halvardi than | am, and
they've got the farmlands around L ake Quofur to draw on. He can reinforce and we can't, and that's the
truth. If we'd kept the roads up better . . . "

Tzetzasfrowned. "Generd," he said quietly, "the Civil Government's resources are limited, though
onewould wish otherwise. Oneinquiresif the distinguished generd would prefer to have roads and no



pay for histroops?

"That's |ate often enough,” Klostermann said. "My lord.” Turning to Barholm, ™Y our Exatedness,
perhaps we could send the Havardi asubsidy; arms, maybe, or some engineering officersto fortify the

passes?

Barholm leaned back and sipped moodily at his kave. Helooked down at the cup, blinked. "No,
we don't want to make the Halvardi stronger, we want to keep them dependent on us. Klostermann,
surely we could send something in theway of troops?'

"Ah, your Exaltedness. . . well, perhaps a couple of companies of Daud's Dragoons?’
Tzetzaslaughed. "Oneis confident they would fed at home, being mostly barbarians themsdaves.”

The generd visibly forced himsalf not to scowl at the Chancellor, who was not a safe man to
antagonize. "They may beirregulars, but they can ride and shoot.”

"Not fast enough to stop the sort of force Tewfik will bring,” Stanson said, prodding at the map.

"Ah, if something could be sent, relations with the Halvardi could be improved considerably,”
Delegate Hortanz said. He made arefined gesture. "'In which case, the, ahh, subsidy for thisyear could
beforgone. . . perhaps distributed to worthier causes?' His eyes crossed Chancellor Tzetzas, abyplay
lost on none of the others.

R4 looked down at the map. It showed the eastern portions of the Midworld Seaand the
western provinces of the Colony, the lands of civilization. The Civil Government held the thumb-shaped
peninsula on the northeastern shore, and areas to the north and south; they shaded out into vaguely
tributary provincesinhabited mostly by tribal peoples. The mapmaker had been remarkably optimigtic;
the Skinners, for example, werelisted as"vassa tribes.”

Outer Dark, they have enough trouble getting on with each other, hethought. To business.
The southern edge of the peninsulaended in the Oxhead Mountains, running inland from the seato the
deserts and the headwaters of the Drangosh; the fortress-city of Sandora stood at the head of
navigation. Southward and eastward were the deserts. Colonid lands, centering on therichirrigated
digricts of Drangosh deltaand the city of Al-Kebir. Rich and anciently civilized, thefirst parts of Bellevue
to be settled.

observe.

-=0=-***_=0=-

Center's holograms overlaid the map with other projections:. force ratios, roads and their
conditions, march-times.

tewfik will also find it difficult to shift forcesto the northeast, Center continued. A line
traced up from Al-Kebir, then east into the rocky highlands of Gederosiaand north through difficult
country to the great oasis around Lake Quofur. it will strain their grain and dogmash supplies, and
the heavy ordnanceisin ther capital, tewfik's own army of the south is still near hammamet,
resting and refitting from the zanj wars.

"Ahh, my lord?' Rg said. Barholm looked up quickly. "My lord, it occursto me that we're
reacting to what the Colony threatens. We should be making them react to us."

Raj was unessily conscious of Tzetzas level gaze, of the throttled impatience of Klostermann, like
ahard knot in his stomach. To the Outer Dark with Klostermann, hethought. He hasn't won so much



as a skirmish in twenty years. Few Governors wanted too able agenerd in command of so many
experienced and mobile troops.

"Tdl us something that the manuasdon't,” the generd sad.

"W, to secure the Halvardi passes, Tewfik would have to bring up most of ther field army from
the lower Drangosh, and then cdll out the amirs and their ghazs along the way through Gederosa.” That
was tough highland country, much like Descott, and contributed soldiers rather than taxesto the Settler.
"Then they'd link up with the garrison forces around Lake Quofur and movewest . . . and if they did take
the passes, it'd put them in a position to move on Novy Haifa." Hisfinger tapped the map at the extreme
northeast corner of the peninsula, where the coastline turned north to form the eastern shore of Pierson's
Sea

Tzetzaswinced dightly; Rgj remembered that the Chancellor's family had tobacco plantationsin
the area, and interestsin the grain and hide trade up into the steppe country. Barholm nodded.

"Well, how do we stop them?”

"We make them afraid of aninvason by us," Rg said, keeping his featuresimmobile and cursing
the sheen of swest on hisforehead.

For amoment Rg could not tell whose objections were making the most noise; Barholm
pounded afist on thetable for sllence, and glared at the young Guardsman in the quiet that followed.
"Areyou serious, Whitehd|?' he asked. "I took you into the guard because you could think, not because
| wanted ahillman firegter.”

Ra swallowed. "Perfectly serious, my lord. | didn't say we should invade the Colony: | said we
should make them think that were going to.”

Helooked down at the map again, blinking. It was till a little unsettling, seeing the physicd redity
of the parchment overlain with the shining colored lights of Center's projection, moving unit-countersto
R&j's command and finger-tip.

"Firgt, wetie down the Colonist forcesin the northeast."
"How?' Klogtermann said sharply.

Raj looked up, and smiled with an expresson copied from the Chancellor's cool mdice. "Bribe
the Skinners," he said flatly. Barholm grunted in interest and leaned forward, his eyes|ocked on the map.
"And the Halvardi, to |et them through. It's going on for harvest in the Quofur country, good pickings. . .
ten thousand gold FedCreds ought to do it, to the Shefdetowt of the Bekwaand Traryvier tribes. That'll
bring a couple of thousand warriors down from the steppe at least; or we could give part of it in powder,
shot, and cartridges, even better.”

"l hateto let those savages through into civilized country,” Klostermann said. Rg found himself
joining al the others present in staring at the older man; his eyes met the Vice-Governor's, and Rg knew
they shared athought. He's been out in the bundu too long.

"Fivethousand gold," Tzetzas said decisively. "Half in cash, haf in munitions." A quirk of thelips,
half-hidden behind a hand. " One must remember these savages are not accustomed to East Residence
prices."

You'd think it came out of his own pocket, Rg thought. Then: Well, it does, in a manner of
speaking.



"Then we make demondtration raids all dong the southern border,” Rg continued. His finger
traced an arc from Ty-Och in the west to Sandord in the east.

"That'll belike sticking your dicksinto ahornet's nest!" Klostermann haf-shouted. Then, turning
to Anne, "Begging your Ladyship's pardon.”

"Granted,” she said dryly, raisng asedion ivory cigarette holder to her lips and puffing.
"You'l set the whole bloody border aflame!™ the generd continued.

Ra remembered the petitioners. "It's already bloody aflame, youidiot! On our side!" Hishand
swept dong the dotted line on the map. "'If we let them think were softening them up for an attack, they'll
have to concentrate their forces. Which meansthey'll have to draw into places with enough food surplus
to support large bodies of men and dogs; pull in their horns and group at the riverbank fortress-cities.”

"Enough.” They al looked up: the Vice-Governor had settled back in hischair, resting hischin on
onefigt. Hisorders rapped out, clear and decisive; it was no accident that Barholm Clerett had held the
reins of power in East Residence for more than a decade. "Well send the five thousand to the Skinners:
Tzetzas, coordinate with the Ministry of Barbarians and seetoit.” A hot black glare. "And | want it done,

Tzetzas, understood? None of your little games now. Thisisn't the time for them.”

The Chancdlor bowed with hand on heart. Barholm continued. "Generd Klostermann, youll
mobilize your forces, down to the infantry rabble, and deploy strong blocking forces in the passes over
the Oxheads, leaving enough to cover the Halvardi if necessary—and to keep those devils of Skinnersin
line, remind them which direction they're supposed to go."

"Whitehall, Stanson,”" he went on. "Y ou'll each take one battalion of Residence Area
cavary—ypick as you please—with appropriate guns and supporting elements, and proceed east to the
fortress-city of Komar. Y ou'll take command there and use it as base for the demonatration raids. Kill
and burn, chop up any Colonist units you can, make them think we've gone out of our minds. Oh, and
don't leave amosque standing, I've got that Outer Dark cursed ecclesiastical synod to overseeand I'd
better show some zedl. Tzetzas, further ordersto the Ministry of War, to Generd Heartwell in Sandord.
Probing attacks down the river and into the farm country to the southeast; maximum devagtation, and |
want to see some worthwhileloot, prisoners from the Settler's Regulars, and captured guns.”

He stood. “Isthat clear, gentlemen?”

Hard, Rg thought, asthey al rose and bowed. Barholm'sa hard man . . . but brittle. Cool
decisiveness now; it was difficult to remember the Vice-Governor's hours of trembling panic during the
riots. He shrugged mentally; there were plenty of men who could handle physical danger, theimmediate
and unexpected challenge, but who froze when they had to make the big decisions. Barholm's
weaknesses were tolerable onesin a Governor, aslong as he had a staff to handle the pressures he could
not. And Lady Clerett; Anne has backbone enough for two.

"Dismissed. Not you, Whitehdl."

The Vice-Governor's manner changed completely as soon asthe door closed behind the last of
the men. "Good work, Rg," he said, coming around the table and dapping the younger man on the
shoulder. "Damned good work. We're not ready for area war yet, Tzetzasis il filling the treasury, but
by the Spirit thisll put the fear of civilization into that ragheaded wog bastard Jamal.”

He handed Rgj aglass, raised hisown. "To victory!"

"Tovictory," Anne murmured. Rg became conscious of her with adight start as sherose and



cameto stand beside her hushand, laying an arm around hiswaist. It was amazing how sdlf-effacing she
could be at need; part of her theatrical training, he supposed.

"And," Barholm said, "good work taking care of the Poplanich matter. Smooth, getting him going
on those trips with you before you dropped the axe. Very smooth.” Annewas nodding and smiling ina
way which nearly blanked out the undertow of attraction nearly every maefdt in her presence. Spirit of
Man, if | woke up with that on my shoulder I'd gnaw my arm off to get free without waking her,
Rg thought in horrified fascination.

Aloud, he managed, "Ahh, I'm sure | don't know what you mean, sir."

Barholm laughed doud, jovid and proud. "And they say we Descott men are bluff and smple!™
He gave Rg an eaborate wink. "To be sure, the dirty little traitor—" for amoment his face twisted, then
settled back into man-to-man good nature "—just happened never to come back. To be sure. Well, |
won't keep you from your duties, Rg. A young man who'll go far, eh, m'dear?"

AsRg bowed salute Anne gave him adow nod and another smile.
deadlier than the male, Center observed.

The young man felt the skin between his shoulder-blades ripple dightly as he turned to go.



Chapter four
"Apologies, magter,” the servant said.

Rg grunted, pulling himsdlf out of abright hologram of Tewfik's Colonistsdigging in around a
border hamlet. The two daves maneuvered themsd ves through the doorway, a huge wicker hamper of
household goods dung between them on poles.

He blinked in surprise, then did past them into the antechamber of his gpartment. Asa Captain,
and more importantly a Guard, Rg and hiswife qudified for asx-room suite in the South Wing, one side
of atwo-story block around a small garden quadrangle. It had seemed grand enough when he arrived, a
sngle officer fresh from the backcountry. Hillchapel manor house was much larger, but it was as much
fort as dwdlling place and severdly plain within. Nothing like these cool gray marble floors covered in
Colony-made rugs, mosaic walls, tal clear-glass windows looking out on the fountain and lilac and
potted lavender bushes of the courtyard.

The air was cool from shade and thick stone; therewasasmdll of dust in it, overlaying the usua
odors of beeswax and incense and flowers. Most of the furniture had been pushed back against the walls
and draped in canvas sheets, but everything else seemed to be going into hampers, and where had dl
that bedding and knicknacks and clothes and genera folderol come from? Rgj suppressed an uneasy
consciousness that much of it had been Suzette's. She had agreed with matter-of-fact practicality that the
jewdry she had received as gifts from others before their marriage should be sold—he had been
surprised at how much it came to, and how shrewdly she invested the proceeds. He had no need to live
on his pay or draw much on the estate, unless he wished. Many of the finer artwork and ornaments had
come with her aswel. The Wenqui line was as ancient in the City, as old asthe Poplanich gens, and a
few of the antiques were her family's heirlooms. Those that had not been sold in thelong losing struggle
againgt bankruptcy that had left her orphaned and not-quite-penniless at fourteen.

"Tingra, Mudtfis, be careful with that!" Suzette's voice rang sharp from one of the inner rooms.
Then: "Darling!" as she saw him and ran over to give him akiss of greeting.

Rg felt something loosen in his chest a the Sight of her; it was dwaysthat way, had always been
sincethefirst day he met her a Uncle Alois garden-party. He had to bend to meet her face as she put
her hands on either sde of his, shewasasmal woman, barely up to his shoulder. Sim-built, with the
greyhound grace of long breeding and atensle dertnessthat did not make her ook in the least jumpy.
Feather-soft black hair was cropped close to her head, convenient for the long blond Court wigs she
often wore; her eyes were ahazel-green, wide and sartling in the dusky olive of her oval lace, tilted by
thefold at the corners.

"Congratulations, darling,” she said, atrifle breathless after the kiss. The servants bustled on
around them, ignored as such awayswere. Except that Suzette said you should always remember
they had ears, that was one reason she insisted on paying them all a cash allowance, they heard
things and repeated them to her. "Y our first independent field command!™

"Well, Sanson'sdong,” Rg said, unfastening the collar of his dress uniform. "Turbo, get my field
blues" he added to the valet.

"They'relaid out in the bedroom, magter,” the servant said, bowing over clasped hands.



"Stanson,” Suzette said, waving adismissive hand as they walked together into the inner
chamber. "Anne said Barholm gave you seniority. The Vice-Governor knows who's competent. And
who can be trusted.”

Raj snorted, but |looked around before he added: "Then why's Tzetzas ill Chancellor?”
Suzette frowned dightly. "He'savery able man,” she said serioudly.
"Crooked asadog'shind leg."

Hisfield kit waslaid out on the broad surface of the canopied bed; blue wool-linen jacket and
red pantaloons, both rather baggy and unadorned except for the Captain's bars and strips of chain mall
sawn to the shoulders of the coat. Saber, aplain good curve of Kolobass stedl with a brass basket hilt,
revolver, pouch with fifty rounds, binoculars, map case and dide rule, boots, stedl bowl helmet with a
chain mail neck-guard. And besideit all Suzette'sriding clothes, and her persond kit; aColonid
repeating carbine and a derringer.

Ra scowled. "Now wait aminute, Suzette-L ady-Whitehdl," he began, stripping off the confining
dresstunic and throwing aside the silk shirt benegath. "Where in the Outer Dark do you think you're
going? Unless you want to take another ride up to Hillchapel and stay with Uncle Alois." Rg'sfather's
brother was managing the family estates in Descott County while the younger Whitehdl fulfilled the family
tradition of service.

"I'm going with you, of course," Suzette said.

Heturned, and found her wearing nothing but that dight enigmatic smile. "l ride aswell asyou,
after dl," she sad, letting one eye drop in asdow wink. Her fingers touched lightly on the tight,
swesat-damp skin of his shoulders and traced downward over the hard rippled muscle of his chest and
stomach, toying with the belt buckle. Her fingersfelt cool and delicate; there was afeint scent of
hyacinthsin her hair.

"And every second trooper,” she continued, unbuttoning the trousers, "is going to have his
poopsie or pretty-boy aong, not to mention servants. Should you have to go alone?’ She knelt to
remove the skintight fabric. Y ou know," she whispered, looking up a him and moistening her lips,
"unkind people used to say that when | woreriding clothes| looked like a pretty-boy. Did you?"

-=Q=-***_=Q=-

"Spirit of the Stars!" Rgj shouted, legping out of bed with aglance at the clock over the fireplace.
"It's been better than an hour, the courierswill dl be here.”

The apartments rated a hot water shower; he washed and dressed with feverish haste, trying and
failing to scowl. Suzette curved her lips and set her chin on her hands, lying on her somach and swinging
her feet up behind her; it made her look absurdly young.

"It won't hurt them to mill about for awhile," she said lazily; sherinsed off quickly and threw
hersdf back on the bed, towelling and pulling pieces of clothing towards hersdlf. Dressing without
standing; the process was distracting enough that Rgj misbuttoned histunic; their eyes met, and they
laughed in unison.

"Get yoursdlf covered, for the Spirit's sake," he said, redoing the garment. " Or none of uswill
ever get any work done."

"Which units are you and Stanson taking?' she asked, winding the cumberbund of her riding



clothesaround her waist. That hid the holster of thelittle two-barreled derringer; Rgj hid agrimace of
disaste at the sght of it. A gambler's wegpon.

"Wadl, Stanson's taking the 2nd Gendarmerie Battalion,” Rg said with asnort. He stopped to
examine himsdlf for amoment in the long mirror, part of the luxury of the bedroom. Buckling on the
helmet and fedling the leather-lined neck guard rustle across his shoulders was like stepping acrossa
barrier, away from this quiet room with its subdued elegance. The figure tapping his gauntletsinto his
pam did not belong in palaces.

Suzette raised a brow, as she stamped afoot into atooled-lesther riding boot with high hedls.
"It'savery fashionable unit,” she said. "Overdrength by fifty men, and beautifully equipped.”

"Poodles” Rej said briefly.

Hiswife sat back and rested her elbows on her knees. "Alsatians," she said. "They're mounted on
Alsatians”

Ra quirked asmile. "How did | ever manage to pick someone with your combination of
qudities?' hesad.

"Oh, you didn't," Suzette said calmly. "'l picked you, and mean to keegp you . . . but about the
2nd?' There was genuine interest behind the question; she had started reading his military texts as soon as
they returned from the honeymoon and he took up hisduties.

"Palace poodles," he continued. "The 2nd aren't just Residence Areatroops, they practically
never |eave East Residence.”

"Father used to take me out to the Gendarmerie Picnics, when | wasalittle girl," Suzette said
reflectively. "When they were on maneuvers up inthe Bay Hills™"

Helooked around for a second, saw brief reflective melancholy on her face. Odd, he thought.
How seldom Suzie's talked about her childhood. Suzette, Lady Whitehal, nee Wenqui, was
twenty-six, ayear older than her husband, and looked younger, but it was usudly difficult to imagine her
asachild.

Aloud: "That'sahunting park. And most of the 2nd are either city toughs, or scions doing some
military service where it won't take them too far from the races, the theater, or their favorite cathouses.
They've got beautiful gear because the scions compete with each other to rig their units out pretty for
parades. About the only real soldiersinit are somelong-service NCO's, and most of them are past it; the
scions sponsor them in to polish the drill, and it's aretirement post for good men.”

"They're usdless?' Suzette asked.
"No, not usdless. Rdliable enough putting down strikes and riots."

For amoment the room vanished, and he was waking down aflight of outdoor sairsin the nava
harbor, avison of memory more vivid than Center's. The rank of Gendarmerie troopers waswalking
ahead of him, intheir white"field" uniforms. Reload! over the screams of the mob—the people—below.
Metdlic clicks, tinging as the spent brass and paper cartridges bounced on marble and the fresh rounds
clacked home. By platoons, volley fire—fire! And the CRASH of two hundred rifles, therippling and
thrashing dong the line of the crowd where the heavy 11mm bullets struck. The bodies on the steps were
dead, mostly; the blood flowed in little rivulets that made the bottoms of his boots stick to the stone with
little tak-tak sounds.



"—and they'll die bravely enough. I'm going to take a Descott Hills unit with Field Force
experience; the—"

observe.

—_* %%k _—()=

Faces thistime, acomparison left-right between the Company officers of the 12th Residence
Battalion, the unit he had meant to take, and another. Faces thin and square, fox-mean and bovine, with a
murmured commentary from Center on each.

-=0=-***_=Q=-
"Daling! Areyoudl right?"

Rg staggered dightly, took his hand down from hisforehead. "Why, certainly, sweetheart.
Why?'

"Youlooked s0.. . . s0 strange for amoment,” hiswife sad, raw anxiety in her voice.

"Aya, dummerlin,” he said, shocked back into didect for amoment. "It'sdl right, | wasjust . . .
ah, lost in thought. 1'd decided to take the 12th, but I've changed my mind. It'll be the 5th Descott
Guards, instead.”

Suzette stepped back, the immediate concern fading from her face. "But . . . darling, they're
undergtrength.”

Ra nodded. "But they've got a better set of Company commanders, and that will be crucid. It's
araiding misson, they'll haveto split up into smaler groups and perform on their own, without alway's
having me thereto hold their hands."

Suzette'sfingers tapped her chin. "You do know, Rgj, that they're understrength because those
officers are pocketing the pay and rations of the men who aren't there?"

Rg nodded. "Wdll, of course," hesaid, grinning. "I have been in East Residence for four years,
my sweet. That proves they're sharper than the 12th, doesn't it?!

"But they're fill short two hundred men," Suzette said thoughtfully. " Perhaps an order to draft
replacements?’

Ra shrugged ruefully. Center, this had better work, he thought, then corrected himsdif for
doubting . . . the Spirit of Man of the Stars? An angdl, at least. "I'd look pretty silly, asking the
Vice-Governor for that," he said. "After asking for the 5thin thefirgt place.”

"You might," Suzette said. "Men care about thingslikethat. I'll talk to Anne, and | don't think
shell fed glly at dl, when shetaksto the Reassgnments officer. | will not—" her voice took on anicy
clarity "—have you endangered needlesdy, Rg."

Heinclined his helmeted head. "It's good of you to have made afriend of her, back when
Barholm wasn't the heir," he said serioudy. "And smart, too."

Suzettelooked at himwith adight flare of her patrician nogtrils. "The only difference between
Anneand me," shesaid coldly, "isthat | was older and had more money and choices when | wasthrown
out on my own. And afew contacts. She was sold to be an 'entertainer’ at ten. I'll seeyou at dinner.”

-=0=-***_=Q=-



"Whew," Rg muttered, following more dowly. "Nobody can say married lifeisdull.” A glance
back at the rumpled bed. "Or uninteresting.”

Thefirgt task would be agenerd ingpection, without warning. As Rg stepped out into the
anteroom he dipped out his watch and clicked open the heavy brushed-brass casing. 1100 hours, he

thought.

The couriers were waiting, some leaning againgt the walls, afew chatting-up the more presentable
of the maids—two were even helping with the lifting, true dedication—and one was even reading; Ry
noted hisface and name,

"At ease," he said asthey braced to attention. A Palace courier was equivalent to acorpora ina
line regiment; the post was a plum and eagerly sought. "First, to the officers of the 5th Descott Guards,
platoon level and above; with the warrant officers, the Battalion Master Sergeant, the vet and the
quartermaster. Battalion meeting ai—" another glace at his watch. "—1550 hours, in the wardroom.
Have the Surveyor Generd's office send down the designated maps, please.”

He turned to the next brace of couriers. "Y ou boys are going to have to earn your pay: this does
not go out on the heliograph.” Mirrors, signa-towers, telescopes, and lanterns provided the fastest
means of |ong-distance communication, but they were unfortunately wide open to counter-intelligence.
"Take the following, to depots 7 through 38, East Residence, dl station commanders. 'Greetings. By
order of the Civil Government, al supplies and refreshments necessary to the passage of the 2nd
Gendarmerie and 5th Descott Guards, minimum 900 effectives—" an exaggeration, but better safe than
sorry "—with the usua dependents, to be available from this date until further notice.

The couriers scribbled. They were dl young men, fit and dressed in tight fringed |lesthers, armed
with shotguns, they would ride fast down the post relays, changing dogs every fifty kilometers. The next
five finished their messages, seded them with prestamped wax and sauted before dashing off towards
the stables. Ry followed them out the door, hisremaining courierstrailing. The orders continued,
metronome-steedy.

"Tothe Magter of Ordnance," he said. "Indent for three 75mm fieldguns, with full limbersand
teamsto report not later than—"

observe.

-=Q=-***_=0=-
Thistime he could manage to walk, tak, despite what Center was showing him.

—Colonigt banners waving above awalled village; he recognized the green-and-silver of the
Lions of Medinha, Tewfik's persona guard regiment. The lean brown dogs were staked on picket lines,
lying and panting resignedly in the bright sun; their masters and the camp followerswere digging in,
shoveling the earth out of rifle pits. The hologram swooped in, showing muscular, brown-skinned
troopers stripped to their baggy pantal oons, swesting as they threw basketloads of sandy dirt out of the
entrenchments. Quick-firers were being manhandled into revetments; a detachment of mounted scouts
trotted out into the fields in column of twos, the butts of their carbines resting on their thighs. He focused
on the leader's hairy brown hawk face, the beard trimmed to arakish point under a spired helmet with a
spike and canvas neck flap. The man turned and said something to the troop sergeant riding to hisrear;
the NCO laughed, making the brass hoop earring in one ear dance.

A blur, and he saw the command council of the regiment on a hilltop, the same red jellabarobes
but more gorgeoudy embroidered. Military engineers were working over amapboard, with dide rules



and compasses and stedl straightedges; the commander peered through a tripod-mounted telescope, and
adetachment was putting up a hdiograph tower.

—and in ariverport town on the Drangosh atrain of barges was unloading, muscle-powered
cranes squedling as they swung crates with the Settler's phoenix stencil on their sidesto the dock.
Wardogs were being led down aramp, and black-tanned portersin loincloths and headdress were
trotting down another gangway with 50-kilo sacks of soyadogmash meal on their backs, filling ox-drawn
wagons that moved out with asqueal of ungreased axles.

Therewere lighter-skinned folk on the docks aswell, more naked than the porters but wearing
chain hobbles on their ankles, bound neck-and-neck with long ropes. They crouched, waiting to be
loaded on the barges for the return trip downriver when the munitions were ashore. The porters
sometimes paused to kick them asthey passed, or |oft a gobbet of spit in their direction, and a group of
boychildren lurked a a distance, throwing clumps of garbage or occasiondly darting forward to poke
with astick. Many of the chained daves were dumped in an apathy so deep they did not even dodge the
lumps of ordure. Flies buzzed, and Rg could imagine the stink so well that it was dmost a physica
presence, on the dow-moving river.

Clumps of townsfolk, al men inlong robes, examined the fresh-caught daves from the Civil
Government. One wore arobe of dazzling white linen edged with silver, and a cord-bound halik
headdress. He was bargaining more serioudy with auniformed officer in charge of the prisoners; at last
they dapped pamsin abargain-seding gesture.

"By Allah," the civilian said, smoothing his gray-streaked beard with one hand, "I would have
bought moreif they werein better condition. Not worth my whileto pay for transport if dl they'refit for
isthe mines or the sugar plantations.”

They were speaking Arabic, but somehow Rg understood far better than his nodding
acquaintance with that language would alow.

"L ook at that moon-faced beauty!" the daver continued. He pointed with along ebony staff at a
plump girl who sat staring before her, ignoring the hardtack in her hand and the woman beside her who
urged her to eat. "1 could have gotten, two, three hundred for her in Al-Kebir, except for those infected
bitesall over her breasts. And she's mad besides; now, no more than fifty for asailor's brothd.”

The officer shrugged, glanced up at the cloudless sky and pulled afold of hishelmet's cloth
neck-guard across hisface. "By the Prophet, you can't keep troops too much in line when the loot's so
scanty,” he said, clapping his hands and pointing out one dave, then another. The guards untied them and
hustled them forward; the dave trader's ass stants formed them into anew coffle with bonds of woven
coconut-fiber rope. All were males, prepubescent.

"But look at these," the soldier continued. "All hedlthy, sound of mind and limb; you'll get good
pricesfor these, even if thefashionisfor black harem guards.”

"Kaphars have acertain vaue aswel," the trader nodded. "But we lose half when we geld them;
sometimes more, and then whereis my profit?"

There was a crash behind them. Both men wheeled to look; the ropes had dipped unloading a
heavy gun from one of the barges, amuzzle-loading siege gun with abarrel shaped like a soda bottle,
built up with extra bands around the breech. It hung for a moment, teetering, then crashed onto the dock
asthe crew pulled franticaly at ropes. There was a hollow thudding shudder through the brick arches
benegth their feet. The soldier strode off, waving hisriding-crop in the air and screaming imprecations.



"Peace be with you!" he shouted over one shoulder to the merchant, before returning to cursing
the dockworkers.

"And upon you, peace!" the dave trader called back, patting one of the boys on the head. The
child smiled up a him uncertainly. "But not too much peace,” he continued happily.

-=Q=-***_=Q=-

Confident, Rg thought grimly. It's been a long time since the Civil Government won a major
battle with the Colony.

Forty-three year stwo months seventeen days, Center prompted helpfully.

Thank you, Rg replied. Thank you very much. Helooked up; they were nearly at the stables,
the familiar rank odors of boiling mash and dog shit muted by the cool sone smell.

"Well just have to make sure the record doesn't run to forty-four,” he said aloud.



Chapter five

"Get that thing off the road, get it the fuck off the road, do it now, er | blow yor fuckin' head
offl"

Ra Whitehdl heard the high-pitched scream of the 2nd's Battalion Master Sergeant and sighed.
It had taken fifteen minutesfor the huge procession formed by the two battalionsto lurch to a halt,
another fifteen to become frustrated enough to go forward and see for himself, and ten moreto ride and
edge hisway forward to within hearing distance of the front.

Half a day, hethought. We can't get half a day out of East Residence and this sort of thing
happens. He looked up at the reddish-orange disk of the sun; the glance at the position of Minilunawas
areflex from hisyouth, when the only watch on the estate was an heirloom his grandfather had brought
back from the Army. Only one of the moonswas up right now. And three hours just getting out of the
gates.

R4 pressed his hedlsto Horace's sdes. The wardog swerved out of the dow-moving column,
ignoring the occasiond sniff or yelp from the other mounts. And teams; haf of the 2nd werein light
overland carriages, big enough to carry four. Only a quarter of the 5th Descott's officers in coaches,
he thought sardonically. Hooray, we're hardy sons of bitches, we Descotters. Spirit of Man of the
Sars, give me strength!

that isnot my function.

"Literdigt," he muttered. Even apious man could not talk with an angd daily and not become
familiar.

no. ironi<t.

The column seemed to go on forever, filling most of the eight-meter width of theroad. Thisclose
to the capital the surface was of poured concrete, over abed of stabilized earth and gravel; the shoulders
were three meters wide, of crushed rock, and right now occupied by scores of indignant travelers. Most
were peasants, with handcarts or single-ox two wheel wagons of fresh produce; a substantia minority
were pilgrims, afoot and dressed in burlap robes, with staffsin their hand carved with mystic circuit
diagrams and topped with the Star. The peasants waited with stolid patience, the pilgrims the same, or
with aserenity that Rg found dightly disquieting. A few of those pushed off the road were wedlthy
enough to have carriages or riding dogs of their own.

One merchant on a high-bred borzoi tried to edge dong beside the stalled, irritated troopers. The
two soldiers nearest merely turned their headsin blank disinterest. Their mounts turned their heads as
well, twisting them down and half-sdewaysin asnakelike gesture. Their ruffs stood up, but the dripping
bare teeth were only incidentaly and functionaly athreat display. The borzoi's muzzlewasencased ina
sted basket aslaw required for civilian animas, while the wardogs wore only light hatersthat deliberately
|eft their jaws unencumbered. Not that that made much difference, snce each of the massive beastswas
half again the borzoi'sweight and akiller by breeding and training besides.

It backed away, crouching and whining and urinating in athin stream on the dusty rock of the
road verge. The dogswaited, visbly hoping it would come within reach. They ignored Rg and Horace;



most wardogs recognized a sort of vague pack-sentiment to anything smelling of the Army, athough
putting a scratch unit together dways led to weeks of trouble asthey settled the pecking order. And to
even worse trouble when that pecking order did not correspond with the human ranking of their riders.

Ra had expected Stanson to be at the head of the column; the other Guard had insisted that the
2nd have precedence on the road, after all. Instead there was till only the advance piquette of the
Gendarmerie, and the Master Sergeant he had heard cursing haf akilometer back. The color-party were
gtting their dogs uncomfortably; the standard-bearer was dumping alittle, letting the long pole with the
bronze Star and the citation ribbons of the five companies making up the 2nd Gendarmerie dant out from
the cup in hisright stirrup. The dogs were looking hackles-up at the thing in the roadway before them.

It was impressive; asteam traction engine, like alocomotive with abrace of whedlson apivot at
the funnel end of along riveted iron boiler, and two huge spoked iron driving wheels a the rear; there
was atassded canopy over the driver's seet, and behind it four huge sx-wheder wagons. They were
loaded with hand-thick sheets of nairstone, fossilized quasi-coral cut from the occasiona reefs of harder
stone that rose from the aluvid floor of the Hemmar Valley. Rare and quite precious, used to pick out
ornamentd details on important buildings, the surface was basicdly alustrous slver, streaked with
swirling patterns of reddish ochre and blue.

There were a hdf-dozen armed guards with the train, even this close to the East Residence; they
sat their dogsin aclump, surprisingly truculent, several with rifles acrosstheir knees. There was a stoker
perched sullenly beside the driver's bench of the traction engine, adark stocky huge-muscled man with a
gted collar around his neck. And the driver himsdlf, as broad as his dave assstant and much taler, in
ganed overdls, hiswoolen hat respectfully in his hands.

"Wdl, good gir, | can't—" he broke off as Rg rode up, taking in the three-star insggniaof a
Captain on the brow of hishemet. "Oh, thank the Spirit! Good my lord—"

"Sor—" the 2nd Gendarmerie NCO began.

"Quiet." Silencefédl, even the crowds on the shoulders of the road ceasing their chattering.
"Sergeant, could you tell mewhat the darklord isgoing on, here?"

"Ahh, wdl, sor." The NCO was derly for thisline of work, fifty if hewasaday and bad asan
egg. The narrow mustache on his upper lip still had streaks of yellow init aswell asgray, and hiseyes
were blue; Ry put that together with the accent and decided he was probably from Chongwe Idand
County, over on the western border. Skin tanned to the consistency of old leather, and a voice to match.
"We've gotsabit of atransport problem, like. The other civvie stuff, it's moved aside, but this bastard
here won't." The sergeant brightened, and dropped a hand to his saber. "Kill hem, sor?

The guards gtirred, and the dogs of the two parties exchanged tail-down snarls. The civilian
opened his mouth to protest, looked up at the sergeant and suddenly realized there was real hope behind
the request. He wrung the cap between his hands again, then burst out:

"Noblelord! Star Spirit and Holy Federation witness, | can't run this off the road, not here,
milord. Thisthing weighstwenty tonnes, m'lord, not counting the cargo, the ground won't hold it, not
unless| was an Avatar of the Spirit 'n could walk on water."

"Widll, that's your problem," Rg said flatly, looking around.

They were headed south on aroad that ran south-southeast, two kilometersfrom theriver, with
the Coast Range mountains floating on the western horizon, snowpeaks merging with low cloud. The
ground rose up-valey, so the ramparts of the East Residence wall were fill visibleto the north,



earthworks and ramparts and outlying forts larger than most cities, al adim line on the horizon. Thefields
to elither sde were tabletop flat, long-reclaimed marshland; the road itsalf was raised two meters above
ground level on an embankment. They had |eft the rice paddies of the deltabehind, but the turned earth
showed black and spongy between rows of young maize, and irrigation cana's laced the landscape until it
disappeared in the haze d ong the horizon. The wheat was just Sarting to head out, streaks of gold among
the green, orchardsin full leaf; sharecropper shacks were scattered across the fields, occasionadlly
clumping into a hamlet with the spire and Star of achapd at its center. Now and then a manor, athough
most landowners hereabouts would live in the city for al but afew months of the year.

"Right, sergeant, get a squad up here. Well push—" "My lord, I'm under contract to the
Church!" Rg touched hisamulet. Oh. Now that he looked, the guards had Star emblems pinned to their
shoulders, and they were the real electrum the Church issued to its secular servants, not brass. The 2nd's
Master Sergeant sSighed in vexation and let his sword dip back into the scabbard, the handspan of bright
metal dropping into the lapwing-oil greased lesther and wood with adight shhhhp sound. This did put a
different complexion on things. Sinful to offend the church, and stupid aswell; the Governor wasthe
Spirit's Viceregent on Earth, but . . . Rgj cursed under his breath and unfastened his helmet; the mild
damp breeze was alittle chill on the sweat-dampened curls of hisdark hair. It was from the south,
amelling of turned earth and growing things, awet fecund smell.

"It'sfor the New Temple, m'lord,” the driver said eagerly. "The Vice-Governor hissdlf'sin charge;
agreat work to the glory of the Spirit, it'll be!"

and totheglory of barholm.

The Spirit operates through human instruments, Rg thought tartly. It waswidely known that
the Vice-Governor had employed Abd Y unner, aheretic Earth-Spiritist from the Old Residence, as
architect. "His soul may go to the Outer Dark, but his designswill honor the Spirit of Man of the Stars,”
Barholm had said.

exactly. human instruments such as your sdif.

Rg fdt himsdf flush with embarrassment, then wrenched his attention back to the practica
problem a hand. The thought of himself asan Avatar, onein whom the Spirit in-dwelt, was profoundly
disturbing . . . and seemed to be literdly true.

"What'sin that first wagon?' he said, pointing.
"Why, cod, your lordship.”

R4 looked at the side of the road, the meter-deep ditch, the long dope down to the edge of the
cornfidd. Lessthan fifty meters beyond that to arow of poplars dong acana. "How much do those
wagonswith the nairsone weigh?'

"'bout two tonnes each, m'lord."

"Hmmm." He closed hiseyes, estimating distances. There was along length of cable coiled at the
rear of thetraction engine, firsg-quality woven-wire stuff.

"All right," he said. "Now, here'swhat well do. Sergeant, get . . . " he looked back down the
column. " Oh, three twelve-ox teams from the baggage. Driver, uncoupl e the engine and pull the
coa-wagon over there." He pointed to the right side of the road. "Well tip it over—"

"M'lord!" Almost ablest.



"—to form aramp. Then well run that cable out to those poplars, rig that nice block-and-tackle |
seeyou've got to one of them . . . better make that two, useaY brace. . . and run the wagons one by
one down the embankment.”

"They'll bog, mlord, right to the axles.”

"Not if we use the cable to haul them out of the way. Then we run the traction engine
down"—the driver's eyes bulged—"and al the Church's property is nice and safe, as soon asthey want
to come out here with equipment to dig it out.”

"M'lord, the Reverend Sysup will skin me, and the damage to the fields, m'lord—"
" Sergeant, squad-present, if you please,” Rg said.

The NCO's expression changed from one of blank disinterest to anticipation.
"Squad, saddle-fire, present!" he barked.

The color-party were troopers of the 2nd without enough money or influenceto travel by
carriage, street toughs from the capital; they looked sullenly out of place even thisfar into the countryside,
and their white fidld uniforms were aready soiled. There was absolutely nothing wrong with their basic
drill, however. Their hands snapped down to the scabbards before their right kneesin one movement,
gripped the butts of government issue East Residence Armory riflesin the next, then flipped them up and
out. The rein-hands dapped on the forestocks in unison, and the thumbs of the right hands caught in the
trigger-guard levers. There was an oiled metallic snick asthe bolts swung forward and down, leaving a
grooved ramp on top to guide the shell into the breech.

Sap and the hands struck the bandaliers. A clicking rustle as they undid the clasps and brought
their hands out with a paper-and-brass cartridge: click as thumbs pushed the heavy 11mm roundsinto
the breech: snick asthelevers drove them home and cocked the firing pins.

llAim!ll

The muzzles came up unwaveringly on the driver. He paled and began to shake. Some of the
guards looked irresolute for amoment, then toed their dogsto the side.

"Certainly m'lord, at once!" the driver said. The confrontation dissolved into bustle.
"Where's Captain Stanson?' Rgj asked, as he and the Master Sergeant rode aside to oversee.
The older man smoothed down his mustache. "In his carriage, sor," he said. "With hisgirl, like."

"Girl?' Rg sad casudly. Thetrooperswere interpreting their ingtructions liberaly, conscripting a
few score of the sturdier locals stalled on the side of the road to unhook and push the coal wagon; well,
whatever got the job done.

"Y es, sor, the boys was just fashion last yea—" The NCO spoke absently, attention focused on
the group clearing the road, then brought himself up with acough. "Wdl, | wouldn't be knowing, sor."

"Whitehdl." A bored voice, down at his stirrup. Rg looked down; Stanson stood there, smoking
acigarettein theivory holder the Vice-Governor and his Lady had popularized. Histunic was
unbuttoned, and there was awineglassin his hand. The bottle was behind him, in the hands of a
spectacularly endowed redhead; from the way she stood with one hip cocked in her dit-skirted gown, it
was obviousthat the red hair was as natural as her other assets. Rare coloring, even rarer than blond.
"What isgoing on here, my man?"'



Rag showed histeeth in something gpproaching asmile. "Well, weve had alittle problem, but it's
cleared up now."

The squad leader handling the cod wagon had two dozen peasants and pilgrimslined up on the
road side of the wagon, whereit stood tilted with two whedls on the edge of the ditch.

"Right, you horriblelot,” he shrieked, booting one of them in the buttocks with aflat smacking
sound. " Push!" The heavy vehicle went over with aroar of loose cod. One by one the other wagons
were manhandled to the edge of the road, dragged across the coa and down the low dope. The
Gendarmerie troopers surged back, cursing and besting at the cod dust on their white uniforms.

"Wewouldn't have had this problem if we'd gone up theriver in barges. And we'd have gotten
where were going sooner. What's the problem, Whiteha | ?!

Well, you, for starters, Rgj thought. Aloud: "The men need toughening up,” though dick-all
they'll get in a sprung carriage with a whore, "and Stting on their buttsin abargeisn't theway to get
it," hesad mildly.

Stanson began to speak, then waited for along mournful blast on the traction enginéswhistle as
it trundled over the verge, across the ditch on the bridge of cod, and into the cornfield. It began to Sink
into the soft uncompacted earth immediately. When the noise level sank low enough to permit
conversation, he continued:

"Areyou implying my men aren't ready to fight?' Stanson asked, dangeroudy quiet.
Rg opened hismouth: Fight their way out of a tavern brawl, perhaps—

observe.

-=0=-***_=Q=-

—Rg saw himsdlf, that's the worst of all, seeing myself, standing across from Stanson. It was
early in the morning, from the dant of the sun: tomorrow, perhgps, Minilunawas ill three-quarter and a
waxing crescent of Maxiluna showed just above the horizon. They stood in ameadow, ten meters apart;
Raj was under the shadow of an appletree, with afew last blossoms il in the branches. Dewdrops
gparkled from the tops of the tall grass blades, and birds were singing, a skin-winged dactosauroid the
szeof hispam flitted by to clamp miniature toothy jawvsonaninsect . . .

"Ready, gentlemen,” an officer said. In 5th Guards blue; he raised ahandkerchief. Rg saw/felt
himsdf turn Sdeways, presenting aminimd target, working hisfingers on the pistol's grip. Stanson did
likewise, hisface as cdm asacarved saint in the temple. Theimages dowed as the handkerchief fluttered
towards the ground, and Raj knew exactly how he was'would fed, the paper-dry mouth, glassy clarity
of vigon, it touched and both pistols came up, crack dmogt a the sametime—

—and Rg was/would crumple, staggering. Open his mouth, and a gobbet of blood came out,
spinning, Ry could see the wound on his own body. Below the armpit, through the tops of both lungs,
massive exit-hole on the left Sde, my, nasty, he was using hollowpoints. Suzette rushing to hold the
dead Rg's head in her arms, pale as the dying man, ignoring the blood that dicked the whole front of her
jacket. Stanson stood over them, mouthing something. Suzette smiled, she smiled and rose and put one
hand on his shoulder, and he was smiling when the derringer came out in her right and fired twice,
pointblank range.

Blackness, and the voice of Center: Observe. the alter native, but thelast projection is
common to both.



-=0=-***_=(Q=-

—R3g saw himsdlf benegath the gpple tree, but thistime they had sabersin their hands.
Stamp-stamp-stamp of feet on the dew-wet grass, little hurried recoveries when aboot sole dipped,
harsh panting breeth, and the atonal music of stedl on stedl. His viewpoint swooped, until he waslooking
out at the eyelevd of the possible future Rgj. Stanson's mouth was open in asnarl of effort; therewas no
fear in hiseyes, only amerciless concentration on the task at hand. Stamp-cut-thrust; Rg saw the
opening, Stanson wastiring, not in the hard condition of his opponent. Their swords formed an X, and
then it was dideturn twist thrust, and he was shocked not to fed the resistance he knew, the soft heavy
fedling and the jerks as the point went through membranes and muscle-sheaths. The blade before his eyes
withdrew with the wrenching twist hiswrist would execute without volition, and the other man fell.

"Expected. .. huhn .. .tobekilled. . . jedlous husband,” Stanson managed to say, through
tight-clenched teeth. Then he screamed, thrashing for amoment, and died.

observe. consequences.

Vice-Governor Barholm signed the paper. It was an execution notice, with the name of Rgj
Ammenda Halgern da Cruz Whitehd | inscribed in the black ink and blocky letterstraditiona in such
matters. "Well," hesaid in disgugt. "That'sthelast of that ideaon how to deal with the border Situation.”

Generd Klostermann smirked, picking up the decree and waving it to dry theink. "Thank you,
Y our Exaltedness," he said. "These young hotheads would have done even more harm on the border . . .

—and Tewfik wasriding his dog into the waves of the sea, an army drawn up behind him. Rgj
recognized the location, it was the Kolden Straits, a hundred kilometers northwest of the East
Residence, amogt into the Middle Territories. The dog took alap at the foam that broke on its chest, the
sdlt taste producing awhine and dight jerk backwards. Tewfik's heels pressed the beast forward; his
right hand held the banner of the Settler and hisfaith, and he plunged it into the waters and the sand
benesth.

"Allah, | take you to witness!" he shouted, rising in the stirrups. "Thereisno ford here! If there
was, | would cross!” Cheersrolled like thunder down the long ranks of the army on the hills behind.

-=0=-***_=Q=-

"We|?" Stanson asked, hisimpatience growing. The girl tried to refill hisglass, he turned on her
suddenly, putting apalm on her face and pushing. "Get away, you stupid blowsy cow!" he barked; she
fell on her backside and began to cry quietly, looking no older than the seventeen she probably was.
"Well?" he continued, looking back to hisnomina superior. "Daydreaming again, Whitehall?"

"I meant," Rgj answered carefully, "no insult whatsoever to you or your troops, of course. Now,
if youll excuse me?'

He neckreined Horace around and clapped his heelsto the hound'sribs.

-=Q=-***_=0=-

Dusk had falen by the time the column crawled into the way-station's yard and pasture,
overflowing the weedy five-hectare plot and the sone-walled yard. Thelast arch of the sunwas
disappearing behind the distant peaks of the Coast Range to the west; afind ray blinked red-bright from
the sgnaller's platform at the top of the Six-story heliograph tower. Rg sat his saddle grimly, ignoring
Horace's occasiond effortsto st down; hounds were likethat . . . not undisciplined, exactly, just



sdf-willed. Thelast of the 2nd had pulled their mounts or carriagesinto their assigned areaslong ago; the
5th Descott were gill milling around the area, asthe NCO's Rg had assigned directed the carriagesinto
asguare gpart from the other wheeled transport. Most were light four-dog models, with stedl-rimmed
wheds on leaf-springs and room for four inside, with baggage racks above, but there were agood
half-dozen of the heavier six-dog vehicles. Almost al had collgpsible leather roofs, and one—he noted it
was Captain Staenbridge's, commander of the most understrength of the five companies—actudly had
movable windows, with eisenglass curtains and afringe.

"Trumpeter," he said quietly. "Sound 'Officers to the Standard," if you please." Rg waited
impassvely, until the second series of notes. " General Assembly, now."

Therewas afresh burst of shouting and confusion, the thunder-deep barking of wardogs sensing
their master'sfrustration and rage. The officers of the 5th Descott had dl redlized that their men were
their capita assets, too vauableto dlow to go dack, and the ranks formed fairly quickly. The officers
cursed and dogwhipped their way through to fall into aragged line before Rg where he waited with the
sgnalers and Battdion standard; the companiesfell in to the shouted commands of their NCO's, in no
particular order with respect to each other but in columns of platoons within their own units.

"Gentlemen,” Rg said, once the officers were together. "Firgt order of business. Evening service
To the trumpeter: "Sound, dismount and stand to reins.”

Therewas along rustle as the other ranks swung down on the left sde of their mounts and
gathered thereinsin, just under the lower jaw of their dogs. The mounts were mixed-breeds, mostly the
spotted reddish Hills farmbred strain; sturdy strong-legged beasts of about fourteen hands with blunt
muzzles and floppy ears and black whip-tails, but there was a scattering of everything from Border Collie
to Newfoundland. They stood as motionless as the men; the 5th recruited from the yeomen class, men
born to saddle and gun and the hunt. Most farmsteads in Descott sent ason to the Army, in lieu of taxes,
and they sent him mounted and paid the price of his gear and uniform aswell. Experienced recruits,
blooded fighting Military Government raiders or bandits. Or blooded as bandits, Rg reminded himsdif
sardonically. Stock theft was an old Descott tradition, and not considered disgraceful unless you were

caught.

The unit chaplain stood forward, walking into the gap between the command staff and the
assembled Battalion. He was an under-Hierarch, the sort of man they might al have known as Parish
priest a homein the Descott hills, dressed in asmple kirted white robe with asilver Star around his
neck. A saber scar down one cheek hinted that he had had some other calling before he took the
ear-to-ear tonsure of the Church.

"Hear us, O Spirit of Man of the Stars," he intoned.

"Hear us,” the group returned. It was a deep sound, alittle blurred with three hundred male
voices dightly out of synchronization.

The priest lifted both handsto the first of the stars appearing in the east. The assembled soldiers
assumed the attitude of prayer, one hand over the left ear and the other rai sed with the fingers bunched.

"Code not our sins; let them be erased and not ROMed in Thy disks."
"Forgive us, O Sar Sirit!"

"The Spirit of Manisof the Starsand al the Universe: thiswe believe.
"Witness our belief, O Sar Soirit!"



"Aswe bdieve and act in righteousness, so shdl we be boosted into the Orbit of fulfillment.”
"Raise usup, O Sar Spirit!"

"Deliver usfrom the Crash; from the Mdtdown; from the Hard Rads; spare us."

"Spare us, O Sar Spirit!"

"Werecevediligently the Input from Thy Holy Termina, now and forever."

"Forever, O Sar Spirit!"

"Aswe believe, 0 let Thy Holy Federation be restored in our time, O Spirit of Man of the Stars;
and if the burden of afaithless generation's sin be too great, may our souls be received into the Net.
Endfile"

"Endfile!" The troops rel axed.

"My children," the priest continued, "the Honorable Captain Whiteha | has gracioudy dlowed
compulsory unit purgation of sins, as of 20:00 hourstomorrow.” There were afew subdued groans; that
meant penances, usudly fasting. "The Spirit be with you." A mumbled chorus of and in thy soul
followed.

"Master Sergeant da Cruz," Rg said, hisface moreimpassive than the priest's had been in the
midst of theliturgy.

"Ser!" A Descott man of the old breed, this one, brick-built and hook-nosed and dark. He
moved easily; one of the fast heavy men, rare and dangerous. About thirty-five, a decade older than the
Captain. A finger missing from hisleft hand, and shrapnd scarsdl down the right side of hisface. It drew
hislipsup into adight perpetud sneer, but therewas ahint of asmileinit now.

"Carry on asordered, Master Sergeant.”

"Battaion, atention t' orders,”" he bellowed, turning to face the men. Their ranks were a series of
rectangular clumpsin the gathering darkness; firdight from the windows of the rest Sation and the
campfires of the 2nd picked out adetail here and there. Oily gleam from the chainmail neck guard of a
helmet, light from abuckle or the bronze buttons of their blue coats, eyes, the teeth of the wardogs.
"Battalion will encamp.” A grin, made ghastly by the pulling effect of the scar. "Full kit ingpection a 0600
tomorrow. Workin' party, report to me asingtructed. Dismissed!”

"Ingpection?' one of the Company commanders remarked, as they dismounted and handed their
reinsto their batmen. He stripped off his gloves and smoothed the kidskin; there was a shimmerstone
stud in one ear aswell. Kaltin Gruder, Rg thought, prompted by someinternd filing system. Just in
from Descott two years ago. Bit of a dandy. Devil with the ladies. And adistant relative of sorts,
athough you could say that of most of the County's gentry. At least there were no blood feuds between
their families

"lan't thet rather rushing things?' Katin continued, with awinning smile.

"Sir," Rg added.

"Sir," theyounger man said, flushing dightly.

"That's exactly the point, gentlemen,” Rg continued. "We made. . . what, twenty-one kilometers
today, on a poured-stone road?' Looks of protest. "Yes, | know, the baggage train dows us. But we



have to be prepared to move; and in the meanwhile, | don't intend to waste the time these lumbering
oxcarts and our, ah, lavishly equipped comrades of the 2nd confer.”

That brought agenerd chuckle; the 5th might have been in garrison for sometime, but the 2nd
had never been out of theimmediate vicinity of East Resdence, not in living memory.

" Speaking of which, I'd like to thank you gentlemen for the loan of your carriages.”

Dead slence, atension. Heads turned; a platoon-sized group of enlisted men were working on
the vehicles, under the profane direction of da Cruz. Detachable hoods were stripped, thrown to vanish
in the darkness, black leather againgt the ground. The fine prings jounced as the troopers climbed in and
began handing down the luggage within, none too gently; shrieks of complaint turned to outrage as
various servants, women and other hangers-on were elbowed aside. Another working party came up,
bent under loads from the baggage carts. Ammunition boxes mainly, with medica supplies, bandages,
and portable heliograph equipment.

"It'l greetly increase our tactical mobility once we reach our objective,” Rg continued equably.
"With the fine teams you so generoudly brought, those ought to be able to keep up aswell asthe guns do,
nearly as much cross-country capacity asthe troops. We won't have to return to base nearly as often.”

Mouths dropped. Rgj continued more gently: ™Y ou may note that my wife's carriageison theend
of the row, there." It was a spidery-fragile shell, deceptively dender; the body creaked asthe
metal-edged hardwood boxes of rifle ammunition were dropped in. The sound was muffled on the
quilt-padded linen upholstery. "As| said, avery patriotic and pious gesture; especiadly asit might be
misunderstood.” His voice logt the undertone of banter, went flat and hard. " Since bringing nonregulation
vehidesinto thefield isstrictly forbidden under the Civil Government Army Code.”

Therewas acrash of breaking glass. A uniformed aide walked over, blinking back tears; aboy
of fifteen or so, with afresh and livid bruise discoloring one cheek. Well-born by his manner, with an
amost pretty face that showed promise of strong-boned regularity later.

"Gerrinl" he said, grasping Captain Staenbridge by the hand. "Gerrin, that brute of atrooper
struck me, and they broke the windows!" He looked around, met Rgj's eyes and those of the other
officers, and straightened. "Sir," he continued, releasing the company commander's hand.

Staenbridge turned on Rg. "Sir, are you going to permit indiscipline of this sort?”

Ra met hiseyes, held them until he saw asign of wavering. "Messer Senior Lieutenant
Steenbridge," he said dryly, "your . . . young friend is an aide by courtesy"—and because he's a
Meffred cousin and of good family, Rg remembered—"and not in the chain of command.” He looked
pointedly at the youth's pistal, inlaid with mother-of-pearl, and the light saber at his other hip. Both were
exceedingly nonregulation; Civil Government law was quite sirict on possession of arms, herein the
heartland territories. "1 suggest thet if helooksto you for example'—the traditiona way of putting it—
"you should set one. Any further questions?'

"No, dr."

"Now, we're having ingpection a 0600, as you heard. We're dso having afield problem at 0730,
which | expect to last al day. Since we're out of the city and haveroom. . . so, if you please, report to
my tent by 0500, and well planit." Suddenly he smiled. "These lowlanders have so much good land, they
surely won't begrudge us enough to ride over . . . No questions? Dismissed.”

-=0=-***_=0=-



"Didwe really haveto give up the carriage, darling?' Suzette asked.

Ra was lying on his somach on the cot; hiswife was astride his back, her strong dender fingers
kneading at the muscles of his neck and shoulders. The muted sounds of a night camp came through the
dark canvas, a sentry's chalenge and response, and rauicous singing from somewhere over in the 2nd's
area. Therewasastrong smell of swest, dog, canvass, leather and oil, blending oddly but pleasantly with
the healthy fema e sweat and jasmine perfume from Suzette's body.

"Spirit," Ry said, laying his head face-down in the thin bedroll. "Don't you gtart.”

She laughed softly, starting to rub hisback from thewaist up. " Something's got you tense; were
the 5th that bad?"

"No," he sighed. "Crash and Metdown, that'sgood . . . No, they'refighting men, or were, or
they're boys who think war is glorious, which with training is even more useful, sometimes. It'sthat
bastard Stanson.”

Her hands paused for an instant, then continued. "Watch him; he's dangerous.” The lazy affection
had gone from her voice, without affecting the mellow tone. "And you got on reasonably well, back a
Court."

"That was before | had to see him try to command a battdionin thefidd,” Rg said. "He's not
stupid, better at Court affairsthan | am . . . but at this he doesn't know how and won't learn.”

"Don't let him make you fight him," she said sharply. "I've seen him kill; helovesit. And heloses
histemper, completely losesit, doesn't think about consequences until it'stoo late."

"l won't," Rg said bitterly. "I can't fight him; it would . . . ruin everything."
"Youretensng up again . . . that'sright, relax . . . He'svery well connected, too."
"A rdation of the Weman County Stansons, isn't he?"

"Yes. And the Minister of Finance. . . who's anonentity personally, but not somebody who can
beignored.”

"Some sort of connection of the Chancdlor's, too."

"Married to hiswifesaunt'sthird cousin,” Suzette said absently; she was better than the Book of
the Sarborn for noble genealogies. A pause, and her hands continued.

"Why did Barholm put himin joint command?' Rg asked, after awhile.

"Well, a aguess, he wantsto see how you both shape,” Suzette continued, in the same
abgtracted tone. "Thisisthe turning point in both your careers. . . and it was a bone to throw to the
Minister of Finance. The man's so stupid he doesn't know he's a puppet, but he's got an uncanny memory
for favorsand dights.” More briskly. "Y oull just have to manage Stanson. He's not stupid, theré's anasty
streak there, but he's mentally lazy and aman like that can be manipulated.”

Rg groaned. "Asif | didn't have enough to do!"
"Now you've tensed up again. Don't worry, something will work out . . . turn over.”

Hedid; their faces were dmost touching, as she did down dong hisbody. "I loveyou,” she sad;
her face was shadowed, backlit and haloed by the dim light of the cod-oil lantern dung from the tent
pole. Her voice was softly fierce, and the kiss that followed was bruising. Breathless, she laughed



throatily. "And now, | will makeyou relax.”
"Swest, we haveto deep.”

"Ah." Thegrinwas urchin. "What was it you told me once about . . . field expedients? | know
what you need.”

Later, drifting off, he haf-heard awhisper: "And I'll seethat you get it, too."



Chapter six
"Rust! Rust! Rust!™

Thefive troopersjogging by with rock-filled packs held their rifles at arm'slength asthey chanted
in unison; the sergeant behind them was kegping his mount to adow lope, whistling merrily and
occasiondly giving acrack of hisdogwhip. The punishment detail looked in bitter envy at those whose
shortcomings had been in their persona gear or harness rather than their wegpons; those lucky bastards
were only forced to carry the big tin bowls of soyamash from the cookfires out to the dog lines. Servant's
work, generdly, but amuch milder pendty than running until your lungs burned and your legsturned to
rubber and your feet blistered in the riding boots and your arms felt like they were going to drop off . . .
and then you did anormal day's work.

After cleaning your gear, of course. Now that the 5th Descott Guards had been two weeks on
the move, the number of men caught out by the snap inspectionswasfaling fast.

The rest of the Battalion stood easy by their mounts, grinning at the miscreants or calling an
occasiond comment. It was no skin off their assesif the new CO was hard-nosed, and they were
heading out where mistakes didn't mean anoncom reaming you out, they meant getting serioudly fucked.
And everyone who was depending on you aswell. The dogs, more pragmatic even than their magters,
concentrated on the big five-kilo loads of boiled soyaflour. There were enough whining complaints at the
qudity to keep the troopers busy soothing and rubbing ears and scratching ruffs; in East Residence it was
easy and cheap to buy bones and offd to add to the ration. A cavalry trooper was supposed to find his
own food and his mount's out of his pay, which on the move meant basics only.

"Right, gentlemen,” R said. The other officers were there, and one or two noncoms he had had
hiseye on for possible detached duty. A Battdion in garrison was an administrative unit, and had no
regular staff . . . and acommander needed men he could rely on, no lessthan aVice-Governor. "We're
leading off today, but | don't think that will be a problem.”

They al looked over to the 2nd's camp, which was barely tirring. A fair number of the troopers
were up, many working on their uniforms. The Gendarmerie were beautifully equipped; their jackets and
tunics of the best fine-combed bleached wool, boots and harness of supple iridescent sauroid leather
from the northern steppes. The neck guards of their helmets were sauroid lesther aswell, nearly as strong
aschain mail and much lighter, and they were reinforced with studs of brass or silver. The officers
competed in their men's turnout, of course, 0 many of the helmets were slvered; one platoon had theirs
gilded, and the privilege of wearing plumeswas generaly granted. The quaity of their amswas
unsurpassed in dl the Civil Government; glass-beaded match rifleswith stocksinlaid in flamewood and
Torsauroid tooth, drawn-brass cartridges, Kolobass watered sted sabers and bayonets.

Their dogswere dl pedigreed Alsatians from the Governor's private stud; very impressive on the
Field of War drill ground, quartering and legping in unison and passing in line asthey did dressage
practice five mornings aweek. Half the children in the city perched on roofs and trees to watch.

Therewas an explosion of yips and snarlsfrom their lines; two of the dogs were fighting over
their mash bowls, rearing and lunging on their checkreins, snaking heads down for aleg-grip and then
risng to wrestle with their fordegs while their teeth clashed. A servant ran up with a bucket of water and



pitched it a the combatants; they broke apart, but one snapped at the attendant, managed to grab him by
thethigh. A trooper sprang in and began hammering at the dog's head with the butt of hiswhip; by the
timeit released the moaning groom, hisleg was dangling by athread. None of them thought that the
tourniquet hisfriends applied would do much good.

Highbreds are like that, sometimes, Rg thought judicioudy. Testy. It was the inbreeding. Not
al of them, of course: most were like any Alsatians—lazy, happy, puppy-friendly doofus-dogs, very
trainable and aslikely to lick an enemy as bite him. It was a pity that crosses between the basic breeds
produced only sterile mules. Legend said the ancients had fixed them with their unFallen powers.

"No, | don't think they'll be bumping our butts on theroad,” Katin Gruder said. He was not
wearing his shimmerstone earring this morning, but his uniform was noticegbly more spruce than the
others. Hefinished the hard roll he was gnawing and dusted his hands. "All that brightwork takes amort

of polishing”

"Unlikely," Rg agreed. The 5th's persond servants and camp followers were striking tents and
bundling gear, quickly if messly; even hookers who wanted to stay on in the Battalion's rear echelon had
realized they could not earn al their keep on their backs under the New Order of Captain Whitehall.

"Well, gentlemen, today well do basic fire and movement, by platoon and company, and a
Battalion movement from line of march into column as per ameeting engagement in the afternoon.”

"Sir?' Gerrin Staenbridge spoke, giving his curly black hair afinal vigorous scratch before
donning hishelmet. "Were you planning on grading?"

"Of course," Rg said. Performance wasimproving rapidly but unevenly, and you had to know
your weak points.

"I think alittle porting proposition would improve the mens spirits. Hambone and stick, asit
were"

"Hmmm." Ry flashed the other man a smile; he was doing better and better, now that he was
waking up. Perhaps he would be a Captain himself now, with more ambition or better connections.

"Well, let'ssay . . . double ration of wine and no sentry go to the winning platoon. And—" he
turned to the clump of NCO's. "Master Sergeant, from now on well be pitching camp in hollow-sgquare
formation, baggage in the center. Establish a crapground for the dogs, aswell.” The wind was bringing
them unmistakabl e evidence that such had not been done here. "L osing platoon polices it before we pull
out." He dapped onefigt into the other, tightening hisgloves. "To the day'swork, gentlemen.”

-=0=-***_=0=-
"Bataion—"

The 5th Descott was trotting in column of two's down the little farmlane. There was an orchard to
their 1eft; to theright, an open flat pasture stretching ahundred and fifty meters. It had been mown for hay
recently, and the smell was heady-sweet in the afternoon sun. Thefield was bordered by arise, aterrace
of thedluvia plain marking an old shordine of the Hemmar in some age long before men cameto
Bdlevue. It wasin heavy forest, oak and wild cherry and pine and native thongtree, tall reddish-ochre
things with smooth bark and a cluster of thin whippy branches on top, big sword-shaped leaves st like
feathers along the edges of each.

"—totheright, fire misson, wheel-halt."



"Company—" the unit commanders relayed it; the men kept their pace. Therewas an
imperceptible dowing in the manifold thudding of dogs pads on the dusty dark-brown earth of the lane.
Cavary mountswere bred for intelligence, and most knew the drillbook nearly aswell astheir riders. The
trumpeter caled it out aswell, brassy and cheerful in the danting sunlight. Two weekstravel from the
Capita had tightened drill considerably.

"Patoon—"
"Right face, wheel-halt!"

The dogs stopped, sinking their haunches toward the ground and bracing their column-thick
forelegs, then whipped around to the right in half their own body lengths. Or tried to; some of the
troopers had been alittle late or early with the crucia rein signas. There were callisions, the heavy thud
sounds of thousand-pound wardogs meeting unexpectedly. Rg had hiswatch out, the second hand
sweeping inexorably as the men jumped from the saddle with barely time enough for the mountsto stop.
Many tumbled, shouts of pain and clatter of faling rifles; a shot cracked out, and Master Sergeant da
Cruz'slipstightened. Ra did not envy the luckless trooper who had been riding with around up the
spout and, worse, the safety off.

"Ragged, ragged,” the noncom cursed as the units formed in astaggered line dong nearly a
thousand meters of roadway; like two lines of dashes, the rear covering the empty spotsin the front. The
dogs dropped to their bellies, lying flat whilethelr riders amed over their backs. "Three minutes, that's
ragged, try that with Colonials and werefucking dead. Ser." The Master Sergeant had less of the nasal
twang of Descott in his voice than most of the other ranks, asurprisngly well educated man, if you could
get himtotak.

"Well, were hereto give them some polish, aren't we?' Rg said mildly. The exercisewas
supposed to be aresponse to a charge from the treeline. The crucia thing was to make the zone of
beaten ground as wide as possible, to break the momentum of shock action before the enemy could get
home with cold sted. Such a charge was more likely with the western barbarians of the Military
Governments, who had what amounted to areligious reverence for edged wegpons, but Colonia
dragoonswould jump you fast enough if they could.

The platoons were sounding off asthey came ready; Staenbridge was noting thetimeson his
noteboard. Rg waited until the last hailed in, before he pressed the stem of hiswatch.

"Cdl it five minutes," he said. "Down by haf from where we were first day out, but not good
enough . . . valley fire on thetredine; by platoons, four rounds." Heraised hisfield glassesto hiseyes and
focused on the edge of the trees, where bushes grew thick between the trunks.

"Battdion, tredine target—" the Master Sergeant's voice carried easily, raised two octavesto
pierce the ambient noise and propelled by his deep highlander's chest. The trumpeter duplicated it
between phrases, and the noncoms down the battalion front were like multiple echoes.

"Volley fire, four rounds. Load."

A giant rattling click, that lasted far too long. Rgj turned his head aside for amoment. Thefield
gun with the 5th was setting up on the crown of the road behind the troops, afew metersto the left of
where the command group sat their mounts about the banner. A 75mm rifle, slandard issue, with a
sx-dog team and caisson, a breechloader with chest-high wheels. The crew werein uniforms of a darker
blue; they were Area Command troops, detached for this duty. They moved smartly, swinging the long
barrd of the cast-stedl piece toward the putative target, letting the steel poletrail thump to the dirt. The
gunner squatted over thetrail and sighted through the opened breech and down the barrel, standard for



point-blank work. The shell clanked home just as the riflemen were ready.
"Valley fire—fire!"

There should have been aralling crash down the line, aseparate BAM from each platoon.
Instead there was a staccato stuttering kkt-kkkt-kkkt, overlgpping bangs. He watched the tredline
carefully; the busheswere thrashing asif caught in ahigh wind, but far too many brancheswere pattering
down from as high as four meters up. Rgj's teeth showed beneath the binoculars. Some people were not
adjusting their sghts properly. Some people were going to be sorry and sore.

PUMPF. Thefied gun cut loose, adding itslong plume of dirty-white smoke to the clouds
puffing up aong thefiring line. The shell burst nestly at the edge of theforest, and amedium-sized pine
quivered, svayed and fell outward with dowly gathering momentum.

"Reload.” The processwas quicker thistime. "Volley fire, fire."

The platoons opened up again and this time the sound was more like the BAM-BAM-BAM that it
should have been.

Reload . . . fire. Reload . . . fire. The fourth volley was dmost acceptably crisp, except that a
lone shot rang out several seconds after the rest.

The Master Sergeant made a sound that would have done credit to an angry wardog. " Get me
that man's name," da Cruz shouted into the ringing slence. There were muffled coughs asthe dight
breeze carried the cloud of powder smoke back across the road; for afew momentsit was dense
enough to hide the prone men and dogs from the mounted officers.

"WEIl haveto do better than this" Rg said neutrally.

"Freinthe hole!" caled the gunner; histeam had rolled the gun back into batter after itsrecail.
R4 glanced over to him: "Give me an airburst just short of thetredine,” he said; that was ared test of
s«ill.

The gunner swung the crank that opened the breech and removed the round; taking asmall
wrenchliketool from his belt, he fastened it to the point of the shell and twisted three careful turns. The
fuse was dual-purpose. It would explode on contact, or when a perforated brass tube of powder burned
past an outlet into the body of the bursting charge. The tool rolled the tube up or down to vary the length
of timethat took . . . but the speed of combustion was not entirely uniform.

The gunner rammed the shell home and cranked the breach closed, stepped aside and jerked the
lanyard. The gun recoiled, rolling dmost across the road to the ditch; there was an instant of ripping
canvas sound, and aburst of black and off-white ten meters short of the trees. Anirregular circle of
afafabeneath the airburst flattened, ripped by the shredded iron of the shell casing. Rg nodded; some of
the troopers winced. Air-burst shrapnel was something you could not guard againg, it killed with the
impersond arbitrariness of lightning.

"Hey!" someone shouted. " Sicklefeet!"

Surprised, Rgj brought his glasses up again. Y es, sicklefeet, a pack of about twenty breaking out
of thetrees and halting for amoment, bobbing and tense on their long legs. They were nétive
carnosauroids, about twice the size of alarge man, bipeds whose snaky two-meter bodies were
balanced by an equal length of tapering tail. They held themsdaves dmost horizonta to the ground, the
dender forearms with the grasping claws tucked into their chests. The heads were dender aswell, with
forward looking vertica-dit eyes, and mouths that split three quarters of the length of the skull to reved



back-curving teeth.

Those werefor tearing flesh; the killing tools were on the feet, half-meter rear clawsthat folded
up adong the shank of the birdlike leg. When muscle and tendon swung them down they were ready to
diceand tear; in the wild steppe country a pack of sicklefeet could bring down agiant grazing sauroid,
legping twice their own height to kick dash wounds man-height and arm-deep. The carnivores milled,
opening their mouths to hiss-roar at each other, sounding like alocomotive about to explode. Their
mouths were shocking pink, holding only teeth and atongue fixed al along its underside to the floor of the
mouth; it was a mechanism for ramming large chunks of meat down the throat, since the creatures could
not chew. The mouth was a striking contrast to the mottled reddish-green and dull blue of their pebbled
hides, acolor that faded to dull cream on their bellies.

"Sicklefedt, dl right,” Rg said, spitting on the road. The things were gtill quite common in Descott
County, which was mostly rocky pasture or open mountain forest with scattered pockets of arable land;
men had killed off the big grazersthat were their naturd prey, but sicklefeet were thoroughly
opportunistic feeders, and had found human livestock a perfectly acceptable subgtitute. Or humans, Rg
remembered watching one bounding up anear vertica cliff with acrofter'stoddler clamped initsjaws
and till screaming. They were one reason no mae and few women in their native hillswent beyond
hailing distance of their hearths without agun.

"Gerrin." Senior Lieutenant Staenbridge looked up. "Which platoon scored best, today?"

"First of the Second,”" he said. That was Kaltin Grader's Company; hisyounger brother Evrard
was the lieutenant.

"Kdtin, my compliments to Lieutenant Gruder, and his men are to take those things out. Seeto

"I'm surprised there are any of thefilth in close-settled country likethis," Gerrin said.
"Soaml,” Rg sad. "But this pack isleaving soon.”

The beasts were milling around, moving in darting-swift bounds; some of them were pointing their
bodies at the road and flaring the single broad nogtril on the ends of their snouts. One of thosewas a
male, and it lifted the crimson skin ruff around its neck and bugled a challenge. No pack back in the
County would do that; they had learned to be afraid of men, athough they had a disconcertingly sharp
notion of how far arifle could shoot.

Crack. The pack male legped straight up, an astonishing fifteen-meter jump, landed spinning and
snapping a itsflank. Crack-crack-crack, thirty rifles on independent fire, in the hands of men whose
livelihoods had depended on guarot. The heavy hollow point bullets hammered at the sauroids, punching
fist-sized exit holes that gouted blood a darkish brick color. The pack scattered like glass exploding
away from a dedge hammer, but none escaped; sicklefeet were open-country creatures, and their instinct
wasto run rather than shelter in the bush behind them.

Rag looked up at the sun, westering; the Battalion had made more time on the Side roadsin the
course of itstraining exercises than the trangport column would have al day. They would cut back north
and west to intersect it.

"Skinthem,” he said. Sicklefeet heart and liver were quite tasty, and the tail made acceptable
stew. The dogswould be glad of the rest. " Then mount up, and welll head back.”

-=0=-***_=0=-



llSr_ll

R4 looked around; it was young Lieutenant Gruder, looking much likeamode of hisolder
brother Kaltin in nine-tenths scale, without the self-assurance.

"Just a second, Lieutenant,” Rg said, and turned back to the loca landowner who had ridden up
to the head of the column just asthey were about to pull out. "Excuse me, Messer .. . "

"Minh, Messer Captain,” the noblereplied. A waveto indicate the estate. "Stevin Trahn Minh,
Guardian of Twinford."

"Rg Ammenda Halgern daLuis Whitehdl," Rg said, using the older long form common at home.

Trahn's mount was a cream-colored wolfhound, worth half ayear of Rgj's pay; there was an
equivaent amount in the jeweled clasp that held a spray of peacock feathers to the side of his beret, and
the buckle on his gun belt. His clothes were dmost offensively fashionable, long-deeved tunic and
white-silk roll-necked shirt, baggy trousers, tooled boots. The half-dozen guests behind him were smilar,
and there was a pogitive train of attendants.

"l must protest, Messer," Minh was continuing, "over this high-handed violation of the game

laws

"Gamelaws?' Rg rocked back in his saddle, surprise striking like aphysica blow. He had been
expecting acomplaint of damage to the timber, and ademand for compensation. No problem with that,
write out achit and let thisbig frog learn what size puddle the Ministry of Finance was. Game laws,

though?

"Messe, | grant that the forces of the Civil Government have the right to conduct exercises on
my land, but this wanton daughter of my carnosauroidsisinexcusable! The Law clearly states that sport
hunting on any Messer'sland is his and his aone; these sauroids have been preserved at enormous
expense and trouble for the sport of my guests.” He waved a hand over his shoulder to indicate the
bright-clothed assembly. "Those were the last pack between here and the coast range.”

"Saughter ?' Rgj asked. "Of sicklefeet? Messer, you mean you were keeping those vermin
around deliberately?' Rg looked at him, atal dender man with anarrow face and eyes so black that
the pupil merged with theiris; thirty, and in good hard condition, the way you'd expect an enthusiastic
hunter to be. "In Descott County, there's a bounty on them.”

"Ah. Descott.” There was afreight of meaning in the single syllable, in the hard-edged accent of
the Home Counties. "Wdl, Messer Captain,"—he stressed the honorific asif Rg was amember of the
gentry classonly by courtesy "—thisis Harzon County, don't you know."

A dight tenson at hisback, asthe other officers heard the implied insult to their birth County. Is
this man insane? Rg wondered, forcing back the pounding at histemples. No, he decided, watching the
eyesthat held no trace of fear or doubt; it was the face of someone who could not imagine contradiction
or opposition on hisown territory. No doubt this Trahn could drop the purchase price of Hillchape
across agaming table and laugh at theloss, but it required an arrogance of truly interesting proportionsto
act thisway with three hundred killers at Rgj's back. A Descott squire could be stiff-necked enough
behind the ramparts of hismanor . . . but the biggest landowner in the hillswouldn't have this sort of gall.

Of course, they il practiced the vendetta back home, and not just between social equals, either;
asniper behind arock could vanish into the canyon lands, and who could say it wasn't bandits? There
aretimes I'mglad | come from the backwoods, Rg decided. Lieutenant Gruder's voice brokein

again.



"Sir, you should seethis" There was something strangein the tone. "We found it when we
paunched the last scklefoot.”

R4 turned in the saddle; Horace kept up his curious sniffing at the muzzle of Minh'swolfhound.
The other dog was uncertain how to handleit, unwilling to reciprocate and too well-trained to back.

A trooper was riding beside the younger Gruder, hisface as green as hiscommander's. He had a
scrap of bloody sauroid hide in his hands, with alump of something half-digested onit. It took aminute's
dareto redizeit wasaleg; of achild about s, from the Sze, till wearing the remains of ahide shoe.
Home-made, a peasant's moccasin, but with blue beaded flowers on the toe. Rgj swallowed, looked
from the trooper to Minh.

"WdI?' hesad.

"I told you, Messer, it was expensive to keep the beastsin the neighborhood.” A shrug. "They
got two other brats, and chopped up ateam of perfectly good plow oxen, and the Spirit of Man of the
Stars done knows how many sheep. Crafty devils, and good sport.”

R4 hedled his mount forward, to within hands-reach of the landowner. Horace shouldered into
the wolfhound, which tried to push back and rebounded from the bigger dog's weight; the hound'slips
were drawn back just enough to show histeeth, and he raised his head to ook down on Minh's dender
mount. Rg reached out, grabbed the wrist of the hand that had begun to swing the dogwhip towards him.

"Now that, Messer," the officer said, "was unwise. It might be construed as an assault on a
serving officer, highly illegd."” The muscles of hisforearm tightened; Minh tried to jerk free, found himself
inagrip asunyidding asavise. Helooked down, and his eyeswidened dightly as hetook in the
thickness of Rgj'swrigts; the Descotter was a big man, but they would have been impressive on someone
half again hissize. Thefingers clamped inward, and Rg felt bones bend towards their breaking points.

What? hesaid inwardly. No disastrous consequences?

nonethat i can calculate, Center replied dispassionatdly, act asyou think advisable. Minh
was snarling himsdlf, white about the lips and swest beading on hisforehead.

"l ...gpologize!" he said tightly. Ry squeezed again, then dacked at the sickening rush of
pleasure he felt, asfear invaded the other's eyes for what was probably the first time in decades.

"Accepted, Messer," Rgj grated, working his hand. It had been years since helast dipped his
tether like that, and he did not like to think about what the consequences had been then. A thought struck
him. ™Y our estate, Messer; it includes atown?' That was alegd term rather than a descriptive one, but it
usudly meant something bigger than avillage.

"Yes," Minh said, with the glazed ook of one who cannot believe what is hgppening to him. "At
the ford over the Toluravir." That was aleft bank tributary of the Hemmar, and they had to crossin any
event, heading south for the passes over the Oxheads and into the border Counties.

"Expect two Battaions and complement, for billeting, sundown tomorrow," he said crisply.
Minh'sfacefel dightly; the soldierswould pay for their supplies, but they would do so in Government
script . . . re-claimable in East Residence, two weeks travel away. A banker would take the paper, at a
10% discount. And it would empty storehouses that would otherwise have turned a hedthy profit. "Now,
if you'l give ustheroad, Messer?'

-=Q=-***_=Q=-



Thefirst thing that Rgj noticed as he rode down the expedition’s column of march was Suzette
stepping down from Captain Stanson's carriage. She waved gaily to him, before turning and extending
her hand. Stanson bent over it as shelaid fingers on his palm, touching it to hislips, slandard courtesy,
from an officer to aMessa, alady of the Messer class. Horace gave a short complaining whuffle-whine
asRg reined inwith abruta jerk at the bridle. Suzette's dog Harbi was tied to the rear hitch of the
passenger vehicleon aleading rein.

"Oh, Rg!" hiswife said, with aglow. "Messer Stanson so kindly invited meto ride with him and
Merta"

"Good evening, Captain Stanson,” Rg said shortly. The co-commander of the expedition was
leaning back against the curved rear seet of his carriage; the top was down, on thisfine spring day. The
redheaded girl—Merta, Rg remembered, she had been a seamstress or something of that sort in East
Resdence —huddled againgt the other Sde of the vehicle.

"Thank you for your hospitdity, Messer," he continued: asocid pleasantry, for which socid
rather than military rank was gppropriate. Stanson looked cool and eegant in his spotless white uniform
with the gold trim, dender and tough and pretty as afangmouth. Rg was acutely conscious of hisown
date, al the bright-work on his uniform browned with varnish as he had ordered for the 5th, soaked with
swesat and swesat-caked dirt besides, smelling of powder and dog. He held out his hand, noticing therims
of black under the nails.

"Oh, no problem," Stanson said, leaning over from the carriage and shaking it. "We had such a
marvel ous time discussing the old days. We met each other back when, you know."

"Yes" Ry grated. "'l know."

Back when Suzette had been a desperate hanger-on to the fringes of polite society, nobody to
bring her out for the first season but an aunt as shabby-gented as hersdf. While this young spark had
been doing the rounds of the parties and spending hisfather'srents, and Rg . . . Rg had been dividing his
time between the armsman and histutors and londy huntsin the high hills, dreaming of winning a
commission, glory,, something beyond the endless sameness.

"Messer Stanson has very kindly invited usto dinner," Suzette said, abare hint of wasp-warning
in her voice.
"Y es, we can discuss the new draft,” Stanson said.

"New draft?' Rg said. God, I'mtired, hethought.

"Y es, the Master of Soldiers, East Residence Area, saw fit to send us along about two hundred
odds and sodsin theway of reinforcements. Countersigned by the Vice-Governor's office.” He
produced the personnel order; Suzette's eyes dropped dightly. Anne, Rg knew. "Well have to decided
how to split them up.”

"Oh, Helmt," Suzette said pettishly, using hisfirst name. "'l thought you were going to tell me how
you arranged for old Ebnzar's barge to sink at the water picnic!™ She dapped at his hand lightly with her
gloves. "You know you've got more men than you can use; besides, they look so fine, dl onthose
beautiful Alsatians, wouldn't it be apity to spoil it?

Stanson smiled genialy and patted her hand where it lay on the door of the carriage. "Of course,
my dear Suzette, by al means.” Heraised hiseyesto Rg. "Y ou will be ableto join us, fellow soldier?”

"Sorry," Rgj said with an aorupt jerk of hishead. "I'll haveto cal an officer's meeting, handlethe



details.” With patently forced courtesy: "But by al means, Suzette, don't let me detain you; the meeting
should last until 1100 or so. And if we could return the courtesy in aday or two?"

"Done," Stanson said, ignoring the patent ingncerity. "Day after tomorrow it is" Heturned to
Suzette. "And tonight, do wesar that fetching tweed riding ouitfit; quite dashing, my dear.”

-=Q=-***_=Q=-
"Ser—" da Cruz began.

"I know, | know," Rg said shortly; he had changed and sponge-bathed in an echoing silence as
Suzette dressed for her dinner party.

Now helooked about him; it was two hours past sundown, with Minilunanearly full. Light
enough to see the neat tent lines of the 5th, laid out asthey were every night, and the mathematica
arrangement of their campfires. An axe was faling on wood, somewhere, and some of the men were
singing a their evening meal. A mounted squad trotted by, on their way out to night-patrol veddette duty;
the duty corporal saluted smartly as he passed, and Rg returned it.

"It'sthe new draft. We're getting them dl."

Master Sergeant da Cruz looked asif he had bitten into an orange and found it half-sour. "They
isn't no prizes, ser," he said. "Only 'bout one in two's a Descott man, and amort of 'em, they looksloik
their sergeants was happier for their space 'n their company. And first and fifth companiesis so
unnersirength, we put enough in to bring them up they'll be one-third replacements.”

Ra nodded. All the companiesin the 5th Descott Guards had originally been recruited from the
persond retainers of some County nobleman or other; yeoman-tenants and vakaro herdsmen putting on
uniform to follow their squire in the Governor's service, asthey might have againgt bandits or raidersor in
afeud a home. Over the years brother had followed brother and son father, and throwing strangersinto
those close-knit unities was asking for trouble. For that matter, moving men around from the other
companiesto ensure a better mix of old hand and newcomer would be amost as bad.

"I'll discussit with the company commanders” Rg said. Duty isrelease from care, he thought
to himsdlf, quoting scripture. "But sound out the men, find afew duefor promotion who'd be willing to
move into the first and fifth companies as corpords, platoon sergeants, that sort of thing." The officers
who had been shorting their companies preferred to keep dead noncoms on the strength, since their pay
was higher. "Then we can keep those two from being overrun with newbies, at least.”

Da Cruz nodded. "Ser." A pause. "There's also a matter of adiscipline offense. Seein'syer gave
theforaging order, | suggested to Senior Lieut'nat Staenbridge asyou'd like to dedl with it, beggin' yer
pardon for the liberty, ser.”

"All right, let'sseeto it.”

The Senior Lieutenants tents were pitched at the head of their company streets; two-room tents,
abedchamber at the rear just large enough for acot and an office/sitting chamber collapsible at the front,
filled by acollapsble table and a couple of chairs. Staenbridge and his aide were Stting at the table
beneath the open flap doing paperwork when Ry arrived; they rose smartly and saluted, fist touching
brow and shooting straight up in dlegiance to the Stars. A hangdog looking trooper was standing before
them, with evidence piled around hisfeet, and afew other figureswere lurking at the edge of the circle of
light cast by the lantern on the tentpole. And afull squad lined up with their rifles at port.

Rg returned the sdlute. "Evening, Gerrin,” he said, putting things on an informal basisasfor asthe



officerswere concerned.

"Rg," the other man replied. His smile was dight but genuine; they had settled into atruce of
wary mutud respect without much liking. In fact, | have a sneaking suspicion I'd be much like himif |
was stuck at company command level for a while with no prospect of anything else, Rg thought.
Onething they did have in common was alike of getting the job done; Staenbridge had just gotten
discouraged enough to forget what the job was. With agenuine military task at hand, thingswere going
much better.

"Ensgn Foley," Ry continued. Regularizing the boy's rank had seemed the most sensible thing to
do. And hell, there were worse ways of |earning the trade than as a military apprentice, and his birth was
perfectly acceptable. The youth nodded and brought out some papers.

"Y ou have aproblem, Gerrin?' Rg continued.
"No," the other man answered. "One of my troopers has a problem. Sergeant?”
"Trooper Antin M'lewis, front and center!" da Cruz barked.

The soldier wasrather thin for a Descott man, with areddish tinge to his bowl-cut black hair,
limping abit on oneleg that also sported arip initsred trouser leg. Piled behind him weretwo pig
carcasses, neatly gutted and with the edible organsinside the body cavity in burlap bags. Another burlap
sack beside sagged open, showing onions, dried apples and figs, aloaf of dark-crusted bread and aclay
jug. "Yer other sods, too!" Two nondescript soldier's servants; every eight-man squad was officialy
alowed onein thefield, but the ratio was generally exceeded.

"He'sinthird of thefirgt," Gerrin said. "Sadman" —Nkita Sdman, the Lieutenant of thefirst
company's third platoon— "is out on veddette duty, so I'm the one that called you.” Heraised hisvoice
dightly. "Complainants, step forward.” A farmer, old enough to be stooped, in his Starday-go-to-church
linen shirt and kerchief, with wooden clogs on hisfeet.

"Yis, mlud," he said, going down on one knee, then bobbing erect a Gerrin'snod. "Koleman's
m'name, lud. Farms on shares for Messer Trahn Minh, | does, n' pays m'crop to his collector at Broken
Hill; twenty year've brought m'harvest an' Star Spirit witness never mor'n astroke a the rod to warm me
back—"

"Yes, yes, goodman,” Gerrin said. "Get on with it.”

"Yis, m'ud. Out seain' t' the tobaccy wormin', me 'n muh sons an' son-in-law. ‘M granson Tuk
comes runnin’, saysthere b'trouble at the house. Go there. Find thissere gun-boy—" he jerked athumb at
Trooper M'lewis"legpin’ 'n hoppin' around the front door, like. Those other two, the davies—" the
servants, being freedmen, stirred angrily but subsided at the noncom's glare "—drivin' off in aone-dog
cart. With m'pigs. Gun-boy jups up an' rides off on hisdog. Yis. Askin' muh wifean" daughter what
happenin'. Says t'gun-boy rides up, chases 'em into t'house, sets he daviesto daughterin' tpigs. That
done, talks m'daughter—garmless frikkin' fork—into open door, says he payin'. Grabs her tits. She kicks
'n hallers, muh wife come out, dap aladlefull ‘ahot bran on hisleg. Bar tdoor agin while heydlin'."

Thefarmer ducked hishead again. "We's law-abidin’ folk, m'lud. Pays our taxes and tithes and
rent regular, goesto Church ev'r second Starday. Enters our sinsat Terminal. Gun-boy there ain't no
Messer t' take muh pigs'r grab muh daughter'stits. Askin' yuh justice, mlud.”

Gerrin blinked, kept his face straight with an effort that Rg), at least, could see. "It seems,” he
said, "that the women were direct witnesses. Why aren't they here?!



The peasant's jaw dropped. "Ah, tforks, mlud? Aswell bring achicken to alaw-speakin' asa
fork."

Rg raised hisbrows. In Descott, the women would have blown asingle-armed intruder in half
with ashotgun, and put up his head for the men of the family to find when they got home, and mocked
themwith it a every rurd frolic and meeting for ayear and atenday . . . Wéll, there was only one
Descott County, more the pity; some of the other backwoods areas were amost as tough, though.

Gerrin turned to him; it was as much atest asa courtesy.
Rg crossed hisarms and spoke: "Master Sergeant, this man's service record?’

"Ten year enlissment, seven served,” da Cruz said; hisvoice took on more of an officer-classtone
as herecited. "Marksman, first class; watch-stander.” A good shot and literate, both accomplishments
which meant extrapay. "Gold-of-vaor durin' the Stern Ide skirmishes." The trooper's face had relaxed
somewhat. " Twice promoted corporal, twice demoted. Strikin' asuperior while drunk; theft from afellow
soldier.” It fell again, and he looked at Rgj out of the corner of hiseyes.

Something in the expression and the man's name struck acord in Rg's memory. "Home parish,
soldier?' Softly: "It'sarun-the-gauntlet offenseto lie a ahearing, soldier.”

The man swalowed. "Bufford parish, ser," he said flatly.

Da Cruz smiled openly, and Gerrin put a hand before his face to muffle his snort. "Messer Cap'n,
ser!" the trooper burst out. "That's not justice, there'samort of honest men in Bufford parish!”

"And they stay there, we don't see'em,” da Cruz said.

"No volunteer comments, Master Sergeant,” Rgj said, remembering the old saying: an ordinary
Descotter bandit will steal your sheep and rape your daughter. A Bufford parish man will sell your
daughter because the price is better, and be content with raping the sheep instead.

"What's your sde of the story, soldier?”

"Tisdl liesand damned lies" M'lewis sad passonatdly; hisface shone with conviction. "Bought
the food with good siller, ser, | did. Then the woman, she grabbed m' cock and dragged me towards the
bushes, and cried rape when her men came home!"

"Let'sseeyour leg, then," Rg said. Motionless for amoment, the soldier gave the peasant a
glance that made him flinch, pure feral menace. Then he bent to roll up apantleg.

"Theright leg, M'lewis: the oneyer limpin' on, man. Don't waste the Captain'stime.”
There was a splotched purple burn on the wiry flesh of the soldier'sleg.

"Well, that settlesit.” Rg nodded toward the pile of mest. "Do you know the punishment for
unauthorized plundering on Civil Government soil, Trooper M'lewis?"

"Ahh..." A hopeful smile, with crooked tobacco-browned teeth. " Stoppage of rum, ser?”
"Hogging.”
"Messer Captain ser, I'm afreeborn man and a Descott!”

R4 nodded. "For which I'm commuting the offense to one month's pay, and one month's
punishment drill, and one month's. . . stoppage of rum." He met the man's eyes. aswell lecture aferadog



on its obligation to protect the sheep. "And be glad,” he continued dowly, “that | don't add attempted
rape and absent-without-leave in the face of the enemy. Y our record says you've the makings of agood
soldier, M'lewis. Don't make me hang you."

ll%.ll

R4 looked over at the two servants. "Have them given twenty-four with the lash and a bucket of
sdt water," he said. They began to wail, struggling as the squad clubbed them down and manhandled
them off to execute sentence. Rg raised an eyebrow at Gerrin, who nodded.

"Weve got to get thisunder control,” Rg said. "It'snot just wrong, it's bad for discipline . . .
Master Sergeant, announce it at muster tomorrow: from now on, no private purchases except what
autlers bring in to camp. The Quartermaster isto collect whatever's needed and buy in bulk; only men
designated by the Quartermaster to leave camp for purchase of forage.”

"Ser!" da Cruz saluted, stamped ahedl and marched off.
"Ah, Captain.” It was Ensign Foley, looking up from the muster roll he was annotating.
lle?l

"The2nd. .. wdl, themenwon' likeit, that they're restricted and the 2nd arentt. | think they're,
ahh, grumbling." He flushed, looking down at the penin his hands.

"Good thinking, lad . . . Ensign,” Rg said. Gerrin put aprideful arm around the youth's shoul ders.
"But well haveto livewithit; if you let men be jackals, don't expect them to fight. Looting and rape are
their privileges on foreign soil, not among our own people. Otherwise were bandits. . . ." Rg grinned
tiredly. "And I'm perfectly well aware they call me Brass-Ass behind my back. When a soldier stops
grumbling, worry: if he's a Descott man and he stops grumbling, watch your back. . . . By theway,
gpesking of the 2nd, I'm having Stanson over tomorrow for dinner, and I'd appreciateit if you could
attend. In fact—" he coughed, embarrassed "—I'd appreciateit if | could borrow your cook, Gerrin."

"Delighted.”



Chapter seven

"Not bad at dl," Stanson said, leaning back in his camp chair and sipping at thewine. "I'm
surprised we don't see more of thisvintage in the capitd.”

"It doesn't travel well," Staenbridge said. "Be glad while weve got it; over the passesthewineis
thick as syrup, you haveto cut it with water, and they put pinesgpinit.”

Silencefél agan. It had not been aconvivid evening, here under the outstretched flap of the
5th's command tent. For one thing Stanson had brought his mistress Mertawith him. No problem, if it
had been an dl-men affair, but there was amarried gentlewoman present, which made it something of an
insult. Or smply dovenly, even for awar-camp. They had begun with pan-fried trout, easy enough now
that they were getting out of the lowlands; then amain course of roasted lamb stuffed with spicy sausages
on abed of saffron rice, salads and quick-fried vegetables on the side. Staenbridge's cook had even
managed to whip up a chocolate compote, which was next to amiracle under field conditions.

R grinned behind the mask of hisface. Expected to condescend to a pack of monkeys from
the wilds, eh? he thought. Staenbridge had turned out to be, of al things, agourmet and oenophile;
Kaltin Gruder and his brother talked fashions and racing dogs with the best; young Foley had an
encyclopedic grasp of classical drama. . . And none of them was particularly impressed by their guest's
reputation asadudig; in East Residence he might passfor akilling gentleman, but the other men around
thistable had been brought up to the traditions of the blood-feud. In the end, Stanson had spent most of
the time talking to Suzette, who had dropped into the intricate jargon of the Palace without missing a
dride. A private language of their own, filled with in-jokes and maice.

Ra held out his cup again for the server, then drank. Staenbridge winced and sipped.
"Ceptain?'

The duty squad's corporal camein, drew to attention, and saluted. " Captain, we'z got summat
strange here. Woman out here, says sommat of bandits, says you know 'er man. Speak strange-like, she
does, cannat tell snout from arse of it, beggin' yer pardon, ser, Lady." Which was not to be wondered &;
the noncom's own Descotter brogue was thick astar, and the local peasant diaect wasradicaly
different.

Ra stood, glad that whatever-it-was had come up before the drinking serioudy started, because
if he had ever been in amood to get fighting-drunk, thiswas the time. Then awoman stumbled in
between two troopers. Grey-haired, as her fallen headscarf showed, wrinkled facefalenin on anear
toothless mouth, body like a shapel ess bag of potatoes under agood wool skirt with some stitching on
the hem and a dirt-grey linen blouse. Probably abouit forty . . .

"Justyc, mlud," she gabbled; between the didect and her toothlessness and the swesting
exhaugtion that left her panting, he caught about one word in three. "Hep uz." Hands work-gnarled and
covered in cracked callus reached out as she knelt.

"Stop," hesaid. "Nod yes or no. Y our man came here yesterday?' Yes. "Bandits have attacked
your farm, and you think they're dill there?' Yes. "Canyou guide us." Yes. "Were the men who attacked
your holding in uniforms?* He splayed fingerstowards hisown bluetunic. If it's that Bufford parish



bastard M'lewis I'll hang him from a tall tree— The woman looked doubtfully a him, more doubtfully
il at Stanson in hiswhites, then shook her head.

"All right," Rg sad. He straightened, fastening hisjacket and picking the webbing belt with his
saber and pistol from the back of hischair. "I'll take—"

"Mefor one" Gerrin Staenbridge said. Foley stood aswell, then Katin and Evrard Gruder, and
severd of the others he had invited.

Stanson laughed, turning so that he did not notice how for once that evening Suzette did not echo
him. "Well, thisisjust like one of the old songs," he said. "The hero and hisloya companions off to day
the monster and rescue . . . " hisgaze fell to the sobbing peasant woman, with an expression more
suitable for aman scraping something off hisboot as hewent indoors™ . . . the beautiful lady.” He made a
moue. "Actualy, 1'd think it was more amatter for the parish constables, but I'd be glad to come dong?'
He pushed back his chair and haf-stood.

"No, enjoy your dessert,” Rg said, watching dispassionately as the man sank back into his chair
and reached for hiswineglass.

"And do save us some of the compote,” Gerrin said with atoothy grin, scooping up afinger load
and egting it. "It's S0 hard to get fresh ingredients out here, don't you know?"

Stanson covered ayawn with the back of hishand. "Certainly," he said, and reached for adried
fig from the bowl, across Merta's bosom. Heignored her, glancing over a Suzette. "Ther€ll till be one
lovely lady here; we shal Sng songs and gossip until dawn, awaiting your return.”

Rg'slast sght of the tent was Mertalooking pure hatred at them both.

-=0=-***_=0=-

Theair outsde had turned cooler and drier; they were ahundred meters up from the flood plain
of the Hemmar, and the increased dtitude was more than compensating for the lower latitude asthey
headed south. The moons shone on the Oxheads to the south, making their peaks gleam like silver or
sdit, up in the high knot where they united with the Coast Range. The passes would be chilly, high
tumbled rock, and then they would be down into the baking plains of the border Counties, foothills
smoothing down into sparse pasture and then out into the erg of the deep desert, where nothing grew
except around the salt lakes or the rivers of the east. Down where the riders of the Colony were waiting
for them.

Someone led adog in out of the darkness; it was da Cruz, the lamplight dick on the keloid
lumpiness of hisfacid scars.

"Thought yer mought be needin' me, ser," he said.

"A poditive plague of volunteering, eh, loyal companions?' Kdtin Gruder said softly, witha
chuckle under it.

Ra dapped hisgauntletsinto his hand. "Five minutes, gentlemen,” hesaid. "Evrard,” he
continued, and the younger Gruder straightened, “turn out your platoon . . . twenty-sevenrifles, isnt it?'

"Twenty-five, Sr: two men down with the flux."

"By al means. Therest of you, sabersand sdearms, please.” He paused. "Oh, Foley.” The
young man drew himsdlf up, bristling-ready to defend hisright to come dong. "Get yoursalf something
with alittle more stopping power, en?" He nodded toward the 8mm pistol at the boy's belt.



"I've got just thething,” Foley replied.

They dl paused for amoment, and then turned as Rg drew on hisgloves. "Gentlemen?' A
check. "Thank you."

-=Q=-***_=Q=-

The dogs feet padded through the night at aloping trot beneath the stars and the moons,
thudding and crunching softly on the crushed rock surface; the chink and rattle of equipment was louder,
but till not enough to break the peace of the night. Dew was beginning to settle, bringing out the spicy
scents of the crops and trees, the spoiled-honey scent of native vegetation. The peasant woman perched
on his saddlebow stank, too, ahard dry scent like an ox that has been working in the sun, no more
unpleasant than any soldier who had been in the field for aweek or two; it was the things that crawled
across from her clothing and bit that were anuisance. Her shoulders were still shaking with an occasiond
hiccupping sob, and he patted her back absently.

"Hier," shesad, pointing.

The main military highway turned eastwards, and alocal track continued south of east, bordered
by eucalyptusthat filled the night with their sharp medicind smell. Thetrack was graded dirt, just
wagon-wide, but well-kept, arrowing off into the rustling darkness. Rgj flung up ahand.

"Yol" da Cruz's voice was pitched low, and the column cameto a halt.
"How far?'

He listened to the woman's bresthy gabble for amoment, cursing inwardly. She had apparently
never heard of kilometers, and judged all distances by the time they took to walk; the campground the
soldiers had been using was asfar as she had ever travelled, and everything beyond was "foreign parts,”
theland of legends and mongters.

"Ah, ser," avoicesad.

Ra handed the peasant woman down and turned in the saddle. It was Trooper Antin M'lewis,
holding himsdlf sraight in the saddle and looking blankly ahead.

"What the fuck are you doing here, soldier?' Rgj asked.

"Gettin' my rum ration unstopped, ser,” the man answered; hisface was pure regulation, but . . .
"Thought the Messer Captain might needs me, seain’ as| knowsthis ground.”

You have to give him credit for effrontery, Rg thought. "Tell me," he added, and gave a
gesture of reassurance to the woman, who had recognized M'lewis and shrunk back.

"Drawsadirt map, ser?’

Rg gestured to da Cruz, and awhispered order to dismount brought men and dogs crouching; it
was not adark night, and they did not want to be noticed before they struck. M'lewis flattened a stretch
of soil and sketched with hisringer.

"Ser, 'tisno more than half aklick up thisshere laneways" he said, with quick efficiency.
"Farmstead scattered out, loik they does hereabouts.” In Descott, an isolated dwelling was built around a
courtyard and walled. "Barn by the road; house back mebbe ten meters, sheds n' whatnot, chickenhouse,
awdll, kitchen-garden. Road turns just before, go quiet 'n yer doesn't get seen 'till yer right up their arse.”



"Good, very good," Rg said. "Hmmm, we need someone to scout it.”

"I'syer man, ser," M'lewis said cheerfully. They stood, and their eyes met for along moment. The
trooper's grin died away for an instant.

"Good man," Rg said. "Seetoit, then. Well be—" he nodded to hisright "—about five hundred
metersthat way."

M'lewis nodded. To Rg's surprise, he did not go for theriflein its scabbard by his saddle;
instead, he stripped off jacket and boots, hung them on his saddlebow with his saber-belt. He was
wearing ablack cotton shirt, not the off-grey most men bought; the kerchief he took out and tied around
his head was the same color. For wegpons he tucked along curved skinning knife in its sheeth through
the narrow waist belt of histrousers, over the small of hisback, and took something out of the pocket of
his jacket. Ra stepped closer and looked; it was awire cord with wooden toggles on both ends, and
M'lewistucked it through his belt with care, the handles secured but easy to reach. Then he bent, rubbed
dirt over hisface,

"Loik old timest'home, 'tis, ser," he said, and was gone into the night.
"Evrard," Rg sad.
"Sr?l

"Leavefour dogholders, well go up the lane, quietly please, and wait. Clip the stickers, around
chambered. Quietly isthe word, gentlemen,” he repeated to the others around him, drawing his pistol and
snapping the cylinder out for afind check. Just habit, but habits saved your life or killed you, in thisline of
work.

"Forward, Companions," Gerrin whispered, and the others chuckled softly; they seemed quite
taken with the archaic title.

The noncoms relayed the orders, and the men stepped out of the saddles of their crouching dogs,
with firm murmursof stay to keep them in place. A series of rapid click-chick sounds asthe
forearm-long blades of the bayonets snapped home under the muzzles, spring-clips holding them to barrel
and cleaning rod, and the oiled-metal sound of loading. Ragj heard the platoon sergeant go down the
squads, giving the men aquick check and delivering softly fervent promises.

"Enl will cut anew assholein any yer bastids popsit, unnerstan?”

Thetreesleft anarrow dit of moondight down the crown of the dirt road; the men of the 5th
advanced up the sides by sections, dternating right and left. There was surprisingly little noise, but then
these were hunters, after al; part of aboy'straining back home wasto be sent out with arifle and one
round, with a beating and no supper if he came back without game. Rg could smell the sweet-yeasty
scent of barley inthemilk ear stage behind the low adobe wall of thefield on hisleft; water gurgled in an
irrigation ditch, and pale silver light flickered through the leaves. Then they were coming up to the curve;
avineyard on their right, and broad-leafed tobacco on the left. Good cover, hethought, motioning
backward with his hand. The column hated and sank down, men resting on one knee.

"I think | can seelight, about four hundred meters ahead on the left,” Foley whispered. Gerrin laid
afinger over hislips. Rg strained his eyes. Nothing, but then Foley had the eyes of youth. Damn, stop
being a teenager, start dying, he thought, then afigurerolled over the fence wal at their Ieft and |anded
on noisaless bare feet.

"Ser," it said, as adozen bayonets poised. It was M'lewis, Rgj motioned his Companions close.



"Warn't no problem, ser. It ain't no bandits, neither. It's them pretty boys from the 2nd.”
"Numbers and positions, M'lewis," Rg said.

"Four of them carriages out in the yard, dogs tethered an’ eatin’ on the stock they's killed. Men
and boys— I figger five, 9x, family and mebbe adave—tied up in one the sheds. Six mebbe seven from
the 2nd, officers an’ gentleman-rankers, with they whores and daves, they party pretty loud. No
sentries.” M'lewis seemed faintly sorry at that, and touched the garrote at his belt.

"How do we handleit, Rg?" Gerrin asked. Asif to punctuate hisremark thefaint echo of a
scream drifted down the road from the farmstead.

R4 opened his mouth. Now, how do | say "kill themd|" suitably? he thought. Then—

observe.

-=0=-***_=0=-

—troopers of the 2nd falling screaming before their guns and Rg and the companions broke into
afarmhouse kitchen. Reaching for their weapons, jerking, dying, dammed back by the lead. Servants
and mistresses screaming and bleating pleas for mercy, holding their hands over their faces astroopers of
the 5th drove the bayonets home again and again. Blood flowing sticky into the dirt floor, splashing on
walsand calingintralsof red—

—and Stanson's face behind the pistol on the dudlling ground. It was adifferent place thistime,
the other/Rg was standing on bare ground beside aroad. Spectators, Trahn Minh looking onwith
satisfaction on histhin arrogant face; Suzette white-lipped with anxiety. Stanson sneering, bringing the
pistal up in asmooth arc as the handkerchief touched ground—

—Stanson faling as Rg's saber gashed histhroat—

—Tewfik riding hisdog into the surf, and the ululating cheers of the Colonist army behind him,
the great green banner snapping in the wind.

-=0=-***_=0=-

"—we do thisby theregulaions,” Rg said. "No firing on," the next words seemed to choke him
dightly, "fellow soldiers of the Civil Government except in self-defense or on my order.” With deadly
precison: "Is that understood?'

"What about the camp followers?" Kaltin asked.

"Fair meat, but don't start anything unlessthey try to fight or run . . . best we keep the platoon
outside for ablocking force, unlessit dropsin the pot. Evrard, send your platoon sergeant around back
with M'lewis and half your men. The rest will come with us and secure the farmyard and the vehicles.
WEell ded with the scum inside oursalves. Follow my lead. Understood?" A chorus of nods. "Let'sgo,

people”

-=Q=-***_=Q=-

R4 poised hisfoot above the doorlatch. The rhythmic screams from the farmhouse had stopped
aminute ago; now they started up again, wesker and more shrill, muffled asif they came from aroom
behind this one. The peasant house was asingle-story square, whitewash peding from adobe walls and
tilesmissing from the roof; probably this sngle large kitchen-cum-everything in the front, a bedroom
behind, and ahaf-loft above. The old farmer lay outsde, his hands clutching awooden pitchfork and his



eyes staring upward. The face had been recognizable, even after a careless saber dash left half of it
dangling down in adab of meat and gristle, baring the pink bone and an eternd amile. Eight-legged native
quasi-insects walked across his tongue to reach the eyebdls.

Theair smelled of poverty and dog shit and blood and cooking; raucous noises of celebration
and snatches of song came through the plank door, amost louder than the screams. Smoke ghosted
white from asquat mudbrick chimney in the center of the roof.

"One" Ry sad. Therewas asmall metalic sound behind him; Foley had brought asidearm with
stopping power, al right. A double-barreled shotgun, cut-down to riot gun size, about 18-gauge.

"Two." Gerrinwas a hissde, pistal in one hand and saber in the other, quivering eager. Behind
him Kaltin dusted one deeve absently, and Evrard's lips moved silently in prayer; Master Sergeant da
Cruz's mutilated face looked closer to peace than Rg had ever seenit.

"Three" Ry felt the world pause and go crystd clear, attention narrowing downto a
diamond-bright focus. There was ataste of meta in his mouth, somewhere in his head the knowledge that
he might be dead in afew seconds. Namedesdy dead in this squalid little yard where nothing had ever
happened but the endlessrepetitions of misery . . . And therewas ajob to do.

The sole of hisboot crashed against the cheap pine-wood of the door next to the latch, and it
came away in ashower of splinters. The door banged open. Rg fired around into the ceiling ashe
stepped forward, moving asdeto let the othersfilein.

It took amoment for the activity in the room to cease. It was L-shaped, lapping around the
bedroom on two sides, with a single wickerwork door between them. There was another door at the end
of L'sshort arm, out to the rear yard and the well. Thelong arm wasfilled with atable, crowded with the
remains of afeast, roast piglets, agoose. . . more chickens were turning on spitsin thefire, and asmall
ceramic crock of aclear yellowish liquid was surrounded by a scatter of cups. Rg glanced at it and was
no longer surprised at the dow stunned looks of many of the feasters; that wasthe loca homebrew,
digtilled from grape skinseft over after the wine was pressed, and it had akick like a sicklefoot.

There were four people he judged to be part of the farm family: al women, from one who |ooked
to be a blousy-but-attractive forty and was probably a decade younger at least, to ajust-pubescent girl;
he could tell that easily, because like the others she wore only dirt and bruises. The older three women
had been cooking and serving, while the youngest was on her knees before a seated 2nd Gendarmerie
officer, her head bobbing up and down as shefdlated him. Hisleft hand stroked her hair; he smiled
dreamily, and rested the point of afighting knife on the skin between her neck and collarbone. Four
othersin stained white uniforms were sprawled around the table; and three times as many servants,
mistresses and generd hangers-on, frozen a the sound of the shot in every activity from drunken deep
through vomiting and shouted song to vigorous fornication.

The oldest of the peasant women screamed sharply as the door flew open. The girl stopped at
her task as she felt the knifepoint lift from her arteries; looked up and scuttled on al fours over to a
wall-side bench and hid beneath it, curled into aball with her eyes closed. Silence fell asthe Companions
stepped through behind Raj, weapons ready; silence except for the last shriek from the bedroom. That
door banged open, too, and aman in the 2nd's uniform stepped through.

"Wheat the Outer Dark—" he began, then focused owlishly on the gun-muzzles saring at him
across the room. His trousers were unbuttoned, and there was blood on the dack genitals and clotted in
thewool. Rg could see him forcing aertness, eyes narrowing and hand dropping to hispistol asaman in
sarvant'slivery stepped through the door behind him. The servant's trousers were stained as well,
athough it was harder to tell against the burgundy fabric. He was pushing a nude boy of about ten ahead



of him, gripping his neck.

"I'll put the tightass snottie back with the others, Messer—" he began. Faster than his master, or
samply lessdrunk, he pushed the boy away sprawling and crouched. That would be the boy Tuk, Ry
thought, surprised at the clarity of his mind, watching the child haul himself across the packed dirt with a
red sheet glistening in thefirdight across the backs of histhighs. Center's scenarios played themsdves
through hismind; he did not need the angel-computer to prompt them now. Tewfik riding hisdog into the

"Messers," Rg began, hisvoice high and clear. 1t was very important to enunciate clearly. "Thank
you for your timely aid, in, in gpprehending these bandits."

More silence, broken only by the whimpering of the raped children. Then a babble of voices,
hooting laughter from some of the servants and mistresses, shouts of anger from the soldiers of the 2nd.

"Spirit curse you, what bandits?" the man with thefighting knife till in hishand said, blinking; the
other hand fumbled his garments closed, ahuman maesfirg inginct in aconflict Stuation. Adrendine
was sobering him alittle, but not much. "Thersh . . . theré's nobody here but our servants, man!" He
peered. "Why, it's the Descotter sheep-diddier, the one who spends dl day wallowing in the dirt while his
wife—"

Rq fired into the ceiling again; it was roughly-barked pine logs with latheslaid over, and dust
filtered down from the bullet hole. He suppressed a sneeze.

"It shows grest initiative of you to hold them helpless here, after the atrocities they've committed
on Civil Government subjects,” he went on, overriding the man'svoice. Ignoring him, in fact; ingtinct told
him that only the onein the door to the bedroom was much problem. That one hadn't bothered to button
hisfly, and hisweight had gone forward on the balls of hisfeet. A glance went between the officer and his
servant.

Rag smiled, an expresson much like those of the sicklefeet his men had killed the previous day.
"Because now we are going to take the bandits out and kill them, each and every one."

Movement: the servant by the bedroom door snatched up acleaver from the board that served
asamantle and lunged. Movement: Foley's shotgun roared. The target was less than five meters away,
far too close for the double-buckshot |oad to spread much. It did chew the man's ssomach into apink
mass, through which red-grey loops of intestine showed; he flew backward into the fireplace, toppling the
spit with the chickens. The smell of burning pork added itself to the fug of the room, and scorched wool
as his clothes caught fire. The young companion turned like agun turret, the stock of hiswegpon clamped
againg hisribs. The stubby barrels stared at the officer of the 2nd, who had managed to clear his pistol
and bring it up to haf-port in the fraction of asecond it had taken to kill his servant.

"Dropit," Foley said; hisvoice cracked in the middle of the words, but the cut-off shotgun did
not waver, one barrel smoking and the other black readiness. "This one'sfor you, Messer "

Severd of the 2nd's hangers-on were whimpering now. "Since your vdiant part inthisisover,”
R continued, "perhaps it would be better, fellow-soldiers, if you dl undid your gun belts. . . yes, just
carry them in your hands. Out now, please. Y ou bandits, too, and if you don't think fifteen minutes more
of life maiters, try something.”

One of theliveried men did; he plunged erect and out the rear door of the kitchen with an
athleté's agility. The door banged closed behind him, and there was a short wet thunk sound thet many
of the men present could identify; abayonet driving home. A choked grunt, and then along bubbling



scream; more of the thunking, and the door swung open for an instant. The severed head bounced on the
table, spattering gravy, and rolled to astop against the crock of white lightning.

The 2nd's officers were still babbling protests asthey filed out, but none of them were ressting.
Rg smiled at them again, nodding and making a depreciating gesture.

"No, no, no thanks," he said cheerfully. "Just doing our duty. Now," he continued, when
everyone was outside, " separate those women.”

While the men were being roughly bound, troopers bayonets prodded the mistressesto one side;
they werein varying states of undress, but dl of them woretheir jewelry. The primary store of liquid
assets, intheir trade, and not likely to be let out of the wearer's reach. Some of them were quite
gpectacular, if genuine. Much of the gold was, certainly.

"Strip them, and take the jewels." He took a blanket from one of the carriages and spread it.
"Pilethegauds here. All of them, trooper M'lewis." Rg waited until the women were huddled together,
garing a him in wide-eyed fright. "Go," he said softly, when they were till. "And if you're ever within the
perimeter of my camp again, | hereby announce you're not under my protection.”

They were professionals, too, in their way; they looked around at the troopers wolf-grins, turned
in abody and began trudging down the dirt lane, heading south toward the town &t the ford.

R noticed that the old woman who had run to bring him was back, panting and wheezing up
past the barn. She stopped at the sight of the farmer lying with his pitchfork in hand, then squatted beside
him, rocking herself and moaning. One hand reached out to touch the corpse's face, then drew back. The
moaning continued, low and eerie; the next-oldest of the farmstead's women was standing on the porch.
She had clothed hersdlf, but looked uncertainly around at the armed men.

"Goodwife," Rg continued: there were anumber of thingsto be done, before this cursed night
was over.

"Yes, Messer?' she sad, her voice surprisingly strong as she went to her knees. Well, you had to
be strong, to survive the sort of life these people led. "Thank you, Messer, but . . . there was atremor
to her voice as shelooked about " . . . they ate everything we needed for the season, Messer, and —"

"Y ou see this?' He toed the pile of ornaments and dresses. "It'syours." Her mouth dropped
open; there was enough there to buy afarm the size of the one her family sharecropped, and stock it
besides. "I'd advise you to hide it under the hearth and sdll it carefully and in small amounts.” Because a
peasant who came into money was like one of the legendary cooked pigs who ran about with knife and
fork inits back, squedling "eat me." "Don't let your men out of the shed for an hour or s0." No point in
having enraged civilians complicating metters.

"Master Sergeant,” he continued.

-

"M'lewisisawatch-stander?"

"Ser. Readin', writin' and numbers, summat.”

"Have him transferred to Battalion staff asacourier.” The scrawny trooper whooped as he
rebuttoned his uniform tunic; there was a suspicious hang to one deeve, but Rg decided to ignoreit for
the moment. "M'lewis, there should be woodworking tools on asteading like this; bring anything in the
way of malets and hammers, and stakes, wooden treenails, anything like that. Run.” As he sped off:



"Now bring the prisoners down thisway. Y ou, too, Messers," he added to the soldiers of the 2nd
Gendarmerie ™Y ou should watch the results of your valiant work."

The outer wall of the barn was only five meters from the laneway; it was alittle more than
head-high, built of large adobe bricks mortared with mud, and no whitewash had ever been wasted on
it. Quite sturdy enough, Rgj decided.

"Linethem up againgt it." Rough hands pushed the men to stand against the hardened mud; some
of them were weeping, and afew fell to their kneesto beg. Rg looked up into the crysta purity of the
night.

-=Q=-***_=Q=-
"Ahh, firin' squad, ser?' da Cruz asked.

"By no means, Master Sergeant: by no means.” There wasawait; Rg remembered to turn and
clap Foley on the shoulder. "Quick work, Ensign,” he said.

The boy had been looking nausea-pae; he sraightened. "Thank you, sir," he said, looking down
at the shotgun and fumbling it open. It took several secondsfor him to unload it. "It's.. . . agood weapon,
Gerrin— Senior Lieutenant Staenbridge got it for me.”

"Useit wdl," Rg said; the youth snicked it closed and went to stand beside Staenbridge,
accepting an arm around his shoulders with agrateful sgh. M'lewis came panting up with hisarmsfull.

"Messer Captain, gotsabit,” he said. Quite a bit; three large wooden hammers, the sort used to
drive vine-props, and severa dozen stakes of turned hardwood the length of aman'sforearm.

"Excdlent, M'lewis," Rg said, bringing his eyes down to the line of men againgt thewadll . ..
eleven of them. Fifteen to fifty, East Residence born, you could see the mark of the streets on them. Eyes
bewildered, eyes defiant, cringing.

"Master Sergeant,” he continued, listening to his own voice as he might have a strange sauroid
cdling intheforest. "This laneway leadsto theford over the Torunavir, doesn't it? Passable for the
Battdion?'

"Yes, ser. Bit more direct than the highway. Take alittle longer, mebbe."

"Excdlent,” Rg said again. "Have the men draw straws for acrucifixion detail, if you please. And
adetachment to see nobody touches the bodies until tomorrow morning.”

R4 heard the Gruder brothers hissin surprise behind him. The servants stared uncomprehending
until the soldiers sporead-eagled thefirgt of them againgt the wall and brought up the stakes. They began
screaming, then.

-=0=-***_=0=-

Ra waked into histent; the table had been cleared and the flap lowered. Suzette sat in afolding
chair under the single lamp, asnifter of brandy in one hand and a cigarette in the other, with abook open
in her 1ap. Ungpeaking, he walked to the sideboy and poured himsdlf a stiff shot of Hillchape plum
brandy, tossing the clear liquid to the back of histhroat. He followed it with another, motions as
controlled as amachine, then threw the glass out of the tent, listening asit crashed and tinkled in the
darkness outside.

"Rg?" Suzette said, closing the book and laying it aside. Some detached portion of hismind



noticed the gold-ledf title on the spine: Gentry, Nobility and Estates of the Southern Counties.

Hewalked to her sde, moving like one of the compressed-air automatonsin the Hall of
Audience, sank to hisknees and laid hishead on her lap.

"Suzette—" he croaked.

"Shhh," shesad, stroking hishair.

"Whetl ...hadto..."

"Shhh, my brave one. Itll bedl right. Shhh, deep now."
_=0=*** ==

Ten of the servants were il dive, spiked to the wal like butterflies in a gpecimen box, when the
banner of the 5th Descott went by, twelve hours later.



Chapter eight
Crash.

The volley rang out in crigp unison, and the boulder designated as target went pockmarked as
seventy or eighty rifle bullets from First Company struck as one. Rg lowered hisbinocularswith agrim
amile, scanning acrossthe rolling plain. Second Company were hauling in out of agalop five hundred
meters ahead of their comrades and diding to the ground, running for cover.

Crash. Their valley had the same mechanica perfection, and the clump of daggerbrush that was
their aiming point disintegrated in acloud of dust and fragments. The First was aready remounted and
pounding forward in line abreast, legpfrogging to anew firing line. Rg nodded to the sgndler beside him;
the man was using a portable heliograph, an affair of mirrors and lenses on a collgpsible tripod. He began
to click the datted cover in coded patterns, setting pulses of reflected sunlight to thelip of agully nearly a
thousand meters away. The Captain raised his glasses once more; the erosion dash looked like a
thousand others on therolling plain, deserted, rimmed in saltbush.

Then it flashed and smoked, as Third Company popped their heads above the rim and opened
up. Couldn't see them myself, and | knew they were there, Rg thought. Fourth and Fifth surged over
the rim amoment later, mounted and sabers out. Without pausing to dress ranks or needing to they
joined into a blunt wedge and charged, screeching exultantly. Shells burst ahead of them asthetwo 75's
below Ra's hilltop command post bucked and roared. Grey smoke drifted in clumps across the scrubby
plain smdling of brimstone, but the sounds of firing seemed to disappear into that endless waste.

"Not bad at al, Master Sergeant,” Rgj said.

"Mebbe, ser. Mought wish the new men'd been with ussn longer, gots doubt about how steady
they is”

"Well, thereés only one way to find out, isn't there?" hereplied. " Sound Regroup and Reform,
trumpeter.” He stood in the stirrups and stretched; Horace took that asasign to lie down, and Rg pulled
firmly ontherens.

"Up, you son-of-a-bitch," he said affably. The dog sighed and looked over its shoulder at him,
mournful eyes and drooping floppy ears, tongue the size of awashtowe out and jiggling as he panted.

Horace was apremier product of the Hillchapel stud, but his deek black coat put him at a
disadvantage under the merciless southern sun. The peaks of the Oxheads wereto their Ieft and north,
now; the last week since they crossed the passes had been a steady eastward trudge through the
foothills, where great wedge-shaped spurs ran out into the steppe. Easier to put the road further out,
from an engineering standpoint, but there was very little point in having aroad without water and fodder
for the men and bessts that travelled it.

"Water and fodder," Rg remarked aoud as the Battalion formed up behind the colors.
"Messer Captain?' the guide sent out from the County Legate in Komar said, smiling.

Hesmilesalot, Rg thought, looking at the rather dashing face, white teeth gleaming inthe
dark-tanned face againgt black point-trimmed mustache and beard. The guide wore an odd little cap with



afore-and-aft peak, wound 'round with a snowy white cloth whose end dangled down his neck and
could be drawn across the face in asandstorm. Muzzaf Kerpatik was a deekly prosperous person, in his
long light-brown jellabaand curl-toed boots, a Star medallion around his neck in silver and diamond
chips, two amulets dangling from his belt, mother-of-pearl inlays on the scabbard of his dagger and the
butt of his pepperpot revolver.

"Not much water or fodder around here," Rg amplified. The 5th was drawn up in column of
march; the command party took its place at the head. He held up ahand and chopped it forward.

"Battdion..."

"Company ..."
"Patoon..."

"Dressing by theleft . . . walk-march. . . trot." With ajingle of harness and amass panting of
dogs, the Battalion broke into motion, asingle great blue-and-dun snake a thousand meterslong coiling
across the plain like some stedl-tipped centipede of war.

Muzzaf nodded, stroking his beard; he was atravelled man, aman of affairs, who had been east
to Sandoral, west to Kendrun, and to the capital severa times. He looked about, seeing with a
northerner's eyes. The southern dopes of the mountains were themselves dry, unlike the dense broadl eaf
forest of the other dope; open scrub, grass, afew glades of cedar or bottletree higher up. Down here
was pasture, verdant enough in the winter rains, but drying out now, the carpets of wildflowerslong gone.
Already the sheep were being herded up the valleys and into the high meadows, vast bleating herds
surrounded by mounted guardians. Severa werein view from here; the land was not redlly flat, it rolled
like the frozen waves of the sea, and from aridgdline like thisyou could see a score of kilometers.

"Y et there is good trade in wool done here, Messer," he said; his Colony-bred whippet kept
pace with the grest black wardog easily enough.

-=Q=-***_=0=-

Rg looked at the man the legate had sent, frowning dightly as his body adjusted with alifetime's
practice to the up-and-down sway of adog'stravelling pace. This Muzzaf Kerpatik was neither soldier
nor bureaucrat, landowner or peasant, nor a shopkeeper or an artisan or laborer . . . "Y ou're amerchant,
Citizen Kerpatik?' he said politely.

"Ah, not exactly, Messer Captain,” the man said, gesturing widdly asall these southerners
seemed to do. "That is, | have trading interests, yes. And in manufacturies; then again, sharesin mines
and the alum pits, and in aproperty of rentsin the city."

Ra made arapid menta adjustment: "rent" wasfamiliar, a least. "My gpologies, Messer," he
sad.

"Simply 'Citizen' will do. My father was aman of middling rank, and my mother aconcubine from
the Colony; hence my inheritance was small, and | had my own way to make in theworld." Another of
those flashing smiles. "l am aswe would say herein Komar County, a—"

The word that followed was unfamiliar to Rgj: something like "person-of-doing.” "That'sadiadect
term?'

"No, no, common in many citiesthese days, though | think first in Kendrun. One who risks
moneysavingsin affarsof profit.”



Extraordinary, Rg thought. Getting rich without inheriting or stealing it. Odd, and rather
unsettling; and if he had so much wedth in cash and goods, why didn't he buy land, the only wed th that
wasredly red?

The Komarite hesitated. ™Y our pardon, Messer Captain . . . you think, then, that your force will
be sufficient to defend Komar County agains the Spirit-Deniers?”

R4 looked a him in puzzlement. "Defenseisthelocal garrison's concern,” he said. "We're here
for offensveaction.”

Muzzaf paused again, moistening hislips asif consdering goeech, then shrugged. "Asyou say,
Messr." Oddly intent: "Y et if thereisany way | may aid you, however humble. . . Komar ismy home,
and it has been good to me. A man should pay his debts.”

R4 nodded abstractedly. Behind him he could hear the Magter Sergeant talking, agreeing, by the
sound of it. Then a Company noncom bellowed:

"Sound off, 5th Descotterd”

The Captain grinned; they all knew that one, and it was agood sign after ahard day'swork in
this heat. Five hundred strong young male voicesroared it out:

Oh, we Descoteers have hairy ears—
We goes without our britches

And pops our cocks with jagged rocks,
We're hardy sons of bitches!

R4 laughed aoud, drawing adeep breath of the hot dry air. | like this country, hethought. They
were angling east of south, now, and the dust column of the 2nd and the transport wasvisblein the far
distance; they rounded a mountain spur, and the valley on the other sde wasinhabited. The villages were
high up aong the sides, wherever there was aspring. Like home, hethought, but different. Patches of
cultivation around the houses, growing olives and figs to supplement the grain, mostly, rather than the
applesand plums and cherries of hishomeland. The architecture had afunctional smilarity, wallsand
defensive towers, but these lacked the grimly foursgquare build of the County's black-basalt farmhouses
and keeps. Descott County's prime exports were plum brandy, fighting men, dog trainers and skilled
masons, here they seemed to be content with fieldstone cemented by mud, like giant dactosauroid nests.

We fuck the whores right through their drawers
We do not care for trifles—

We hangs our balls upon the walls

And shoots at 'emwith rifles.

| like the people, too, he decided, asthey passed a shalow depression in the plain; it had
collected enough water to grow a catch-crop of barley, five hectares or so. Women were throwing the
stooked grain onto two-wheel oxcarts. They wore vests over their striped robes, sawn with coins and
brass bangles and bits of shell, and wide hatsto shelter their faces from the sun. He had noticed no
woman covered her face in the border country, athough many men veiled for comfort; it wasfor the
same reason the borderers made a point of eating pork and drinking wine, and spitting &t the name of
Mohammed, he supposed. The warsin this strip of land had been long and bitter.



Much joy we reap by diddlin' sheep
In divers nooks and ditches

Nor give we a damn if they be rams
We're hardy sons of bitches!

Not much chance of giving offense, Rg thought. The Descott diaect of the common Sponglish
tongue was archaic to outside ears, and the local country folk talked asing-song version larded with
Arabic loanwords. The column dowed as the women ran to the edge of the field, holding up lesther
bottles of water or pieces of dried fruit, giving an ululating cheer to the passing soldiers. Rg sivung his
hand out, and the order passed down:

"March. .. walk!"

The women trotted aong beside the dogs, holding up their gifts and refusing offers of payment;
the soldiers passed the jugs among themselves, blasphemoudy happy when they found the water had
been cut one-quarter with the strong loca wine. A trooper swept agirl up before him one-armed, trying
to stedl akiss, shereturned it with enthusiasm, then reared back and punched him nestly in the face, hard
enough to bloody his nose. He shouted with pain and clapped hishandsto it asthe girl dropped nimbly
down and ran to rgoin her friends; his comrades howled laughter, nearly faling from their saddles.

So did the mae kinsfolk of the women who wereriding guard for the harvesters. They were men
much like those who had been trickling in to volunteer by ones and twaosfor the past hundred kilometers,
drawn by a hatred older than the hillsand the smdll of loot. Glad they're taking it in good humor, Rg
decided, saluting asthe riders waved. Sight, lean men, whipcord next to the bull muscle of his
Descotters; about the same shade of skin, where they were not burned black, which made them rather
darker than most in the Civil Government, and they dressed for rough use, in sand-colored doghair robes
and headcloths. Some carried buckets of light javelins, afew lances; more had short horn-backed bows
or long-barreled flintlock rifles, and nobody seemed to fed dressed without half adozen knivesupto a
foot long.

R4 looked updope to the rock-built villages, and imagined fighting hisway into the foothills.
Long guns and hairy hawk-faces behind every rock, screaming rushes out of the side gulleys, ambush,
rockdide, guerrillas.. . . and these people were fanatics, they didn't just hate the Mudim enemy. Apart
from Muzzaf he had heard scarcely aperson south of the Oxheads who didn't invoke the Star Spirit
every second sentence, and every hamlet had a church, usudly large, no matter how squaid aflyblown
dum thetown was.

R4j's hand chopped forward once more, and the 5th rocked into the steady wolf-lope again. The
riders who had been guarding the women spurred aongside for amoment, shouting and waving their
wegponsintheair:

"Aur! Aur! Despert Staahl ! Awakethe Iron, thelocal warcry.
"Star Spirit of Man with you, brotherd Kill many! Kill!"
"I'm surprised the Colony findsit paysto raid,” he said, asthey peded off back to their charges.

"Hmmm, you might be surprised what aBedouin will do for asheep, Messer," Muzzaf said.
"Also, there are mines of precious metals and slver inthe mountains. . . and," he added with a smile that
seemed less assumed than most of his expressions, "you have not yet seen the Vae of Komar."



"Tomorrow,” Rg said, glancing up at the moons. There's something odd about this Muzzaf, he
thought. He gave an impression of dways being about to sdll you arug, and that was norma enough, yes.
But therewasalso . . . asif he can't decide whether to be glad to see us or to run for the hills, Ry
mused.

-=0=-***_=Q=-
"Oh, Rgj," Suzette whispered. "It's. . . beautiful ."

They were sitting their dogs on the crest of the ridge, while the long creaking stream of baggage
flowed down the danting cutbacks of the road into the valey. It was. . . green, Rg decided. Spirit of
Man of the Sars, | hadn't realized how much you could miss green. Inform much like any other
foothill outwash cone, but bigger. Canals threaded it, and where they passed there waslife. Plots of
dark-green sugar cane, waving in rippleslike the sea; grain stubble aready showing verdant with the next
crop; orchards of bushy glossy orangesand lemons . . . And in the center of the valey, risng on ahill, the
city: glowing with awhite that blazed in the noonday sun, like ahegp of cubes of pure sugar, like aset of
blocks carved out of snow, the White City of Komar.

"Well," he said to Suzette, "let'sgo down.” | really shouldn't be snatching time like this, he
reminded himsdlf. Then, savagely: At least she's not in the carriage with bloody Stanson. That wasa
little unfair, the 2nd had been in the saddle and doing somefield drill these past four or fivedays . . .

-=0=-***_=0=-

" ...and here" Muzzaf droned on, "you seethe cand extension: wonderful are the works of the
Spirit! The new concrete dam, another ten thousand hectares under cultivation, financed by the city and
our most benevolent and well-loved Vice-Governor, may the Spirit . . . "

Rg tuned him out for amoment. The civil administration seemed to be moderately efficient, here:
not much traffic to be pushed aside, at least. The road was arrow straight, up to East Residence
gandards. Thelong-settled part of the Vaewasto their right, smal holdingsintricately cultivated. Tall
date palms, with fruit trees benegath; beneath that were grain or vegetables, cotton or sugar or grass, with
even the goats tethered and hand-fed. The farmers dwellings were white cubes, sometimes surrounded
by flowers, he could see that dmost every one had a craft/ workshop of some sort attached, men and
women weaving cloth or baskets, tanning lesther, embroidering, hammering at brass-ware or tinware,
turning pots. Everyone waved, and many ran out to cheer. Dainties were handed up; split pomegranates,
huge golden-skinned sweet oranges, joints of sugar cane and clay cups of fruit juices.

A girl ran aong at his stirrup for amoment, holding up her laden hands. Rg bent to take the grass
plate she offered, and the strong brown fingers threw aflower wreath around his neck.

"Dammit," he muttered, watching the grins on the faces of his command group. The plate held
fresh dates; dried dates were aone-a-year luxury for gentlefolk back home, expensive evenin New
Residence. "Dates," he muttered. "We've been eating the bloody things for two weeks, and | get dates.”
Gerrin Staenbridge was pedling an orange, feeding segmentsto alaughing Foley. M'lewis had a banana,
bit into it and made a grimace; da Cruz showed him how to ped it, looking as near to smiling as Rg had
ever seen him.

Theleft Sde of the road wasless festive; the new lands had been laid out in large fields of sugar
cane and cotton and indigo, dave-worked. Mounted guards watched field gangs, many in chain hobbles,
Colonists by the look of them. He peered closer: one or two were actualy black, with thewooly hair
and flattened features he had heard of . Zanj, or even Azanians, from southwest of the Colonia Gullf.
They don't look glad to see us at all, Rg thought sardonicdly.



Muzzaf spoke, responding to hislast words. "Y es, Messer; if you have eaten dates in the North,
you have eaten our dates . . . See, many of the sugar-mills are run by steam; marvelousis Progress and
the works of the Spirit of Man of the Stars. Thisyear, our first sseam-powered cotton mill! And there—"
he pointed to the northeast of the city, visible now through the thick vegetation "—our railroad!™

Rg looked up with genuine interest, dropping his mental calculation of billeting ratios. Railroads
were important, the only means of moving bulk goods cheaply overland, athough the need for that was
limited. Most people were peasants, after dl, and lived from what they grew or made; citiesfed from
their immediate hinterlands. But arailroad could be very convenient from amilitary point of view, it wasa
pity they were so few.

"North from the city to the mines," Muzzaf was saying. " Our Vice-Governor, the Exated
Barholm Clerett, upon whom the Spirit of Man shal surdly shed Itslight, loaned us half the cost. No less
than axty kilometers, finished thisyear!"

He nodded, impressed; that madeit the third-longest in the Civil Government, and the only one
south of the Oxheads. Muzzaf bowed low in the saddle.

"It has been an honor to assst you, noble Messer,” hesaid. "But . . . "

They turned the corner into the cleared space any city kept beforeitswalls, here used for
low-growing crops, tomatoes and beans and garden truck. Komar's defenses were formidable, even if
you could see the buildings on their hill behind—a twenty-meter ditch, and steep turf earthworks before
the stone curtain-wall. A hexagona shape overdl, quite modern, with outlying bastions, not one of those
high flimsy affairsthat rifled guns could batter down in an afternoon. All familiar, there were layout plans
and perspective drawings of the fortifications of every city in the Civil Government stored in East
Residence, and Rg had gone over them thoroughly. The main gates were open between their
fortress-bastions, and a procession wasfiling out. Litterswith the County Legate, officersin dress
uniforms, choirsof children in white tunics. A Grand Hierarch ArchSysup of the Church, with acolytesin
goldcloth jumpsuits swinging incense censors, bearing acircular computer-core set in gold and silver and
lapislazuli . ..

"Shit,” Rej muttered
-=0=-***_=0=-
"URRA! URRA!"

Theline of men and dogs moved with glacid downessthrough the narrow twisting streets.
Sprays of flowers flew toward the troopers from the crowds that blackened the rooftops and crowded
up againg the walls, leaned from wrought iron bal conies and windows. . . And pushed in where they
bloody don't belong, Rg thought savagely; they were handing bottles up to the soldiers, aswell, and not
fruit juice thistime, either. Crowd noise was deafening, though not quite loud enough to drown out the
sound of an NCO screaming:

"Next sumbitch takes a bottle | will personal gouge out his eyes and skullfuck 'imto death! "

There were priests on every corner, spraying holy water and scented smoke with abandon;
voices were calling the blessings of the spirit on the Governor, on the Vice-Governor . .. and I'll be
dipped in shit if somebody wasn't catting a blessing on Tzetzas, there's a first. Somebody elseran
out with apork-roast and tried to feed it to one of the dogs, nearly losing an arm in the process.
Renunciate Nunswould be handing out blowjobs, &t thisrate.

Da Cruz came up on hisleft. "What do they think thisis, a bunch of groomsmen on their way



to awedding?' Rg screamed.

"Wait 'till the 2nd settlesin, they'll think were an outing froma girl's school " the noncom
shrieked back.

They passed what looked like afancy cathouse, with the whores leaning out of their balcony,
squeezing their breasts together and shaking them at the troops, with asign unrolled below: "One Free
Trip to Paradise For All Members of the 5th Descott and 2nd Gendarmerie.”

Even the Master Sergeant grinned at that. " It's a first." Then he paused. " Ser, we need to talk."

"Companion's briefing after we dismiss,” Rg returned. " Two hours past sunset.”

-=0=-***_=Q=-

"...and anyone," Rg was saying, from the steps of the Tribunate building; it fronted the only
squarein the city big enough to address the Battalion, "who abuses billeting privilegeswill beup on
charges. And if | get any complaints from husbands, brothers or fathers, the maefactor will be looking for
work as aharem guard south of here." A rolling cheer at that; he looked down on the sea of grinning
facesand fet atwist at the base of his ssomach. How many of themwill be alive in a month? he
thought. The weight of responsibility descended on his shoulders, heavier than the world.

"All right, boys," he continued, forcing asmile. "Everyone loves us here. Just remember why." He
pointed south. " They don't love us, and they're not going to be throwing flowers, either.” Therewasa
murmur, not displeased but dightly sobered. Good. "Enjoy yourselves, but remember we're heading out
on Starday next. A day to play, aday to recover and aday to go Enter your sins—" he pointed to the
city temple, towering in traceries of glass and sone on the opposite Side of the plaza"—in the Termind
booths and wash your grimy souls. Then we earn our pay. Spirit of Man of the Stars pervade you. Up
the 5th! Descott Forever!"

"DESCOTT FOREVER!'"

"Trumpeter, sound Dismissed to Quarters.”

-=0=-***_=Q=-

Suzette, Lady Whitehdl paused on the steps of the tribunate; the plazawas dimly lit by the glow
from the windows above her, and the municipal lanterns st high in brackets on the public buildings
roundabout. The chanting of a MainFrame service came from the Temple, and the paving stones were
being swept and shoveled by City convict gangs, swept free of bougainvilleaand roses, dogshit and fruit
rinds and shattered bottles. Lights were coming on al over the city, and she could hear the tinkle of water
infountains, and the plangent sounds of gittars, and singing; Komar was till celebrating what it nervoudy
hoped would be deliverance.

Captain Stanson cantered his Alsatian up to the steps, sweeping off his slvered helmet and
bowing; there were hyacinthswoven in his hair.

"Ah, my dear," hesad, kissng her hand. "A lovely evening for the loveliest of ladies. I've found
the most enchanting little place, and reserved atable for two."

"I'm sure you and Mertawill enjoy it," shereplied, with anironic lift of her eyebrow, gently
tugging on her hand.

Stanson'sfacefell. "But, | mean, | had planned . . . "



"Tablefor two, bed for three? Very sorry, my dear, but that's your particular fantasy.” She pulled
harder on her hand, dipping the other under her sash to the hard lump of her derringer. It remained there,
when herdeased her fingers. "The Prancing Bitch is offering afreefirg-time, they'd probably giveyou a
very good discount on that.”

"Youlying dut!" Amazement struggled withrage. "You. . . you promised— Y ou lying whore!"

"TsK, tsk, my poor Helmt, al your life at Court and you believed a promise? And the word
you'relooking for, under the circumstances, is 'tease,’ not ‘whore." Suzette watched a baffled curiosity
overcome anger, for amoment: that surprises me, shethought distantly.

"Why?' hesad.
"Well, you see, Hmt, | don't need you any more, that's al.”

He jerked the dog's head around and hedled it savagely; with awhining bark, it sprang acrossthe
pavement, nearly running down the sweepers. Suzette made amoue and tapped afinger againg her lips.

"A mistake, perhaps,” she murmured. "But occasiond fits of truthfulness are so enjoyable.”

-=Q=-***_=Q=-

"Everyone's here," Gerrin said, as Suzette dipped through the door and seated hersdlf at the foot
of thetable.

Raj glanced around the table. The Companions had grown to nine, not counting him or hiswife:
Gerrin Staenbridge and Foley, of course, and the Gruder brothers. Another Lieutenant from Katin
Gruder's Company, Mekkle Thiddo by name, Rg and he were cousins of a sort and near-neighbors
back home; two gentlemen-rankers from Thiddo's platoon, Holdor Tennan and Fitzin Sherrek, younger
sons of bonnet-squires who were clients of the Whitehal family.

"M'lewisian't, ser," daCruz said. Severa of the others winced. Descotters were less
class-conscious than most, nobody objected to da Cruz's membership; he came of respectable yeoman
stock. The scruffy trooper was something else again, even gentry from the Bufford parish digtrict of the
County were not well-regarded.

"Probably out picking pockets," Katin muttered.

"l hope s0," hisbrother Evrard said: both of them were sensible enough to listen to their
noncoms, but a platoon |leader was closer to the enlisted men's grapevine. "If he'sjust drunk . . . well,
sober he could talk a Renunciate Nun flat. Drunk he wouldn't know a sow from his sister, and ether
would do willing or no."

"He'son an errand for me," Rg said, seating himsdlf at the log ebony table. Therewasawall
fountain behind him, ablaze of colored tile againgt the stark white marble of the walls—and a useful
plashing that made it unlikely anyone listening at a pegphole would get much of aquiet conversation.
"Now, Companions, we've got asituation here."

"Arserapin’ right," da Cruz said. Aninformal etiquette had aready established itsdlf for these
mestings, rather different from the one they used when wearing their officia hats. "What keyed me, was
the way the townsfolk were poppin’ off t' welcomes us. Especia the Messers, they was swestin' happy
to see us, but commonfolk, too. The whores isgivin' it away. Only reason fer that | kin see, they're
certain-sure the ragheads was comin' over the wall, real soon now, least we didn't stop "em.”

"My thoughts exactly,” Rg said. Sweet Spirit, | could use a bath and a neckrub and twenty



hours deep in a bed.

Gerrin Staenbridge frowned. "Thistown's as close to impregnable as any itssize can be," he said
inadightly pedantic tone; Segecraft was ahobby of his. "It'sonly fdlen, what, twice—"

"Threetimes, oncein acivil war," Foley interjected.

"Thank you, Barton," Gerrin said. "To continue, there's over fifty fixed pieceson the
walls—muzzle |oaders, but good ones—and a garrison of, whét, three battalions of regular infantry."
There were afew snorts at that. Thefoot soldiers of the Civil Government were conscripted from the
peons of the central Counties around East Residence, and even the barbarian mercenaries who made up
athird of the army ranked higher. "I know, | know, but they are trained soldierswith Armory guns. If dl
they haveto doissit in bunkers and fire out the dits a the ragheads as they run up, well, redly now."

At least they didn't send them down here with flintlocks, Rg thought, tapping at his pad with
agraphite stick. Not uncommon, in the interior Counties; the trade guns made for export to the savages
were much cheaper. A knock sounded; Evrard sprang up to open it with hishand on his pistol, and Antin
M'lewis stepped through. He did into a seat down the table, grinning through his bad teeth and looking
somehow furtive even now. It's amazing. When he's trying to cheat somebody, butter wouldn't melt
in his mouth. It's when he relaxes you put your hand on your valuables.

Kaltin took up the argument. "And even if the garrison isn't worth much, theresforty thousand
people within the wals, you saw the way it'sbuilt." A maze of laneways, twisting and turning between
blank stonewadlls. "Thisisarich city, too, with a secure water supply. Holy Avatars of the Spirit—"

Rg forced himself not to wince; technicdly, that term included him, now. I am not worthy!
something cried within himself. He forced it down, like the tiredness and the sore butt that came of too
longinthesaddle.

"—you'd need twenty thousand men and asegetrain to take this place.”
"M"lewis?' Rg sad. "What did you find?"

"Best dam'’ party | ever missed on m'own, Messers," he said. "Couldn't pay fer booze'r cooze if
yer wanted to. . . . Beggin' yer pardon, Lady. Anyways, | finds out what yer wanted.”

Ra nodded. "I got suspiciouswhen | saw abeggar saluting us from an dleyway,” he said dryly.
"More remarkable than girlswith flowers, if lesssghtly.”

"Bought ‘im adrink, ser. Well, passed on oneI'sgiven, loik. Private in the 23rd Foot; they's here,
with t'81t Rifles an' the Kelden County Foot.”

"Wait aminute,” Kaltin said. "Those aren't the units that were supposed to be herel”

"Ay-up. Moved in last month, ser. Ain't gotsthey land grants settled yet, either. Sdllin’ they
uniforms, beggin’, workin' at that'ere cotton mill, which isworseto my way a—

Another knock at the door. The Companions exchanged glances, and Kaltin and his brother
bracketed the entranceway. Foley reached over his shoulder for the shotgun in itsleather scabbard and
drew it, clicking the breach open for asecond and snapping it shut, then laying the weapon in hislap
under the table.

Rg waslighting a cigarette as Muzzaf Kirpatik walked through the opened door and threw
himsalf on hisknees. That startled the Gruder brothers, but not so much that they did not seat the muzzles
of their revolversin hisears and haf-carry him forward to their commander's end of the table. Hands



plucked his wegpons away asthey moved, frisking him thoroughly. The pepperpot revolver, two
derringers, along knife from one boot, a stiletto punch-dagger down the collar of hisrobe. . . Indeed, a
man of affairs, Rg thought.

"Forgive me, lord," theloca said brokenly; the singsong southern accent was more noticegble,
and hetried to bend his head to the marble tiles of the floor.

Rg blew smoke. "It might be easier if | knew for what," he said.

"I have betrayed you—I have betrayed the Spirit of Man of the Stars, may | be damned to . . .
well, forgiven—I have betrayed the Civil Government.”

Kdtin Gruder thumbed back the hammer of hisrevolver. " Spying for the ragheads?' hesad, ina
voice asmetallic asthat sound.

"No, no! The Tribunearranged with . .. " avisibleinterna struggle™ . . . with authoritiesin East
Residence, | think the Chancdllor . . ."

"Tzetzas," the Companions chorused.
"Watch your language," Suzette observed.

" ... totrandfer the garrison. It isthe land grants, you see, until titleis cleared the rents are ill
collected but the soldiers get nothing, nothing!"”

Ra nodded sickly. There was never enough money in the central government Fisc to pay the foot
soldiersdirectly, not and keep the more important cavary units supplied . . . not to mention the
mercenaries from outside the Civil Government, who wanted good hard cash in sound coin, no bank
drafts please. Revenue melted on the way from the Counties to the capital, and on the way back out for
disbursements; instead, the infantrymen were each assigned afarm. Worked by tenants, so that they had
timeto drill, athough many ended up spending more time helping in the fields than marching. If the unit
was transferred, the soldiers were supposed to be settled into equivaent holdingsimmediately. Even
when it worked the way it was supposed to morale dropped hideoudy every time an infantry regiment
moved.

Kaltin was nodding thoughtfully. "Y ou know, one of the infantry Captains was wearing auniform
coat tailored from Azanian torofib.” That was afiber spunto lineits nests by a burrowing pseudoinsect
that lived in the savannahsinland from the Zanj coast. "Thered thing. Hedidn't buy that on aninfantry
officer's pay. | couldn't afford it, mysalf." And the Gruder estates pastured ten thousand head of
pedigreed Angoras.

"But..." Evrard burst out, "that's. . . that's despicable!" The otherslooked a him pityingly; he
had been out from Descott |ess than ayesr.

Gerrin shrugged. "That's Tzetzas," heamplified.

Muzzaf nodded, tears streaking hisface. "The Legate suggested it, but he's the Chancellor's
appointee. That was before Tewfik moved, nobody thought there would be more than raids on the
outlying settlements™

"What was your share?'

"l ... acted as agent, to collect the rents. Five percent to me; out of . . . three thousand silver
FedCreds. A quarter to the officers, and the rest to the Legate, | don't know how he split that with the
Chancdlor.” Brokenly: "My lord, | did not know . . . it seemed that al the others were doing it, and they



said Komar would till be safe. The Spirit of Man and of the Stars and the Civil Government have been
good to me, my lord: now | seeyou are Thelr true servant. | have served a corrupt man in corruption
—let me serve you in honesty!”

"Merida," Rg said quietly. Shit. "So much for our secure base. How many actua troops are
therein thistown?'

Helooked a Muzzaf: aman of mixed blood, probably bitterly determined to make hisloyalty
unqguestioned, as many such were. Who could blame him, for following the lead the L egate and
Chancdlor gave? An able man aswdl, invauableif hisremorse waslagting and not amerefit . . .

"Ahh, thereisthe Legate's persond guard, mercenaries from Asaura County.” A few snorts; that
was in the mountains north and east of the plateau-and-canyon country of Descott, part of the Civil
Government only by courtesy. The County Legate of Descott was chosen by the areds gentry, in
practiceif not theory; the County L egate of Asaurawas appointed in East Residence and stayed there, if
he had any sense. Even Descotters considered Asuarans backward, but they were much in demand as
diteinfantry.

"Well, good enough fighters, except that when they're drunk, which isusudly, they cut every
throat in Sght and rape the corpses," Mekkle Thiddo said. "How many of them?”

"About a hundred. Then, thereisthe town militia, but they are for manning the guns, only. And
one of theinfantry Captains, he has been maintaining two hundred of hismen at his own expense, | think
that the othersforced him to go aong with the billeting scheme by threats. And perhaps as many again,
among the retainers of the Messersin town, but they are not organized."

"Not nearly enough to hold thewalls," Rg said. Heads turned toward him, eyes full of ungpoken
questions. And

observe.

——=_*** _—(—

—he was looking through his own viewpoint, seeing the hands on the table before him move as
they would when he shrugged.

"Well," he said/might say, "there's nothing we can do about it but pray; the Legate'sin charge
here. Well just have to be sure we don't need a secure base, et the enemy worry about that—"

POM-POM-POM—the quickfirer shells dashed into the mass of screaming humans and animals
that jammed the gates of Komar. It was dark, lit only by the moons and the fires that were turning the
buildings of the White City crimson and black. White-hot metal dashed dogs and oxen and meninto
thingsthat fell twitching, to be trampled underfoot; others were pushed off the edge of the bridge, into a
moat whose bottom bristled with angle-iron stakes.

Ra was hafway through the gates himself, blood from a scalp wound coating one Sde of hisface
inagligening sheet. "Rdly!" he shouted, besting at fugitives with the flat of his saber, formsin the blue of
the 5th and the white jackets of the 2nd Gendarmerie, or the dun robes of peasants. The noise overrode
everything he could say; everything but the triumphant roar of the Colonist troops as they scrambled
down into the moat on ropes and raised the scaling ladders againgt the inner side. A cannon fired from
the ramparts, another, loads of grapeshot cutting paths of moaning, twitching mest through the bright-clad
ranks. But they weretoo few, and only the odd rifle cast its muzzle flame beside them.

"Ul-ul-ul-Allahuu Akbar " The shriekswerelikefiles on stone, thousandfold, as the soldiers of



Idam poured over thewallsin aflood, aflood whose surf shonein thefirdight with eyes and teeth and
the edges of their scimitars.

A jump; morning, that would have been bright if the smoke had not lain so heavy. A pile of
bodieswas growing in the center of the plaza before the Tribune's palace; Colonist infantry were pitching
new |oads onto the growing heap. One was Barton Foley, his eyes wide and a gaping cut from ear to ear
that nearly reached the backbone. The foot soldier a his shoulders giggled, calling attention to it:

"Hal, thisone has had the hallal, brothers" he said, giggling. Theritud throat cutting which the
Shari'ah, the Road to a Watering Place, prescribed for animals daughtered for meat. "Would any feast on
thistender dainty?"

A mounted officer leaned over and lashed a nine-thonged whip on the soldier's back, bringing a
yelp of pain.

"Silence, you blasphemous son of ten Berber pigs and a syphilitic whorel™ he shouted. There was
ahuge crash from the temple across the plaza, asthe great silver starburst was thrown down and
shattered its way through the roof to a chorus of jeers. The officer looked up with achill satisfaction, then

down at survivors of the 5th lined up againgt the palace; two of them supported ahdf-fainting Rgj, with
bandages swathed around his head.

"You kaphar dogs have seen,” the officer said, waving hislash over the burning city, "thet thereis
no strength in shirk, idolatry. Indeed there isno God but God. Which of you will renounce your idols and
embrace the Faith?' Glaresand silence. "As God wills. These are strong men, they will work well in the
mines— wait," he continued, as the soldiers began to prod them away. "That one." He pointed at
Suzette. "She will be comely, once she puts some flesh on her bones. Cover her face from the sight of
men and take her to my quarters.”

-=0=-***_=(Q=-
observe:
-=0=-***_=Q=-

—he was|ooking through his own viewpoint, seeing the hands on the table before him move as
they would when he shrugged.

"Wdl, well just haveto try and pry the suppliesfor the infantry loose," he said.
A blur, and he was watching a pouting bureaucrat stamp his seal on adocument.
"Y ou could have donethis last week," Rg said, snatching it up.

The civil servant was about to speak when the door swung open, and an orderly leaned in with a
casud sdute.

"Beggin' yer parden, ser, an' the officer of the day requests yer presence. Raghead columns
gpproachin’.”
-=0=-***_=Q=-

Enough, Rg thought: Center's holograms faded. "We've got to do something, and do it fast," he
sad, tight-lipped. "What was the name of that infantry officer, the one who's paying his men out of

pocket?’



"Messer Captain Jorg Menyez," Muzzaf said, drying his eyes with the back of his hand, then
pulling a handkerchief from one deeveto blow hisnose.

"I know thefamily," Rg said. Landowners up in Kelden County, by the straits of the same name,
the narrow waters between the Midworld and Pierson's Seas. Quite well-to-do, you saw their wine sold
by namein East Residence, and they had . . . oh, yes, marble quarries, too. "What'she doing in an
infantry outfit in the bundu? Never mind; Mekkle, if you'd be so good, ook him up and have him come
by my quarterstomorrow at, hmmm, 1400 hours, that should give us enough time." He planted hisfists
on the table and rose. "Now, here's how we're going to implement alittle matter of adminigtrative reform.
Atrevelle Garinwill—"

-=Q=-***_=Q=-
"Thisisutterly irregular!”

TheVice-Assistant Legate of Komar was aloca man, but dressed in the height of East
Residence fashion. The corridor Rgj and Staenbridge and Foley had tramped down was lined with open
rooms, clerks sitting cross-legged at low desks and chattering as they read and annoted reports and
letters; they had fallen nervoudy silent asthe Descotters tramped through, boots ringing on the
pebble-surfaced concrete. This office was rather different, walled in hand-painted tiles; the outer wall
was stone fretwork laced with aflowering jasmine vine, dew-spangled with the cooling water that flowed
down from jets above the ceiling. A secretary huddled wide-eyed on a bronze-legged couch in one
corner of the room, amost as ornamental asthe vinein her tight red dress. The bureaucrat's desk was at
chair-height, northern style, adab of porphyry amost empty save for negtly arranged pensand a
lithograph of the Governor, Vice-Governor, and Chancellor in court robes.

"If you read carefully,” Rgj said, plucking the parchment sheet out of the man's hands, "it
authorizes meto levy contributions and assert the authority of the Civil Government by any means
necessary.” In gold, vermilion, and slver ink, complete with Six ribboned sedls, starting with the
Vice-Governor's and running down through the Chancellor to the Minister of War and the Master of
Soldiers, Residence Area. "And it enjoinsdl civil authoritiesto cooperate.”

"But—that isfor operations over the border!" The Civil Government recognized no other state on
Eath—

bellevue, Center interjected in Rg'sinner ear.
—on Earth as sovereign; dl other territorieswerein rebellion.

"Oh?' Rg sad, unrolling the document and giving it aquick scan. "Not that | can see; not a
mention of bordersin here; it just specifies'Komar and area.’ Thisis Komar; so I'll thank you to sign that
order for immediate transfer of title on theland grants, if you please. Plus arrears of rent, to be met out of
the County treasury."

"Out of the question,” the bureaucrat began, then faded into silence as Rgj turned his back and
braced a stedl-toed boot againgt the door, wedging it shut.

Foley reached over his shoulder and drew the shotgun. He swallowed, visbly nervous, but even
aman as unacquainted with first-hand violence as the plump Vice-Assigtant did not doubt hiswillingness
to useit. If anything, the dight tremor in the twin muzzles made it more terrifying till.

Staenbridge came up behind the civil servant and pushed him back into the chair with athump.
"Y ou're right-handed, aren't you, Citizen?' he asked politely.



"Yyyyes" the Vice-Assistant stuttered.

"Good, wouldn't want to leave you unable to sign,” the Descotter continued cheerfully, and
grabbed hisleft wrist. There was no struggle—or rather the bureaucrat struggled; Staenbridge laid the
hand on the smooth stone of the desk without noticegble delay. Whistling between histeeth he drew his
pistol with hisright hand, flipped it around to grip by the barrel, and brought it down in ablurring arc that
ended on the pudgy clenched fi<t.

The sound of impact was like abundle of sticks breaking, combined with the thump of bread
dough on akneading board. The Vice-Assstant screamed in antiphona chorus with his secretary, then
dumped out of hischair, sporawling. The Companion's grip on hiswrist pinned the limb to the surface of
the desk as effectively as an iron staple would have, however, so he could not dump all the way to the
floor. Hisface had gone grey-brown and sdivadribbled from the corner of his mouth to match the tear
stresks around his eyes. Then he spasmed and whinnied as Staenbridge shifted athumb and ground it
into the soft mush of shattered small bones at the center of his hand.

The Companion bent low, tapping the other man's nose sharply with the pistol buit to attract his
attention. "Now, do sign the papers, theresagood little capon,” he said. "Or shdl | continue?' The
thumb brushed across the wound once more, lightly.

-=0=-***_=0=-

"It'sout of the question,” the Director of Municipa Supply said, glaring at the Gruder brothers;
their blocky shouldersfilled the space in front of his desk. "Two thousand infantry tunics and trousers,
shoes, bdlts, cartridge cases.. . . out of the question! | havetheir riflesin store, for reissue when theland
grants are cleared and they resume regular duties, but this—!" heriffled at the request form. "Ridiculous!”

"The land grants are bein' taken care of right now," Evrard said patiently. Someone who knew
him well would have redized how dangerous the trace of brogue was. "And thisis Komar? Got cotton
mills, dyeworks, tailors, tanners, cobblers? Export cloth and boots? Just append an authorization for rush
contracts, down there at the bottom.”

"Get out of my— Here, you man, what do you think you're doing?' he said, looking sharply
around the blocky forms of the Gruder brothers.

Antin M'lewislooked up and grinned, snaggled brown teeth and cold brown eyes. " Stedin'," he
sad, wrapping the silver paperknife in adirty handkerchief and tucking it into one of the patch pockets of
hisjacket. " Gives us summat in common, loik, en?' The office walls were lined with shelvesfor
knickknacks, he picked up a glass bubble with a miniature house insde, laughing like a child as he shook
it to produce atiny snowstorm ingde, then dropped it in beside the knife.

The Director's eyes bulged, and his face turned purple, but the bellow died in histhroat as
Evrard's saber came out with asmooth sshhunng sound. Thetip settled under his nose, touching just
enough to dimplethe skin of hisupper lip.

"Evrard," Kdtin said. He touched a statue of adancing girl, only six inches high but vibrant with
life; it was of honey-toned spicewood, and he rubbed hisfingertips on it before holding them under his
brother's nose. "Excellent taste, don't you think?*

"Mmmm. Smdlsadmos asniceasared girl,” Evrard said.

"But these" Kdtin continued, indicating a set of blown-glassanima figurines, "are definitely
common.” He began picking them up and dropping them over his shoulder, onetinkling crash after
another.



"Damnyou dl to the Outer Dark, crash your cores and burn, demons et your eyes,” the
Director hissed. There were beads of sweat on hisforehead and upper lip. "Y ou can't intimidate methis

way!"

"Oh?How disgppointing,” Evrard said, wiping thetip of his sword on his deeve and sheathing it.
"M'lewis, what do you think we should do, then?"

"Dunno, ser," the trooper said, frowning. He brightened. " Throw 'im out the window, ser?’

They pounced, lifting the writhing, yelling form between them. "One—" The windows were
glazed, with the outer wooden shutterslatched against the sun " Two—

"Heave!"

The scream was cut off by abrittle crash and the crunch of breaking wood. The Director
bounced back into the room; there were half adozen superficia cuts on hisface, and he spat out atooth
as hetried to climb to his hands and knees. The Descotters came around the desk and the Gruders
seized him by ankles and belt; then they used his head and shoulders as a battering ram, to clear what
was | eft of the windows and shutters out of the way. His bloodied hands scrabbled franticaly at the
frame, cardess of the spikes of glass, before the inexorable pressure left him dangling head-down,
supported only by their one-handed grips on his ankles. The struggles ceased then, as he redized that
kicking free would send him fifteen feet straight down onto the cobbles.

M'lewis came up and pulled off one of his shoes. "Wouldnt fit nohow," he said regretfully,
standing on one leg while he measured it againgt his own sole. The shoe went out the window, followed
by the other and the red-and-blue checked socks; M'lewis reached behind his back and drew the
skinning knife, held the hilt in histeeth while herolled up hisdeeves. "Tum-te-tum,”" he hummed, testing
the edge by shaving apatch of hair from his corded forearm. "Well now, sers, mfather dways said, you
want aman to accommodate yer, skin 'im from the feets up. Er down, aswe has heres.”

"Keep him away from me!" the Director squealed, kicking again asthe trooper drew aline of
thin red down the bottom of one of hisfeet. "I'll sgn!"

"I knew you would," Kdtin sad.

-=0=-***_=Q=-

"As per orders," Mekkle Thiddo said, dropping the documents on the table in front of Rgj; the
Companions were meeting in the same room as they had the day before. They rustled against the stack of
papers aready there, as the Companion sucked on a skinned knuckle and then went to rinse the hand in
the fountain.

"Three months rationsfor the full complement. No killing, but min€'s going to be estin' redl
caeful.”

Ra nodded briskly. And the men these penpushers depend on for their lives won't be
begging in the streets, he thought with blesk satisfaction. "Isthat infantry Captain here yet?' he asked.
And what sort of a Menyez is he, to end up commanding an infantry Battalion?

-=Q=-***_=0=-
Captain Jorg Menyez was atall man, with much the same broad-shoul dered, narrow-hipped

build as the cavaryman he faced; Rg remembered suddenly that his maternal grandmother had been
from the Kelden Straits country. There was little resemblance otherwise; Menyez wasin histhirties, a



pale-eyed, straight-nosed man with russet brown hair, sun-faded and thinning on top. The pae eyeswere
red-rimmed now, watering behind the wire-rimmed spectacles; he sneezed into his handkerchief and
cleared histhroat repeatedly as he scanned the documents. His lips thinned as he looked up:

"Thank you," he said. "For the men's sake. | tried, but—" A shrug, that turned into agrab for the
handkerchief. " Chooo! What will Colonel Dyaz say?!

"Colond . .. Messer Dyaz has taken indefinite leave of absence for reasons of health, Messer
Acting Colond," Rg sad, in the same gun metd flat tone.

Menyez sat slent except for hiswheezing. "Well." Another pause. "It must be. . . satisfying, to
have such power."

"Noitisnt!" Rg roared suddenly. "It isn't satisfying at all to haveto act like amountain bandit to
get peopleto do their fucking jobs. It isn't satisfying that the agents of the Civil Government won't
perform without afucking pistol up their nose! Buit it's better than having this city undefended.” He
nodded to the documentsin Menyez's hands. "Now you've got the tools, at least.”

Menyez straightened, saluting crisply, respect in hisvoice aong with the unwilling gratitude of a
man who has been given along-denied due. "Wdll, I'd better get out there and do my job, then." He
strode briskly from the room.

"l just redlized something,” Gerrin Staenbridge said suddenly. "Why he'sin theinfantry.” The
others glanced over a him. "The poor luckless bastard's allergic to dogs.”

-=0=-***_=Q=-

Suzette chewed the end of her pen; the others had | eft quickly, overdue for the work of preparing
their own departure. She stretched, alone with the sound of falling water and the lingering odors of gun ol
and leather, dogs and mae sweat that went with soldiers. She thought, dipped the stedl nib of the penin
theinkwell of her portable writing desk-cum-briefcase, and continued the | etter:

....and I'msure your husband will be asinterested as mine in how Tzetzas appointee
prepared the defenses of Komar, where the Cleretts have so many investments.

Wasthat alittle heavy-handed? No. Unfair, yes; nobody had expected Komar to become a
theater of war anytime soon. If he had, the L egate would not have alowed the defenses of his own home
to become quite so run down, though it was amazing what men would do with the prospect of
short-term gains before their faces.

Tzetzas had gambled and logt, that was al. Luck was good, or bad: bad, for example, when the
child-prostitute one brutalized at age twelve became the mistress and then the wife of an up-and-coming
Gubernatorid relative named Barholm Clerett . . . Coming up from the underclass meant spending long
years when assaulting bureaucrats was an unattainable dream. Anne would thoroughly enjoy the
description of Rg'stactics, more than the men who had carried them out and far more than the man who
had ordered them.

You are too sweet for this Fallen world, my angel, Suzette thought with asigh. Best not to
over-daborate, let Annethink up her own palitical tactics. Her pen scritched:



Your loving friend—

And only friend, I'm afraid, she thought,

—Suzette, Lady Whitehall.

She picked up the bell and rang once. The door opened and asmall nondescript man in border
County herdsman's robes padded in, bowing low.

"Here, Abdullah," Suzette said, handing over the sedled message. "To Lady Clerett, and none
other. Into her own hands, not those of a servant.”

"Y our command, my Lady," the man said; he bowed again, touching the letter to foreheed, lips,
and heart. "It shall be one week, or ten daysif Allahisunkind.”

"And watch that!" Suzette added sharply. "Here, that could get you stoned.”

Thefull lips quirked. "Do not worry, my Lady Whitehal," he said quietly. "Those Sunni dogs over
the line would be even quicker with the rocks; | have passed for aborderer before." Druze were scarce,
these days, and their weird subset of 1dam had aways alowed apalitic liein the face of persecution.
More gravely, "For you, who saved my family from davery, my lifeisawaysready to stand forfeit." A
grin. "And you pay well, besides"

"Peace be with you, Abdullah. Go."
"l go, Lady. And upon you, peace."



Chapter nine

Thefirst orange rays of the sun were streaking the plain behind Rg's back, throwing shadow
over the oasis of El Djem and the fortified hamlet at its center. Left and right the line of the escarpment
stretched into black shadow, streaked with touches of blue and ochre asthe rock began to catch the
light; the high steppe was behind them, the low desert of erg in front. Sand leaked over the caprock of
the basin; the water came from the edge below, where the limestone of the hills rested on granite and the
water table was shalow enough for wells and wind-pumps or artesan springs. The air was till, alittle
chilly from the desert night, with adight green smell from thefidlds.

R4 raised hisbinoculars. EI Djem was built on amound of earth two meters high, surrounded by
awall of date pam trunkstwice astall again, bound with ancient iron-hard rawhide and plastered with
mud. The minarets of amosque stood stark and white againgt the paling stars, one cutting acrossthe
yelow circle of Maxiluna. Moreto the point, so did a heliograph tower built into the stockade.. . . and
the success of thisraid depended on how much damage the two battalions could do before substantia
Colonist forces came up.

Threefigures ghogsted in; M'lewis, Muzzaf, and one of the fifty or so border irregularswho had
joined the 5th. And none stuck with the 2nd, Rg thought with satisfaction. Thank the Spirit of Man of
the Stars that Stanson and his crowd were a hundred kilometers east at Ksar Bougib; the two forces
were to work towards each other. It was bad enough being responsible for his own fuckups.

"Went loik acharm, ser," M'lewis said. "Blagtin' powder in place.”

He nodded thanks to Muzzaf, who had procured that and a number of other useful itemsfor the
5th. And whose trader's knowledge of this side of the border had been invaluable. Komar was unhealthy
for him, right now, but it was hisown inner demons that had brought him on theraid, rather than travelling
west to hiskinin Kendrun aong with hisfamily and movable wedth. The trooper and the Komarite left
asquietly asthey had arrived.

The borderman irregular remained for amoment and laughed softly, looking down on the casis
with much the same expression as a housewife standing in her chickenyard and picking out aroasting
pullet. "These fellahin are sheep, lord," he said. "Not like the Bedouin. We cannot raid so far asthison
our own, itisagreet pity." Hissmile grew broader. "We heard their muzzein squealing, 'Prayer is better
than deep.’ Soon they will squed adifferent song.”

"There hasn't been a Civil Government raid herein over twenty years," Muzzaf said, returning
with two dogs. "And that wasafailure" Hewould beriding with theirregulars. They got on surprisingly
well with the man from Komar city, and they had been very useful aswell. Although their high motivation
had its drawbacks, thiswas a grudge fight for them.

"Pogtions, then," Rg said. He touched hisamulet, eyes closed for amoment and lips moving
dlently in prayer. Oh Spirit of Man of the Stars, you know how busy | must be this day. Do not
forget me, even if | forget you. Then he moved crouching to the long black shape of Horace, knedled
into the prone dog's saddle. The barrel-sized muzzle swung back toward him, and atongue like awet
towel stropped across hisleg. "Ready, boy," he whispered. Birds sang in the fruit trees of the oasis, and
dactosauroids hissed.



The gates of El Djem swung open; there were sheds and barns aplenty among the palm-groves
and fields, but no houses. However dack the hamlet had grown, it had been founded as adefensive
outpost and some traditions remained. The |aborers crowded through in clumps and straggling trickles,
bearded men in long nightshirt-like garments, hoes and spades and pruning hooks over their shoulders.
R4 tensed his knees, and Horace rose smoothly from his crouch. All around him there was arustle and
click asthree hundred others did likewise; the other two companies were downd ope a hundred meters,
to provide a base-of-fire. There was a sound like ahundred iron gearwhedlsturning in awatermill, the
sound of massed wardogs growling.

"And—" Rg muttered to himsdlf. Timing was everything, the difference between a cheap victory
and abloody rat fight through the packed maze, against men who lived in it and were defending their own
homes and families.

Whunk. The explosion of the twenty-kilo charge of blasting powder was massive but the noise
was muffled, because the men who had set it had buried it ameter deep in the base of thewall. From
here, Rg could see the huge spurt of dust and stones; the top of the heliograph tower quivered, swayed,
lurched, then toppled outward with an initid downessthat wasdmost satdly. A thrashing stick figure
arched out from the signalling platform, to strike the ground and bounce just before the last chunks of
mud and wood settled in a haze of powdered adobe. There was asolid knot of men in the gate, now,
and afan spreading out into the field beyond. About athousand, probably most of the adult malesin El
Djem; they had stopped, chattering among themselves and craning to see what had happened around the
circular sockade from the gate. They weretheoreticaly soldiers, aland grant militia, possibly even fairly
effectivein afixed defensve pogtion if given timeto mobilizeand arm.

Which time he had no dightest intention of granting.

From the dope below Rg's position the two hundred troopers of Second and Third Companies
rose and began to pour valleysinto the crowd; eight hundred meters range, and Armory rifleswere
efficient mankillers at that distance. They were deployed in two lines, one kneeling and one standing
erect, firing by haf-platoons; the sound was like an amost continuous series of sngle gunshots, but
magnified twelvefold. BAM and the long barrels of the rear rank swung down in unison, as the troopers
reloaded. The front-rank weapons rose, precise as a ballet, or the shuttle of aloom. BAM. There was
light enough now to tdl awhite thread from ablack, the traditiond test, but sill sufficiently dim that the
orange-red muzzle flashes of the rifleswere long stabs of fire, hot combs teeth-on to the target.
BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM.

Ra drew his pistol asthefirst volley dapped and echoed across the basin, flipped it into hisleft
hand and drew the saber. A long dither and rasp sounded behind him as three companies of cavary did
likewise

"Trumpeter, sound charge!”

"UP AND AT 'EM!"

-=0=-***_=0=-

The carnage in the gateway would have been sckening, if time or inclination had alowed such
luxuries. The packed dirt of the lane between the two log-and-mud blockhouses was carpeted with
bodies and turning to dimy mud with blood and body fluids. The noise that bounced back and forth
between the straight confines of the gateway was stunning, the howling of men and dogs, screaming of the
wounded and dying asthey were pulped into a paste of dirt and flesh. Past the blockhouses the lane
made a haf-turn and there were more of the Colonists fill on their feet; dazed, mostly, their bodies
spattered with the blood of the men who had been afew paces ahead of them. Rg saw their facesgo



dack with new fear for an instant, before the sabers of the 5th and the teeth of its dogs were upon them.

A dozen or so of the survivors had retained enough presence of mind to try and shut the gates;
futile, most of the troopers had split off from First Company and were scaling the paisade from the
saddle around itswhole circumference. . . but it was an improvement on standing and waiting to be
killed, he supposed. Horace and three other mounts reared their forepaws against the iron-sheathed
wood, and Rg felt ajar that ran all the way up his spine to whipcrack his neck and make his teeth meet
with aclack. The effect on the twin leaves of the gateswasto turn them into giant flyswatters that
hammered back againgt the buildings on either sde with athud that shook the ground beneath hisfeet.
They rebounded enough to let the remains of the men behind them drop.

"Keep moving!" Rg shouted, using the opportunity to pull Horace up.

The wordswerelost in the overwhelming roar of battle-maddened dogsin the narrow way, but
the gesture with the sword might do some good. Speed and impact were the weapons here; they had to
overwhem dl resstance before thelocals could organize . . .

Theflood of First Company poured by, riding knee to knee, then dowed to atrickle. Shotswere
crackling further into the alley-maze of the town; it was al mud brick, with narrow windows and jutting
rafter-logs, some of the tenements four stories high. Rgj could see figuresin 5th Descott blue swarming
on thefiring platform of the palisade, some kneeling to sweep snipers off the roofs, others swarming
down theladdersinto El Djem. A quick glance out the gate showed the reserve rounding up the few
hundred laborers who had managed to scatter into the oasi's, advancing on foot at the run, and—

Horace's jumping whed might have unseated hisrider, if alifetimesreflex had not adjusted Rg's
muscle before his conscious mind was aware of the dog's movement. Two men had been close enough to
the hinge of the gate to avoid being crushed, and they ignored the fal se promise of the open gate to attack
R4 . Hefired four times, and the one with the pitchfork spun and fell with abullet in histhigh. That had
been a bad choice, because the other had a pruning hook, a half-meter of stedl like agiant straight-razor
on a head-high pole. Also hewas younger, and looked determined . . .

The dog whipped his head back at the man's first swing; the Colonist reversed the polearm and
thrust at Rg'sface. He caught it on the blade of his saber and let it run down the stedl to ring against the
basket hiltguard, used that to immobilizeit for asecond. The shaft of the pruning hook even provided an
aiming point as he trained the pistal at the Colonist's center of mass. A bullet went past Rgj's ear with a
flat whak, and thewhole sde of hisface crawled asif the skin wastrying to suck itsdlf in. No time for it.

The young man froze, white showing al around his eyes as the Descotter's finger tightened on the trigger.

Shak. The hammer fell on adefective round, but Horace's teeth closed on the burrwood shaft,
splintering it like astraw caught in adoorjamb. The villager had time for one scream asthe horrible fangs
closed again, on hisface. Well-trained, the dog dropped the corpse and spun again in acircle smaller
than his own length, ears dmost straight as his nose pointed toward the sound of arifle action working.
The man on the roof above waswearing arobe and ha' aik, and armed with alight repesting-carbine; he
was only ten meters away, taking careful aim from one knee. Rg seemed to be imprisoned in honey,
moving in dreamlike downess. A hot-chill flash ran across his skin, asthe body's refusal to believein
death met the mind's knowledge that there was no way to dodge abullet in the time available. All the
universe vanished, outsde the enormous circle of the muzzle.

The lariat that settled around the sniper's shoulders was dmost as much asurpriseto Rg asit
was to the sniper; his brain had screened out periphera vision. The trooper galoping his dog down the
lane to the gate dready had the rope snubbed to the pommel of his saddle; ten meters before he reached
the Captain the braided leather cord went bar-tight and the Colonist shot off the roof asif launched by a



catapult. He landed in the street with adull thud that cut his shout of rage off knife-sharp, and dragged
fast enough that herolled to the feet of the two dogs when the trooper reined in.

"Nicework, Companion,” Rg said, conscious of breathing once again; animpressive display,
even though the lariat was a standard working tool back in Descott County .

"l wasavakaro for awhile, ar,” Corpora Holdor Tennan said. "With an outfit rounding up wild
cdtle . . . Senior Lieutenant Staenbridge's compliments, and they've secured the mosque.”

There were shouts outside the gate, and Kaltin Gruder jogged through at the head of a column of
dismounted troopers with fixed bayonets. Rgj held up ahand as he began to spesk, turned to the other
Companion: "My congratulations, and he'sto hold in position, stationing marksmen on the minarets and
the roof of the Caid'smansion. Kaltin," he continued, turning to the man standing at hisstirrup. The
troopers were fanning out down the street, scanning windows and rooftops. "Ready?"

A brisk nod; even after aweek's march through the desert the elder Gruder had kept a clean
tunic for the attack. He had even shaved, which was devation, if you liked.

"All the ones who got out are secured, Rg," he said. "Put 'em in alivestock pen, trussed up.
Two-twenty, about. No casudties.”

"Wadl. Y ou and Thiddo fan out—" He made an encompassing gesture "—and start doing a
house-to-house; First and Fifth already have blocking forces at the intersections and fire teams on the
palisade. Quick and dirty; spike anyone who gives you trouble. Separate the men out, move the
commoners out to that pen. Women, children, and anyone who looksimportant into the center of town,
welll use the mosque to contain them. And keep the troopsin hand.”

"Won't be able to much longer, Rg," he warned.

The soldierslooked dert enough, their fingers on their triggers and eyes moving restlesdly, but
many of them were grinning. With the prima exultation of having come through an action dive, and with
anticipation of the rarest pleasure of asoldier'slife, the sack of an undamaged town. Two pounced on the
groaning sniper and began frisking him for weapons, tying his hands behind his back; he shrieked asthey
wrenched at a didocated shoulder, but it seemed to bring him back to consciousness. The trooper
popped it back into place with rough efficiency.

"Off wit' yer, Mohammed,” he said, pushing the prisoner toward the gate. "Any messagesto yer
wife? I'll be seein’ 'er before you does!™ Barking laughter. "Milio, put ‘im in the pen.”

Kaltin indicated the byplay with ajerk of his head. "Not much longer at al.”

"Well, well just haveto do it quickly, then, won't we?"

-=0=-***_=Q=-

"—and that concludes this phase of the operation, except for finding the Caid. Whereisthe
Cad?' Rg asked in frudtration, lighting a cigarette. It had been the sort of action soldiers dreamed of in
barracks, arich town taken with negligible loss, but somehow histeeth were on edge.

The command group was mesting in the loggia of the mansion that had been owned by the Caid,
the headman, of El Djem; anarrow, irregular cobbled triangle fronted it, with the mosque on one side and
high-walled houses on the other. The Caid'swas dightly different, with asheltered verandah where he
could address public meetings, give impromptu judgment, and right now the shade was welcome asthe
temperature built to its brain-frying noonday maximum. A rather informa type of governance, but this had



not been alarge town, no more than five thousand or so. It would have been convenient to have the chief
adminigtrator on hand for interrogation, but not essentid.

"Probably hiding in abasement,"” Muzzaf said. The Komarite looked astired as any of them, but
more relaxed than he had been since they |eft the White City. "In any case, the Battalion has done well

thisday."

Raj nodded. Ten dead, which was derisory for afive-company action . . . except to the ten, of
course, for whom it wasinfinitely sgnificant.

"Double sharefor thefdlen?' he said; everyone else nodded. The loot of atown taken by storm
was the property of the troops, less the government's ten percent. Officers and noncoms shared half
according to acomplicated formula, and the rest went in equal sharesto the ordinary soldiers, in
Descott-recruited units. Double shares for casuaties was more of a custom than atradition; it would be
ddlivered to the kin with the urn of ashes and the deceased'srifle, sword, and dog.

Acrossthe way agroup of troopers gppeared on theflat roof of a building, manhandling ahuge
clay jar between them. They gave ashout of laughter asit arched out to shatter on the cobbles, spraying
aflood of oliveail. Thefirst sweep for obvious loot was over, and the proceeds under guard in the
warehouses, the real value had been there to start with, anyway. Now came the "gleaning,” when
anything aman found was his own to take, or destroy. Odd the pleasure they get from smashing
things, Rg thought. Like extravagance for its own sake, all the pleasure of being a spendthrift with
none of the drawbacks. Grimly: They've earned it, or will, before thisis over. Or the other dues of
the victors; clumps of troopers waited by the steps of the mosque, grinning and pushing each other in
rough dogplay asthey waited. A sergeant stirred bits of paper around in his helmet, picked out one and
read: "First Company, second platoon, third squad!" One of the clumps pushed their way forward. The
mosgue door opened, and a half-dozen young women were pushed out into the sunlight, blinking and
cringing. A raw whoop lifted from the crowd, and the Colonist women flinched asif from ablow. One
fainted as the squad rushed up the stairsto claim their prize, raising an ironic jeer from the spectators, and
most of the others began to scream or whimper as the trooperslifted them in fireman's hoists or smply
cuffed them dong toward the unit's billet. Jovia shouts followed:

"Good luck, yer bullcocked bastards! "
"Show 'emwhy Descott girlsis bowlegged! "
"Hey, Sandor! This mean yer gonna sell the ewe?"

That nearly started afight, until friendly hands dragged the heckler away and Trooper Sandor
had to make a dash to recover his prize, who made abresk for the aleys through the laughing ranks of
the Descotters. None of them paid any attention to Sandor's blasphemous callsto trip her; betswere
called back and forth, and paid up as he closed ahand on her hair on the second circuit of thelittle plaza.
He kept his hold on the long black tresses and bent her arm up behind her back in an efficient
come-along hold, scowling at the mock-tender inquiries of his comrades who wondered adoud if he had
the wind to do anything else but catch her.

"All right, yer dickheads," the sergeant on the steps said, making another draw. "Next—Second
Company, third platoon, second squad! Come and get it!"

"No, yer getsit and then comes” someone said. "Plunder, then burn.”

Muzzaf had been searching in the folds of hisrobe while the Companionsidly watched the
byplay.



"Ahh, yes" hesaid. "l have doneapreliminary caculation . . . one thousand five hundred silver
FedCreds. Per share."

Shocked slencefell.

"Sweet Avatars of the dl-knowing Spirit," Gerrin said, at last. He turned and fisted Barton lightly
on the shoulder. "War Academy for you in ayear or two, my lad! Well make atwo-semester wonder of
you."

Da Cruz moigtened hislips, remembering aretirement duein five years.

"Squire Dorton said held rent Cazanegri Farm to aman who could stock it decent, it don't pay
imtorunitwith aballiff," he sad meditatively.

"Don't pricethe unborn caf," Rg said, and they dl spat and made the horn-sign. He eyed
Muzzaf narrowly. "How do you figure that?*

The man from Komar smiled, amost his old salesman's grin, and produced a piece of paper.
"These are the price estimates for the frankincense | found; thisisacollection point for it . . . and | know
afactor for the Church, in Kendrun, who will pay 93% of the East Residence price. The specie, the
dinars, you can do better than turning them in to the Fisc for recoining— they use their own scales. There
are merchantsin Sandora who will give you 3% above metd content, for the conveniencein the Colonid
trade. Saveswill beaglut in Komar, but—" helaid afinger dongside his nose "—your humble servant
knows severd mine and quarry firmsthat would be delighted to buy direct.”

He continued down the lit, and the soldiers looked at each other, uneasy. To yeoman and squire
dike, it wasareversd of the natura order of things for mercantile skillsto work to their benefit. Descott
County's largest town was smaller than El Djem, and the merchants and factors there were mostly
outsiders. Y et the Komarite had been one of thefirst over El Djem'swall . . .

"Commission for you?' Evrard said bluntly.

Muzzaf |ooked down, fiddling with the paper. "No," he said quietly. "I pay my debts." A shadow
of hisold grin: "In Messer Whitehdl's service, | may do that, and profit well, and face far less boredom
than | did before.”

"Well," Rg said gently, and touched him on the shoulder. "I think we can spare you afull share,
at least; welll put your name on therollsasascout.”

Muzzaf swallowed and looked away; it was asign of acceptance, more than the money. He was
gtill awedthy man, with what he had been able to salvage from Komar and send west to the coastdl city
of Kendrun with hiswife; her kindred would carefor it.

R continued briskly, "Remind the men that we're moving out tomorrow, hangoversor no.”
Luckily aMudim town wouldn't have much in the way of liquor. "WEéll leave one platoon here, for
base-of-communi cations work, and move east dong the escarpment in column with two-squad units out
to take the outlying farms. Master Sergeant, organize demolition squads from the duty Company, and
dart the prisoners on felling the orchards and destroying al pumps, wells, and irrigation canas.”

Da Cruz nodded; there could be no defenses where men could not live, and they could not live
far from the source of their food, not without navigable water to carry it. Thisraid would weaken the
Colony's northwestern border for a generation or more; even then, restoring it would impaose enormous

expense.



"Ser," hesaid. "I'll have the date-palmsfelled an' piled about the orchards, day'r two and they'll
burn enthusiastic-loik. Rubble an' bodies down the wells. Blast to cover the springs. . . "

"Seetoit. The servants and trangport should bein by this afternoon. As soon asthe ammunition
isunloaded, get the prisoners coffled—" there were daverstravelling with the column, they followed war
like scavenger birds behind a carnosauroid, and they would have the equipment "—fill every spare
wagon and anything locd with theloot, and welll send it dl back immediately. They can shuttle between
here and Fort Blair while were in thefield; as we move east, everything can be sent back here and
staged north in relays. The Colony semaphore net will get the news to the Drangosh Valey soon enough,
and | want to keegp us mobile aspossble.”

"Condder it done, ser."

"Oh, and turn captured dogs and weapons over to the servants,” Rg said. "They won't be any
usefor fighting, but they can plunder and burn well enough, which isour job right now."

"Immediatdly, ser.”

"Well start pulling back as soon as we meet the 2nd, cleaning up the southern rim aswe go.” The
basin that held El Djem was aflattened ova lying east-west; the bulk of the habitations were on the north
edge, where artesian springs were most abundant. A lesser scattering rimmed the southern edge; the
water that seeped to the surface in the low center of the playa wastoo salty for food crops, but it
supported rich spicebush plantations. "When the last |oad's assembled here—or sooner, depending—we
pull back to Fort Blair and then Komar, mission accomplished. Understood?"

Gerrin was lounging againgt apillar. "Good, provided the enemy cooperates.”

"Mought wish they wouldn't, ser,” daCruz said. "New draft, I'd admire to see how they shape
under someweight.”

M'lewis spoke up unexpectedly, from where he sat crouched on his haunches trimming a hangnail
with his skinning knife. "Mebbe s0," he said. The otherslooked at him, and he responded with a shifty,
snaggle-toothed smile. "Summat of the newlies, they thinkin' Messer Captain's aluck-piece, turn bullets
to water. Foin while it lasts, make 'em take chances, though, mebbe turn arse when the red wine's served
for redly.”

"Not much we can do about that,” Rg said, pushing back the shimmering vison of afiring-line
dissolving as men ran, abandoning their comrades. . . no, abandoning strangers they had not learned to
depend on, officersthey did not know enough to trust. Rg knew his own motivations, knew that he
would carry out hismission whatever the consequences, but he would not have been an effective leader
if hedid not redlize that most soldiers were governed by different imperatives.

Somewhere in the building behind them wood crashed. V oices shouted, in aye ping exultant
fdsetto, "Aur! Aur!"

"Spirit of Man of the Stars" Kaltin muttered. "It's those damned irregulars again. Bloody weesels
inahenhouse.”

Ra sighed wearily, rubbing ahand over hisface and unbuckling hishemet. Tepid swest trickled
greasily from the cork and sponge lining. " They've been willing to listen to reason, somewhat," he said.

"Summat, ser," M'lewis added, "after the boystold ‘em what they thought of spailin' loot.” The
officers nodded; their Descotters could be atrifle rough—they were soldiers, after al, not schoolgirlson
an outing— but they were good lads at heart. "Got a good nose for hidey-holes, true told, once they



blood's cooled a bit. Few of the kaypadros were goin' around with them, gleanin-loik.”

More crashing, the rhythmic sound of metal on wood. Then another chorus of screams, women's
voices among them thistime; asingle shot, and abrief clash of sted. Shouts, the shrill yelping of the
borderers and deep-chested Descotter bellows.

"Well, | think that'sthe Caid in hislittle hideaway," Evrard said, looking around and through the
unshuttered floor-to-ceiling windows. "But damned—"

R4 looked back; the irregulars were kicking an elderly man aong, one dressed in an
expensve-looking robe. His beard was dyed green, sign of one who had made the pilgrimage to the Holy
City of Sinar; wherethefirst shipsfrom Old Earth had landed, bearing afragment of the Kabah from the
ruins of burning Mecca. They swung open-handed blows at him, spitting in hisface; oneripped out a
handful of the beard. The Caid cried out, a prayer in Arabic.

"—if thereés going to be much left.”

The bordererswere shouting aswell:

"Thisfor our priest you flayed in his church—

"Scream, dog! Scream as my brother did when the Bedouin burned him divel"”

Raj dapped ahand againgt the fluted limestone of the pillar beside him. "Wdll, they didn't have to
volunteer," he said. Theirregulars were inval uable at raid-and-ambush work, and they were certainly
fighting men. . . but they were not any sort of soldiers, and the oneswho'd comethisfar into hostile
country were likely to have exceptional mativation.

Ripping cloth, and more bresthless cries of pain and fear. A jeering borderman'svoice, "These
areyour bitches, dog?Hai, an old dog like you doesn't need them!"

He glanced in through the windows again. The Caid was down on hands and knees, and one of
theirregularswas Sitting on his back asif on ariding dog, dashing behind him with the Caidsown
ceremonia nine-thonged whip of authority. The jagged pieces of sted on the ends of the thongswere
fully functional aswell as symbalic, however. Spirit of Man, what a way to make a living, Rg thought
with weary disgug.

"This dog won't answer to the lash,” the "rider" joked.

"A cull-dog!" somebody e se laughed, darting in with the deave of hisroberolled back and a
knifein his hands. "Cull-dogs must be castrated.”

The commanders did not precisely look away, but there was no particular need to watch what
was effectively out of their control. Thusthey missed thefirgt flicker of movement through the doors, and
nobody heard the dap of bare feet on the sandstone floor because the Caid's dying scream was loud
enough to stun their ears for asecond. It did not last long; aman whose testicles have been completely
severed bleeds out into unconsciousness quite quickly. Barton Foley was startled enough to jump
backward with ayell asthe girl ran into him, head down. He shouted, hisvoice cracking; the girl gavea
breathless shriek, staring about wildly as weapons were returned to scabbards and holsters. Her hands
stayed gripped in the harness of Ensign Foley's shoulder-strapped baldric. A torn-open vest was her only
clothing apart from the thick hair that fell past her waist; she looked to be about sixteen, plumply pretty in
the Arab fashion.

Boots rang on the stone behind her, not the soft-soled gear the irregulars wore. The first trooper



out onto the veranda had abayonet in his hand and hisrifle dung muzzle-down across his back; four
deep fingernail gouges ran across hisface, and from the wide fixed stare he was fully aware that he had
just missed having one eye scooped out to dangle on his cheek.

"The bitch," he said, in astrangely distant voice, panting. " The bitchcunt, we had ‘er down, she
clawed me, I'm gonnacut ‘er four ways, the bitch,"

The girl ignored Foley's tentative attempts to push her away. When the trooper started forward
she swung hersdlf behind the young Descotter, gripping his harness again and holding him likeashield in
front of her with hysterical strength, jumping up with hair billowing to shout Arabic curses and spit & the
trooper over his shoulder. Frustrated, the soldier checked hisrush just as his weight was going onto the
balls of hisfeet and tried to angle around the younger man, snatching with hisfree hand.

Gerrin Staenbridge moved sideways, putting his palm over the girl's mouth. Shetried to bite; the
big hand clamped, and he barked two wordsin Arabic that |eft her standing silent except for the quick
gasping of her breath. The trooper with the bayonet hardly seemed to notice.

"Get out amy ways, pretty boy," he snarled.

Foley freed his shoulderswith ajerk, straightened and set hands on hips, looking down histhin
hooked nose.

"What was that, trooper?’ he drawled, in atone reminiscent of Captain Staenbridge's on
ingpection days.

The man blinked, looked around. A little of the glazed look faded from his eyes, and he
straightened. The point of the bayonet turned down towards the ground, and his left hand fumbled
automatically at the undone buttons of his jacket.

"Ah, beggin' yer pardon, ser," he said, making adoppy sdute. "That cunt, shes mine. We got
‘er." Three more troopers had followed thefirst: one was limping, and another sucking at the bal of his
thumb where sharp teeth had taken out athimble-sized lump of flesh. "Jest step aside, ser, and well take
careof it."

Foley cast aglance back at the fear-wide eyes of the girl and then helplesdy at Staenbridge. The
older man stepped closer and laid ahand on his shoulder.

"I don't think so, soldier,”" he said smoothly. " Therée's plenty more over in the mosque, and less
menace to your eyes."

The trooper's fingers tightened on the bayonet, and he began shaking again with frustration and
the terror of near-blinding transmuted into rage.

"Ser, it's gleanin's, it'sour right." That was dangerous, when a Descott man Started to talk of his
rights. "An' beggin' yer pardon, ser, but what the fuck do yer two want wit' 'er?"

Staenbridge relaxed, pulled a pack of cigarettesfrom hisjacket and offered oneto the soldier
with asmile, not ignoring the gap in rank but treating the matter as between one fighting man and another.
The trooper took it awkwardly in one hand, then had to sheath his bayonet to light it.

"Look, soldier . . . Trooper Hylio Henyarson, isn't it? Mamorres parish?' The man had blue eyes,
rare anywhere and almost unheard of in Descott County. He nodded, and the Senior Lieutenant
continued: "Do you likewine?"

"Ci, ferrementi, seyor," the trooper said, bewildered: "Yes, of course, ser.”



"Begr?"
"Summet.”

"Syowtz?" An enthusiastic nod; the plum brandy was by way of a Descotter nationa drink.
"Honey mead?"

"Nao, it leavesafunny taste at 't back amethroat, ser.”

"But you drink it now and then?

"Well, of course, ser—" The trooper stopped with his mouth open, frowning in dissatisfaction
and vigbly searching for an answer, asthe officer indicated the girl with aslent well, then. Whilehe
thought, Gerrin bent and pulled two bottles from the personal gear piled on the edge of the verandah;
they were hdf-liter, of thick green glasswith lithographed Iabel s bearing the outline of aspray of plum
blossom, sedled with wired corks and wax.

"Tel youwhat, soldier . . . I'll trade you for her."
"Holy Avatars of the Spirit," one of the troopers behind Hylio whispered, licking hislips.

Holdor Tennan straightened up from his seat on the verandah railing and put companionable arms
around the shoulders of two of the others. "Hey, dog-brothers," he said, "I happen to know Sergeant
Sdton over there at the mosque is keegping some of the best back for last, and for acouple of hits of that
liquor, with alittle persuasion . . . "

Hylio looked back at hisfriends, whose eyes were fixed on the bottles, Syowtz and awoman
each were obvioudy looking alot more appeding than doppy seconds after him and agrudge-producing
pissing match with acompany commander. They might have backed him anyway, on principle, but the
bottles were aface-saving gesture for Hylio and agenerous one at that, showing a commander careful of
hismen'shonor.

"Ah, crash and coredump 'er,” he said. "They're dl pink ingdes, anyhow. Watch the nails, ser.”

"But...but Gerrin," Foley said. "What will we do with her?' The girl had backed up againgt a
pillar, one hand holding her vest closed and the other spread over her crotch.

Staenbridge samiled fondly at him, but spoketo the girl firgt, in dow careful Arabic, hands moving
to indicate where the troopers had stood, and then the mosque. She swallowed and nodded, glancing
back and forth between him and Foley, then accepted a cloak from the older man's hands.

"Continue your education, Barton dear," he said, laying an affectionate arm around the youth's
shoulders. "After dl, you'll need to marry and carry on your family name, someday, o you need to know
something of women: | get dong quite wdll with my wife, one week every six monthswhen I'm back in
the County. First lesson, don't hurt them; honey catches more flies than vinegar, and thereé's no rush.”

He nodded pleasantly to the other Companions. "Seeyou later, gentlemen. Come, Fatima.”
Foley's earswere red to the tips as they walked away toward their billet.

"You know," Rg said to the others, "that was avery pretty piece of officer'swork.”

Discipline was essentia, but so were aggression and s&lf-confidence; that was why the dlite of the
Civil Government's army was recruited from places like Descott County, or from the barbaricum
beyond the frontiers, rather than the spirit-broken peons of the central provinces. Men trained to kill, and



proud enough to advance into fire rather than admit fear, were never easy to control.
"Frankly, I'm abit surprised,” Evrard said.
"Y ou didn't know Gerrin when we were stationed on the western border, Evvie," Kaltin replied.

Da Cruz spat meditatively out into the plaza. "Messer Staenbridge knows hisbusiness,” the
senior noncom said. "But he needs sommone t'point him in the generd direction, loik. Or he letsthings
didealittle & atime, and goes mean with it." He dusted off the thighs of his uniform, saluted. "Y ou
knows how to work with him. ser.”

"Think I'll do atour of the vedettes," Kdtin said. "Keep their minds off how al their buddies are
drinking and fucking while they roast in the sun.”

Antin M'lewis watched the others depart, al but the Captain; he stayed, standing with hisarms
crossed and watching out over the captured hamlet asif he were seeing visons. Don't cross 'im, theman
from Bufford parish reminded himself. There was something spooky about the young commander, but he
knew how to reward good service. . . and to punish. Just aswell to hitch your cart to arisng star; it
would never be dull, he decided, and possibly very profitable indeed. Not safe, of course, but then
neither would staying home have been, shovelling muck and branding cattle and likely as not ending with
ironin hisbelly for something truly stupid: a cuckold mocked &t afeast, amoved boundary stone,
straying stock.

He reached into a pouch and fingered the dice, looking meditatively at the mosque. Headquarters
noncom billet there. . . and him anew-minted corpord. The diceflicked up into the air. M'lewis decided
he could wait for the women; not that he didn't like a piece aswdl asthe next, but he was no three-ball
man, and in his experience they didn't grow shut again. It had been a source of amazement to him for
years how mellow, how suggestible, how trusting men were right after they'd had their ashes hauled.
Probably they'd just love afriendly game.

His hand caught the carved bone at the top of its curve, with amotion like atrout rising to afly.
Tomorrow they'd be back inthehot sun . . .



Chapter ten

The burning manor house was still smoldering, throwing apal of acrid-tasting haze acrossthe
5th's encampment. There was a crash as rafters collgpsed in the squat four-story tower at the west end,
turning it into agiant chimney cagting red-shot black billowsin the darkening sky of late evening. Thelong
rows of gpicebush trees reaching down to the salt marsh were burning, too, smelling like hot cinnamon
and cloves; higher up troopers and soldier-servants were ringbarking mastic and terebinth trees,
uprooting frankincense bushes and piling them together for burning.

"Pity they burned it before our boysgot in," Suzette said. The household were dining at alooted
table under afringed marquee; Captain Stanson sat at the other end, frigidly polite. "Thelast two had
some beautiful things.”

Suzette's chamberlain stalked over from the cookfires, haughty in aplundered silver cloth robe
and agtaff of office. Behind him two servants walked with the care of men carrying aburden not quite
heavy enough to be uncomfortable, ahuge slver dish of roasted sauroids on abed of theinevitable
boiled rice and dates. The quasireptiles were of aloca speciesthat lived in sat marsh, feeding on grubs
and rushes, their flesh was white and salty but otherwise remarkably smilar to chicken.

"Not surprisng,” Rg said, ripping off asix-inch drumstick.

Off to one sde camethe musical ting of hammers on iron; the labor force of the etate were
being neck-shackled, in collars on either side of along chain. Each bent at the small portable anvil asthe
daver's smith deftly inserted a soft-iron pin through the clasp of the collar and peened it over with three
expert blows. Mogt of them had been daves before in any case, thiswas acommercia enterprise and not
afarm. The few surviving free guards and craftsmen were on a separate chain, and the dozen or so Civil
Government-born captives were off celebrating their newfound liberty by doing camp chores.

"Ser," M'lewis said, coming up and saluting. " Them ragheads has arrived.”

"By dl means, send themin,” Rgj said. Campfires were blossoming, and there was ableating of
sheep being led to the daughter. The dogs are going to resent going back on a mash diet, Rg thought
idly.

you have not entrenched, Center'svoice, prompted, insde his ear. He continued chewing
golidly on hisdrumstick while aghost-image of men wearily digging trenches and firing-pits overlaid the
landscape.

No, hethought. Thisis a raiding party, not an invasion. There's a whole company out on
vedette duty, and the men are camping with the dogs loose-saddled and their boots on. Good
scouts and quick reaction are the best protection we can have, and we can't get our job done if we
waste three or four hours every day.

No flat-toned words spoke in hismind, surprising him. Instead Stanson spoke. ™Y ou're bringing
al your peoplein every night?' he said in atone of tolerant disapproval, nodding to a two-squad column
trotting home, silhouetted againgt the sunset and the red glow of the burning buildings. The men were
hung about with loot like luggage racks, and there was atrain of pack goats behind them. Servantson
Colonia whippets brought up the rear, laughing and waving the repester carbinesin their hands.



"They're out in groups of ten to twenty al day,” Rg said. "Patralling, aswell as scorching the
earth, it'sagood compromise. Seemsto be working quite well, in any event. Well haveto pack it in,
soon, since the message got through Ksar Bourgib.”

Stanson returned his attention to his plate. Ksar Bourgib had fallen after aday of hard fighting;
the 2nd had lost heavily, and the town had burned before it could be plundered. Worst of dl, the
heliograph had gotten a message out to the east before it was destroyed. The 2nd's commander had
ridden into the rendezvous with no more than his artillery, aplatoon or so of waking wounded and a
huge straggling trail of plunder on captured transport; the rest of histroops were out in penny packets, no
more than apair sometimes, from here al the way back to El Djem.

"Effendi.” It was the Colonist delegation under aflag of truce, led by an old man in agreen turban
and beard, an imam of some sort. Their first tentative bow was to the gorgeoudy-robed chamberlain,
who made scanddized gestures until they redized the dusty officer in the three-day stubble and plain
uniform was the Civil Government commander. A long, sonorous, throaty roll of Arabic followed.

"Fanciful greetingsand pleafor mercy from al of thesewogboys," Muzzaf said, pushing asde his
plate and unbuckling a brass-clasped ledger book. Suzette handed a key to a servant, and the man
dragged asted trunk from under the table, opening a heavy padlock and throwing back the hasp.

"Tdl himthetermsare agreegble,” Rg said. "And any appropriate circumlocutions” Every
ounce of gold or silver isso many tools or days wages or livestock, he thought. Better to lay waste
to the remaining farms, but draining the capita resources of the loca landowners was agood
second-best.

The eyes of theimam were cool and free of fear, despite the armed men who ringed him. Small
sacks of coin were produced, weighed, checked off againgt namesin the ledger; stumbling captives were
prodded forward, many weeping with joy astheir relaivesin the delegation embraced them.

The Komarite's Arabic was fluent; Rg remembered him saying his mother had been a
dave-concubine from the Colony. "It isaprovidence of the Spirit that the Mudimsforbid usury,” Muzzaf
chuckled, transferring the coins to the box and handing the key back to Suzette.

Ra nodded; the Colony was as civilized asthe Civil Government, possibly richer, but its banking
system was rather primitive by comparison, and largely in the hands of Jews and Christos. A comparable
group of gentry back home would have kept most of their cash in paper, letters of credit and such. Nor
was it surprising how much they were willing to pay to get the attackers out of their neighborhood;
severd of these salt-marsh manors had been looted before his men arrived, by the daves who worked
them, and the only things | eft there for relatives to retrieve would be the makings of a closed-casket
funerd.

"We do not grudge the money, Messer Captain,” theimam said suddenly, in good Sponglish with
the accent of the southern border. Rgj looked up sharply. " Such is pleasing to the Merciful, the
Beneficent." A dight smile. "And who knows, perhaps someday you will need the gold to ransom
yourself. Peace be with you, kaphar ."

The ddlegation had brought spare dogs for the men they ransomed; the whole party trotted off
with the white flag flapping in its midst. The sun was nothing more than aglow, less bright than the dying
fire consuming the buildings. Sparks drifted skyward, embers againg the stars. Rgj met Suzette's eyes
acrossthe table; they crinkled dightly with that secret smile.

Crack. Ra glanced up. It could have been heated stone, splitting in the ruins asthe cool night air
descended . . . Hisbody did not believe that, and it was rising and cinching tight his gunbelt.



Crack-crack-crack, northward, shots from behind the low bulk of the dave barracks and the line of
eucayptus trees near it, spiteful winking red eyes of muzzle flashes. Shouts and screams followed, the
long dave-chains yammering and thrashing and the huge chaotic sprawl of the 2nd's baggage camp
erupting into chaos. The 5th's troopers were diving for rifles, some mounted aready but uncertain of the
direction of the attack. Firing was crackling from the baggage camp, probably the 2nd's people and
certainly the servants. A round went through the marquee above him, and it had to be an Armory 11mm
from the sound, not the light pistol-calibre bullet from a Colonist carbine.

"Spirit of Man, get your peopleto fucking ceasefire, Stanson!" Rg barked. "Trumpeter, sound
stand to!" Just what they needed, ablindsided firefight in the cursed dark, there couldn't be many of the
enemy if they'd gotten through the vedettes but friendly fire could kill dozensin afew seconds—and the
Companions, his core command group, were mostly out with raiding groups, it was going to be near
impossibleto get things organized—

"Ul-ul-ull-ull Allahu Akbar!"

Much closer, well within their perimeter, the rapid crackle of Colony repeaters and the sudden
clash of metal, something flammable went over on acampfire with agout of white light. He could see
them now, a solid wedge driving straight for his marquee, shooting and dashing at anything in their way.

"M'lewis—" he began, hisvoice steady and pitched to carry despite the crawling in his scomach:
Suzette was here. "Turn out the guard, they're headed this way—"

Too late; they were here. Suzette's chamberlain had come running to see what the trouble was,
six of the attackers crowded their dogs around him, lean whippets and greyhounds dancing and snarling
astherobed soldiersleaned far over to dash. The man screamed in fear, flailing about him with his staff
to win afew seconds more life. The others drove for the group about Rgj.

Shove. He knocked the heavy table over with his hip, making a chest-high barricade for the
noncombatants. Stanson was on hisfeet, and whatever his other faults there was nothing wrong with his
reflexes or marksmanship. There were two revolversin holsters strapped to histhighs; he had them both
out, firing dternately in aripple of blastslike atrip hammer, using the muzzle flash of each shot to am the
next, emptying saddles. Out of the corner of his eye he could see M'lewis unding hisrifle and take careful
am. A shot, and adog went down in aye ping, thrashing tangle that rolled right over itsrider. He worked
the lever, and then gave asnarl of frugtration asit jammed haf-open, the fragile wrapped-brass cartridge
disntegrating under the pull of the extractor.

Rg leveled hisown pistol, carefully centering the foresight and V on one of the men aiming a.cut
at M'lewis head. Therecoil wasasurprise asit aways waswhen you did it right, and the man pitched
backward, his sword making aspinning circle of light asit flew off into the darkness. Thelittle
Companion had dropped hisrifle and drawn the skinning knife; he rolled under the next attacker's blade
and under the belly of the dog. The animal gave a deafening yelp-howl and collapsed asitsintestines
spilled out of atwo-foot dash, and then Rgj had troubles enough of his own.

Hickering light, wet white teeth and stedl coming for hislife; the Colonists had shot their weapons
empty on theway. The muzzle of his pistol was dmost inside the long wedge gape of one greyhound's
muzzle when hefired; the hollow point bullet tore out the back of its paate, through the spine and into the
belly of the rider. Another shot, amiss. Another, and a dog was down but the soldier on its back rose
and came forward on foot. Rgj dodged backward, into the protecting guy ropes of the marquee, leading
them away from the overturned table where his wife and Muzzaf fought back-to-back. Stanson was
down, and his mistress Merta had thrown hersdlf protectively over hisbody in agesture that showed
plenty of courageif little sense.



Rg swung himsdlf around a pole and dashed at the muzzle of awhippet. Thetip of the blade
connected, and the dog bolted into the interior of the marquee; its master's head hit the ridgepole with a
bong of wood on steel helmet and he dropped boneless from the saddle. A bound backward put Rg in
the clear, and another rider was coming at him. He waited, weight on the balls of hisfeet and hisown
teeth showing, then dove forward when the Arab hedled his dog. The butt of the pistol thumped down on
the sensitive nose of the Badiji, with the weight arm and shoulder behind it. The dog yel ped and jerked
back its head involuntarily, and then he wasin padt its teeth for amoment, by the Colonist's stirrup. Bright
and long, the scimitar swept down in an expert overarm cut.

Rg caught it on hisown sword, and it did the length of the stedl in aringing descent, until they
locked hilt to hilt. That brought them amost face to face, the Descotter staring into the set eyes of aman
who had accepted his own death in order to accomplish a purpose. Hisleft hand rammed the muzzle of
the dragoon pistol into the green sash that girdled the enemy soldier's crimson robe. The Arab'seyesflew
wide asthe bullet hammered into his gut, filled with rage more than pain, and then he dumped away. Rg
skipped back again, to get out of range of the dog, but the lean brown anima stopped stock-still, nosed
its master's body frantically and then sat, throwing back its head in amournful howl! of grief.

The dismounted Colonist was coming in with his scimitar, adagger in hisleft hand. Holding both
asif he knew how to use them, and moving fast and smooth. Rg switched into afencer's stance, right
foot and arm advanced; the twin blades poised, and—

—abullet snapped the Arab's head forward and to the side like the impact of a dedgehammer.
Hisfeatures ballooned, the right side of the skull erupting as the haf-ounce pellet of soft lead blasted out
an exit wound the Sze of paired fists over hisleft eyebrow. Bone fragments and something with the
consstency of warm jelly

"Ss3r! Areyou dl right?" Lieutenant Mekkle Thiddo ran up, with haf his platoon behind him.

Ra opened his mouth and took the first step toward the overturned table, wiping at the brainson
his face and spitting to clear the nausesting soft-boiled-egg feding from the corner of his mouth.

observe.

Not now, for the Spirit's sake! hethought furioudy. precisely for the Spirit's sake, in your
terminology. observe.

-=Q=-***_=Q=-

A column of Colonid scoutswaited slently in agully sheltered by feathery tamarind trees; the
forested bank was higher and more steep than the other, and the red-robed soldiers crouched with their
dogs at its base. Looking up from their position, Rgj's disembodied viewpoint could see the branches and
scrub outlined blackly againgt the moons. There was il the tired-orange light of sunset inthe air, but the
base of the cliff wasin degp shadow.

A thudding and rustling that carried well through the dense clay againgt which the Colonists
huddled, the sound of dogs trotting. One stopped directly above, and there was acrackling astherider's
armsforced an opening in the branches. Words drifted down. They were in Sponglish with the accent of
Descott, but Rgj's mind seemed to hear them as aforeign tongue; he had to concentrate to render their
meaning. Thefirst voice wasfainter, further back.

"Yahdiavi' exe?' Do you see anything there?

"Danad, seyor." Nothing, Sir.



"Benyo. Waymoas, dlaya” Good,; let's go, everyone.

Long silence, while the sun set and the double shadows cast by the moons moved. A crouching
figurein aknee-length robe of dull dried-blood red came up the gully from the south, scuttling donginthe
shadows. One of the waiting soldiers stepped out to meet him and Rgj felt adight shock of recognition. It
was the man whose hound had mourned him.

Theman Ry had killed.

"Peace be with you, soldier," the man—the commander—said. "What news?' The Arabic was as
comprehensble as his mother tongue, more so right now.

"And upon you, peace, lord," the scout replied. "We are insde their outer line of patrols, and this
gully will keep us out of view to the edge of their camp. Many small parties of them ride about, some of
them jacka s in robes from the border villages west of Komar; in the dark we could be mistaken for such.
Half their camp isin confusion, the white-coats section; the manor of Y oussef Ben Khedda still burns,
and the blue-coats camp about it."

"Thar commander?"

"He stsa meat with hisfellows and their unveiled whores, lord; they speak with the learned
Imam Faysd d-'Aziz, who comesto ransom captives. The platoon which guards him went to escort the
Imam into their camp, and | think will ride to see that they |eave by the agreed route aswell.”

The Colonist commander grinned and spat. "Ahh, thisisgood. Gather about me, warriors of
Idam.” The others crowded close to hear the low voice. "Brothers, thereis no God but God, and nothing
isaccomplished save by the will of God. If we day the commander of the unbelievers, thiswill beathing
of great good; hisisthe better-ordered band among the invaders and without him perhaps they will be
easy meat for the amir. The danger will be great. Who will come with me?

None of the men hesitated more than a second. The Colonist officer nodded, pride on hisface.
"Remember that he who fallsin battle against the unbelieversis granted forgiveness of snsand attains
Paradise." He pulled anotepad from his sash, and a graphite writing stick from the cloth winding about
his spired hdmet, sketching amap and writing quickly.

"Here," he said, handing them to the scout. " To the commander of the forward column, and with
arecommendation that it be shown immediatdly to the amir himsdlf. Follow usonly half the distance; if we
kill the unbeliever, I will throw aflare bomb." He touched awooden casing a his belt. "Report our failure
or success, as God wills." The scout's face worked as he prepared a protest. "Those are your orders,
Husni az-Zaim, and are so written in that message.”

—and time blurred, and they were surging up out of the shalow gully and into the camp, their
swift agile dogs leaping tent-ropes and dodging into the dark before the soldiers could react to their
passage. Carbines spat at pockets of resistance, and then the swords were out when there was no time
to reload. Rg saw the marqueelooming, atable overturning; atal manin blue faling with one arm nearly
severed at the shoulder . . .

— %%k _—(—

"Sr, areyou all right?

"Better than I'd have been if that bullet'd gone a handspan to the left," Rg barked, as his
surroundings faded back to normal; he wiped adeeve over hisface again, to remove the last of the
brains. "Becausein that case I'd be bloody dead, wouldn't 17"



Thiddo made an incoherent apology; Re waved it aside as he wiped and sheathed his sword and
snapped out the cylinder of hisrevolver. Anguished embarrassment was making Thiddo's speech
impediment worse; that was unjust, the fight had |asted about forty seconds before relief arrived, not bad
time. He took a deep breath, forcing himsalf to cam as his fingers handled the tubes of brassand
cardboard and lead.

"And somebody shut up that damned dog!" he continued; the Basiji was still howling. Thiddo
made ahand signal and severd of his men faced |eft, firing avolley with their muzzles amost touching the
animd's sde. The nine hundred pounds of it fell with athud that made the ground shake dightly under
their feet; it whimpered, twitched, laid its pointed muzzle acrossits master's legs, and died. Relative
slencefél; there were till shots from the baggage park, shouts, the sound of men and dogs moaning or
whimpering in pain, but conversation became possible.

"Sir. Report.” Thiddo's voice had astrained sound, asif he were making it obey by an effort of
will. "Perimeter ison dert. No further enemy forces within the perimeter. Contact established with First
Company on vedette; nothing to report. My men are reestablishing order among the camp followers, gSir.
Orders, Sr?

"Carry on, for the moment," he snapped aloud. Why now? Why didn't you show me that five
minutes ago, curse you?

you felt it was unnecessary to entrench, despite my war ning. Rg fdt himsdf shaking, the
world narrowing to apinpoint concentration of rage. | could have been bloody killed, and so much for
unifying Bellevue!

i have waited a thousand year s, the voice said, in the same chill tones, it is necessary to
educateyou. if the processkillsyou aswell, therewill be another, if not in thiscycle, then the
next.

-=0=-***_=Q=-

Suzette picked up the derringer she had thrown at her feet and walked to meet Rgj; that turned
into asprint, and aquick fierce hug. He returned it, asthe trigger guard of the carbine she was il
holding in her right hand dug into his back. The place where Center's visons had shown his own desth
was not two meters from where he stood, and he stared at it for amoment over hiswife's shoulder, dizzy
with the memory of himsdlf faling/might have falen, arm hanging by athread . . .

"Shit!"

That was Stanson, prone on the ground as a priest-doctor probed at his buttock; the trouser had
been cut away, exposing abullet holein the great muscle. Next to him Merta sat, having along shallow
saber cut on her back bandaged by another. The priest grunted, twisted the probe expertly and withdrew
it, holding up the piece of flattened metd that glinted dully in the lantern light.

"Got it," he announced. "Hmm, pretty small—even for araghead carbine, more like asmall
cdiber . .. hmmm, better seeif therés more." The 2nd's commander, grey-faced and swesting, bit down
on acuff while the probe went back in. Shaking his head, the priest strapped an iodine-soaked dressing
over the wound.

"Minor wound, Messer. Couple of weeks and you'll be good as new."

"Shit," Stanson muttered again. He craned his neck up and met Rgj's eyes, managing a shaky
amile. "I'll never liveit down, Whitehdl; one minute I'm pistoling them, the next I'm down, shot inthe arse,
by the Spirit. Didn't see any of them behind me, must have been aricochet . . . " His gaze met Suzette's.



"And then one of them was cutting at me, | think he pulled the first one becauseit hit Merta. And Lady
Whitehd| shot him out of the saddle before he could strike again. We owe you adebt, | think."

Suzette smiled, one of her charming Court expressions. "No debts between friends, Helmt," she
said coolly. "Y ou must have gotten four or five of them before you were hit . . . and better the buttocks
than the spine or kidney."

Stanson shuddered. " Spirit of man, yes, only fifty millimeters difference.”

Muzzaf hobbled over, clutching his somach. "Just winded," he wheezed. "Kicked." From the
way he clutched hisribs one or two might be cracked, but you could move with aninjury likethat. His
voice took on more strength. " Those men werein the uniform of regular cavary,” he said.

Rg nodded grimly. "Heréswhere those irregulars earn their keep," he said. "Muzzaf, find Bani
Crodor," the closest they had to aleader. "And get me da Cruz; at first light, we—"

-=Q=-***_=Q=-

"Lord," Crodor croaked, then hawked and took a quick swig from his canteen. "We found
them.”

That was obvious, theirregulars had limped in with an escort from Rg's outlying vedettes, asthe
huge column of soldiers and plunder finaly creaked into motion. There were dogs with empty saddles
among them, and others missing dtogether; one saddle had a black fletched arrow standing up likea
quill, and severa of the bordermen were clutching wounds, gunshot and sword. Their dogs had even
found climbing thelast smal hillock where the officers of the 5th and 2nd waited a burden.

Crodor continued. "Ten, perhaps €l even kilometers from here, lord, and coming fast. Their scout
screen is Bedouin, with some of the loca landowner's retai ners perhaps, but we pushed
through"—risking deeth at the hands of vastly superior forces, or capture which would be worse "—and
we saw regular cavary of the Settler, riding in columns of twos. No artillery or wagons that we could
see, lord.”

Stanson cut in. "How many?"' he said, shifting in the saddle. The doctors had packed the wound
with sterile gauze at hisingstence, and he was mobile enough. It wasfiendishly painful, though, and
obvioudy not improving hisdigpostion.

Crodor pulled at hisbeard. "1 cannot say, Messer,” hereplied. "No lessthan five hundreds. But
there was much dust further back; another five hundred again, it may be. Perhgps more.”

retreat quickly, Center'svoice advised: your mission is essentially completed, destroy the
remaining baggage and pull back to komar.

"Hmmm," Rg said doud. "This collection of junk,” heindicated the transport, "isgoing to dow us
down. We're not hereto fight the Colonid army . . . if wedumpedit..."

"What?' Stanson asked. From their expressions, some of his officerswould have liked to say
more; one or two let their handsfal to their pistol butts. "That's our oot down there, man!™ The 2nd had
preferred to keep theirs al under their eyes, rather than taking the trouble to send it off asit camein.
Three-quarters of the booty here was theirs.

Raj glanced at his own Companions and officers; the reluctance on their faces matched his.
Retresting was one thing, running away another. ""Recommendations, gentlemen?”

Gerrin Staenbridge nodded south. "They travel fast. Even with nothing but the artillery, we



wouldn't be able to break contact unlessthey let us." The Colonists were lighter men on dender dogs.
"But even if they can match our numbers, we can give them abloody nose aslong as they have to come
to us." Colonia weapons had a better rate of fire than the ones used by the Civil Government's forces,
but less stopping power and considerably lessrange.

"Thank you, Senior Lieutenant,” Rg said formally. "Aslong aswe can avoid ameeting
engagement or amelee, | don't think enemy forces of this Size are much of athrest, yes. What we can
do—if you concur, Captain Stanson—isto send on al the more mobile transport to El Djem; we burned
the buildings, but the stockade's intact and there's water. Well fal back more dowly, they won't daretry
to send asubstantial force around us under these circumstances. From El Djem we can elther stand them
off if they're so foolish asto attack the stockade, or smply repesat the process on alarger scale back to
Komar. Agreed?”

Stanson nodded, and hisfollowers relaxed; some of them till looked alittle contemptuous of Rg
and the 5th, for even suggesting aretrest.

"Why can't we take the offensive?’ one asked.

Because it would be stupid, Rg thought. The man was alieutenant; Evrard Gruder answered
him, asthe equivadent in the 5th.

"Becauseit would be. . . futile," he said. "We can't catch them unlessthey let us, and they could
lead us off into the dkali desert and then harry usto death. 1t's happened to Civil Government forces
down here before.”

"One company for escort?' Master Sergeant da Cruz said; the officers had approved a course of
action, and it wastimefor implementation.

"By dl means. Thiddo?'

The commander of Third Company nodded; hisforce had the most walking wounded, and they
would get lessstrain and alittle extrarest.

"Then | suggest we move, gentlemen,” Rgj said, looking south. The dust cloud of troopson the
march was just barely visble over the glaring white earth, standing againgt the faded blue of the sky.

-=0=-***_=(Q=-
"Range?' Ry asked.

Barton Foley raised hisbinoculars. They were only five kilometersfrom El Djem, now; gpart
from the attack last night on the dug-in camp there had been only minor skirmishing.

"Fve-two-zero-zero, meters, sr," hesad.

Rg grunted, looking to left and right. The Civil Government force was retreating toward its base
in extended order by Company column; nine widely spaced groups, with the four gunstrotting along
dightly behind the men. Theterrain was nearly flat, long gentle swells, covered in coarse dark soil and
fist-sized black rocks. At least we're off that damned alkali flat, he thought, licking cracked lips. But it
was dill hot enough that shimmers and mirage made estimating distance dmost impossible, and some of
the dogs were whimpering and limping as they put paw to earth. Tongues dangled, panting; some of the
men were sacrificing their own water ration to rub the necks of their mounts occasionaly, or laying their
spare tunics over them as sun blankets. For the rest they rode dumped in the saddle, eyes staring dully
ahead and great patches of sweat showing dark on the crystallized sat-deposits that marked their



jackets.

Those in the main body could at least be glad they were not on the wings, where clouds of dust
showed continuous feint and skirmish. The flank guards were rotated every two hours or so, and it was
dill brutdly draining.

"You'reright," R replied. Then: "I think they're getting closer again." Heraised hisown glasses.
Brown dogs and red jellabas sprang out at him; the enemy had been coming on in column of march, since
they were less gpprehensive of a sudden attack. Tewfik's sedl-of-Solomon banner in thelead. Rg felt his
lips crack and bleed as he snarled at the sight; far too many of Center's scenarios had turned on Tewfik's
skills. Wasthat burly figure under the banner him? It was alittle too far to see faces with any clarity,
especidly with this heat haze, too far even to pick out an eyepatch; Tewfik'swas said to have the Sedl of
Solomon picked out on it in diamonds, and his men believed it carried acurseto hisenemies.

The advancing columns seemed to split, multiplying. He blinked, wiped hisred-rimmed eyeson a
deeve harsh with sdt and dust, looked again. Deploying, he redized with achill. Pedling off to either Sde
without pausing, converting the march formation into atwo-rank line suitablefor . . .

"Attack," he muttered. "They're going to try us before we get to El Djem.”

"Foley," he snapped. "Message: to Senior Lieutenant Dinnasyn.” The artillery commander. "My
compliments, and | believe the enemy is going to attempt to press home an attack; they won't stop for a
few shells, thistime. Heisto deploy into line on current position” —they were on the uprise of one of the
swélls, looking across a broad shalow valley at the Colonists—"and open fire for effect at
three-point-five k meters, and I'd advise him to have the gunners prepare some point-blank fused

ghrapnd.”

"M'lewis" he continued, "same warning to Captain Stanson, would he pleaseinform his
subordinates that under no circumstances are any unitsto leave position without orders.”

"Trumpeter,” he went on, asthe two kicked their dogsinto afast lope. " Sound—
"Attention to orders.”

The battalions continued their steady advance, but there was aripple like grass under wind—for
amoment the sweet scent of the high-plateau rangelands of Descott filled his memory—asthey sat inthe
saddle, and the dogs lifted their heads and raised drooping ears.

"Prepare to countermarch, by Companies—"

Foley's mount had aready pulled up by the guns, and Rgj could seethetiny stick figure salute
and give the message. The field pieces stopped where they were, crews legping down from teams and
caissons; the dogs were unhitched and trotted to the rear, ready to snatch the 75's out of danger but also
out of the way. Ammunition limbers were unhitched from the poletrails of the guns, the muzzlesjerked up
asthetrails hit the ground, and the limbers were opened. A Y -shaped rangefinder went up in the center
of the battery; breeches swung open, men worked the elevating screws, shellswere fused and dammed
home.

"Countermarch! "

The Company columns were four men wide; now every one split, like areed pushed againgt a
knifeblade, a column of twos curling back in reverse direction to left and right from each. The rear men
continued in the same direction as before, until they came to the turning point and wheded. Lessthan a
minute, and the whole force was moving back on its own tracks; he looked over to theright, to the 2nd



Gendarmerie, and found they had done the maneuver more smoothly even than the 5th, if that was
possible. Parade-ground soldiers, hethought.

"Halt—dismount—"

They braked to astop and pulled the rifles out of the scabbards, another long ripple, likereedsin
aswamp this time as the muzzles showed danted across the dogs, the men swinging down.

"Prepare to Receive Cavalry!"

The dogs crouched, laying their bellies to the ground but ready to spring, presenting the least
possible target. The men rushed forward the regulation ten paces, front rank going prone, rear knedling;
the bayonets rattled onto their catches, levers worked, the flaps of cartridge cases were clipped back.
Raj raised his binoculars again as he clapped hedsto Horace's flanks, down to thefiring line; thirty-six
hundred meters, he estimated, and they had hated in line abreast. Four deep but more widely spaced
than Civil Government troops would be; battalion strength, right enough. A quiver, and their scimitars
came out, doped back and resting on their shoulders.

R4 rode out in front of hismen, done but for the standard-bearer and the trumpeter, watching
their faces as he cantered down to the middle of the line. Tight-gripped tension, perhaps even alittle too
much esgerness, after the boredom and anxiety-filled discomfort of the three-day retreet. Looking at the
long glitter of enemy sted on theridge behind hisback . . . and thinking of the officer who was the squire
back home, of men on either side who would witness and report their honor or their shame. Herosein
the stirrups and drew his sword: best keep it short and sweet, but the men expected something to be
sad. He pitched hisvoiceto carry, knowing that the ends of the line would be getting it by
word-of-mouth relay.

"Well, lads," he shouted. "Here we are—we've burned their crops, looted their towns, had ther
women—and now they want to fight!" He waited four heartbesats. "Just like the ragheadsto put it all
arse-end fird, isn't it?"

A roar of laughter, cut short by adownward motion of his saber. "That's Devil Tewfik himsdlf
coming, Descotters; abad one and amad one. Thinks he's going to nail our heads and our ballsto his
barn door, he does." Another cry, ajeer thistime. "Just remember your drill, lads, and wait for the order,
and well send them home screaming for their mothers. Show them who you are, what you're made of,
and where you come from. Up the 5th! Descott forever!™

They started another cheer as he rode back to his position at the right end of theline:
lqu'!ll
lqu'!ll

"Well, gentlemen,” he said to the officers gathered there, and nodded to the enemy on the
ridgeline opposite. "I don't think they'll wait much longer." For that matter, they had waited too long asiit
was, giving the Civil Government forcetimeto get settled. "Commence volley fireat 750 meters, if you
please." He brought out hisamulet, kissed it. " Spirit with you.”

"Holy Federation uphold you," they replied. Everyone leaned inward, dapping their fiststogether
inapyramid of arms, then dispersed to their units.

Rg sat under the banner of the 5th Descott Guards, bullet-tattered and hung with ribbons, and
allowed theice knot of terror under his breastbone to unfold.



Something iswrong here, very fucking wrong. Ahead the strange shrill-sounding trumpets of
the Colony sounded, and the line of enemy cavary began to move. Two thousand paws thumped the
ground, crunched through the loose rock that clattered and did audibly. Thisis the obvious move, and
it's obviously going to fail . Which was not Tewfik's reputation, not at al.

"Either he's stupid, or he's counting on me doing something stupid, or we are al about to be
royaly buttfucked," he muttered to himself.

"Ser?' the standard-bearer said; he was aveteran of fifty, and alittle hard of hearing from too
much exposure to the noise level of combat.

"Nothing," he said. The enemy knew the range of a 75 to a hair, and they had positioned to build
their chargeto full speed before they came under theiron flail. Another glitter and blink asthe scimitar
blades came down; full gallop now, another line of light as the points of the helmet spikes caught the sun,
surging up and down with the motion of the dogs. Their dressing was faultless, which was not easy on
terrain asrough asthis. Those are good troops, hethought. And disciplined. Therewere Civil
Government units—he probably had a battaion of them on his right—which would flat-out refuse an
order to charge againg riflesand artillery likethis.

POOUMP. Thefirg gun fired, ten meters behind the riflemen. A ripping-canvas sound, then a
puff of dirty blackish-grey smoke alittle ahead of the enemy line.

"Firefor effect, rapid fire, down ten each!"

POOUMP. POOUMP. POOUMP. Thegunsfired from right to left, dapping the back of his
neck with pillows of hot air. More shdllbursts across the enemy line, looking like misses but men and
dogs were down, scythed down by asoldier'sworst nightmare, artillery striking from above without
anything they could do about it except endure and hope. Their ranks closed again with aveteran ripple,
closing likethick liquid around the bubbles hammered by the guns, leaving figureswrithing or still or
scattered in pieces across the barren plain, they were half the distance closer dready, and Spirit but it
was good to have guns at your back—

Rg's eyeswidened. "Foley!" he shouted. "To Stanson, quickly, beware of afeigned retreat.”
The boy kicked into agalop. To hisright: "Hold your postions under al circumstances, passit down!"
Better to be thought a nervous maiden than adead fool . . .

Much closer now. He raised the binoculars again; no, no eyepatch . . . yelling faces, glaring eyes,
beards. His mouth was dry, but he ignored the canteen at his saddlebow, stroked a hand down Horace's
neck; the hound had its ears up, and it was scenting, big woofing intakes of breath with a pauseto lick its
nose between each. Thick grimy-cotton smoke from the guns drifted dowly over him, the odor of Hell.
Barton Foley pulled up beside him in aspurt of gravel.

"Sir—" He paused; there were spots of color high on his cheeks under the ruddy-brown
Descotter skin. "Captain Stanson directs me—"

"What did he say?" Fifteen hundred meters, the guns were firing twice a minute, another eight
rounds—

"Sir, he said that you should teach your grandmother to suck eggs, and that |—he offered insullt,
ar.

"Hewas hatched himsdlf, lad.”
IIMw I_II



"Off to Gerrin, Ensign, and good luck.”

Eleven hundred meters. A long Stuttering crash from hisright, afew more saddles emptied, but
didn't they redlize they were just pumping out smoke to obscure their am when it counted, Spirit curse
them for fools? A dense cloud was growing in front of the 2nd Gendarmeriesranks, fairly soon they
would be shooting from estimates and glimpses and demons knew they'd be lucky to hit their feet doing
that. Thank the Spirit for small mercies, at least the wind was from the northwest and it was not carrying
the smoke across the 5th's front. Nine hundred meters. Eight hundred.

"Ready!" repeated down the line, and the front rank's muzzles came up. He thought he could see
adight waver through the ranks of the enemy.

"Pick your targetd"
"By platoons—volley fire—fire!"

BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM, eight times repeated as the front-rank platoons
fired. Hands opening the levers, flashing back to the bandoliers. Rear rank presenting with auniform jerk.

"Frel"

BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM. Chaos downrange, dogsfaling in heaps, he
saw two collidein midair asthey tried to leap that barricade of flesh and fall, and thousand-pound bodies
would be thrashing, maddened by pain, riderscrushed . . .

"Hrel"

BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM. Slowing, nobody on earth could take this. . .
clumps of men pushing ahead, if they kept coming the last of them would die before the bayonets.

"Tewfik!" Rg heard himsdf screaming, barely audible over the hammering crash of volley fireand
artillery. "Tewfik, you mad evil wog bastard, you're murdering them, you're murdering good soldiers,
cal them back, cal them back."

Then they were turning back, their own trumpets blowing retrest. Moving fast, too, crouched
over in the saddle to lower their target profiles. Leaving aquarter of their numbers scattered down from
the ridgdline; another hundred meters of charge and that would have doubled, tripled. The artillery lifted
gghtsto harry them, and—

A trumpet sounded "charge."”

Rg grunted asif afist had struck him in the belly. The 2nd's trumpeter was blowing the smple
four-note call again and again, and the men in the white uniforms were obeying. Cheering wildly, some
even throwing asde their rifles asthey legped astride their dogs and drew sabers.

"Trumpeter, sound stand fast," he shouted. The young man gave him a shocked glance. " Stand
fast, and now, soldier,” he shouted, dragging Horace's head around to face his own ranks. The 5th were
on their feet now, too, cheering as madly asthe 2nd, waving their riflesin the air and screaming County
hunting calls as the enemy fled without order, lashing their dogs asif they intended to keep gdloping all
the way to the equator and the Zanj Sea.

Ra saw what he had dreaded, men leaving ranks and dashing back for their mounts. A few of
those and it would be dl of them, beyond holding, blood up to avenge the desert chase and be in at the
kill. He drew his pistol and clamped his hedsinto Horace'sribs; the hound dashed out and to the | ft,
before the 5th's ranks.



"I'll shoot the first man to break ranks!" he shouted, knowing his voice would not carry through
the tumult. The trumpeter blew tirdessly at his 9de, though; the 2nd's was two hundred meters
downd ope and moving fagt, the sound fading. And the muzzle of his pistol wasamessageinitsdlf; he
managed to get in front of thefirst to leave the firing line. Barely old enough to shave, he saw; one of the
draft that had caught up to them on the road, a Descotter but from the northern fringe of the County.
Filled with sixteen years conviction of immortality, and nothing but afew skirmishesin this campaign.

"Back!" he screamed, pushing the weapon into the boy's face. Behind him the officers and
noncoms were running down theline, cursing, caling orders, knocking men down with fists and boots
and rifle butts. Rgj thumbed back the hammer. "I'll shoot you dead, boy."

Theyoung man's eyes|ost the berserker-blankness, and his saber wavered and fdll. "Back into
ranks," Rgj snapped.

"Yissr," the young soldier gasped.

"Sound attention to orders,” Rg said. It took three repetitionsto get quiet; it helped that the
artillery had falen silent with no clear target except the backs of the 2nd Gendarmerie.

"Officersto me" Ry called; they were dready trotting out. He looked over his shoulder; there
was afringe of saber-swinging melee at the edge of the 2nd's charge asit passed the midway point of the
swae and started up the dope, the fastest of the Gendarmerie catching up with the Colonists on winded
or injured dogs, but the bulk of Tewfik's battalion was drawing ahead, opening a perceptible gap. And
they were nearing extreme artillery range from this position.

"All right,” he said. " Shift front, space the Companies out to cover what the 2nd had, | want 15
meter gaps between each.” To give the survivors of this charge somewhereto ride through and rally, if
they could berallied thissde of Komar. Thank the Spirit Suzette's safe in El Djem, hethought briefly.
"And | want the dogs moved up to arm's reach behind the firing line," he continued grimly. They glanced
a each other; alast-ditch chance to escape, if theline broke. "Let'sdo it, gentlemen, let's go."

Theline rippled and split at the seams between companies, the men trotting with rifles at the trall
and their dogs reinsin hand. Noncoms were caling dressing asthey shifted, checking the setting of the
men's Sghts asthey settled into the new positions; he saw men taking the timeto pry out jams, or
throwing down their rifles and picking up discarded weapons from the 2nd. Presence of mind, he
thought, as he loped Horace back to the gunners. The more you fired, the hotter the chamber and the
more likely the cartridge wasto tear and jam rather than extract smoothly. Many of the veteranswere
waiting with the lever down and the bolt back.

"Shift position, Lieutenant Dinnalsyn," he said crisply, and pointed to the new line. It waslikea
string of four dashes across a page; hisfinger pointed to the middle two companies. "Two guns each
behind thosg, if you please, and no wasted time."

"Yes, dr!" He snapped out the orders, then turned to Rg. "Ah . . . what's happening?”

"Either I'm making mysdlf alaughingstock, or we're about to find out why Tewfik got his
reputation,” Rg said; he pointed with the blade of his saber to the opposite ridge. The 2nd had managed
to form aragged four-rank formation, and were dowing alittle before they plunged over the top and
down thereversedope. "If I'mright, and | pray to the Spirit I'm not, Tewfik's coming over that hillock in
about eight minutes, dogs and guns and their little cats, too. Open up as soon asthey'rein range and fire
asfast asyou bloody can, that'sal | can say.”

-=Q=-***_=Q=-



"Hold steedy, ladsl" Rg called, as he cantered down theline. " The creamsuit johnnieswill be
coming back faster than they left, and the ragheads close behind. Stand to it, and we can till pull it off;
run, and wered| buggered, it'sthat smple.”

One man shouted out to him: "We're ready to die game, ser!"

"That'sfor losers, we're going to win," Rgj replied. There was no cheering or laughter thistime,
only agrim boulder-gtolid readiness. Luck, he prayed. Just a little luck, that's all |1 need. No more
disasters, no more surprises. Probably Tewfik had been surprised when the whole Civil Government
force hadn't taken his bait; it had wavered within a cunt hair of happening that way, too. Rg looked a
the scattered clumps of Colonist dead with new respect; the enemy commander had camly sacrificed
them to make the bait convincing, nothing less would have worked. He remembered the swath of
devastation his men had cut through the El Djem basin. It was unlikely in the extreme that the Colonists
would beinclined to mercy.

"Well just havetowin, isdl," he murmured, Saring at the ridge. Perhaps he was wrong after
dl—

The sound of massed carbines was lighter than that of Armory rifles, but just as deedly at close
range. Hismind's eye could paint the picture, the 2nd going over the crestline at afull galop, the ranks of
crimson-uniformed Colonistsrisng asone. Volleys pouring in, and the carbines held seven roundsin a
tube magazine under the barrel . . . Hewhispered prayers and curses under his breath, but atrained ear
was estimating. A lot of carbines, many more than the eight hundred or so rifles the 5th and 2nd had
deployed afew minutes before. And a pom-pom-pom sound, Colony artillery. Light quick-firing guns
spraying haf-kilogram miniature shellsfrom aclip of five. Not as accurate asthe 75's, and alot less
weight of shell, but they fired asfast asacarbine. . . . A cloud of smoke wasrising from thelow swale
over theridge, twin to the one that was drifting and dispersing ahead of him.

"Oh, shit, oh, shit,” he murmured to himsdlf. | didn't really beieve it was happening, he
thought. Not really. A minute before he had been afraid of being wrong, of ending his career with a
reputation for cowardice, the man who sat and shook while Stanson's 2nd charged to glory. Now he
tasted vomit at the back of histhroat, and knew that fear can put ared curtain before the eyes as surely
asrage.

What, no advice? he asked Center.

you arethe sword of the spirit of man, the dispass onate voice answered. His spine crawled
with adifferent fear, to hear that said of him. ther e can be no weakness,

Thefirst stragglers of the 2nd shot over the ridge, like melon seeds squeezed between fingers, the
oneswith the fastest dogsin the rear ranks. Individuals, few of them even carrying their swords and none
bothering to look behind; then clots and masses. A few of the last paused to shoot from the saddle
behind them, before putting heelsto their dogs. Wounded men and animals dropped or staggered out of
the chase dl the way down the field where the first Colonist attack had come; now you could seethe
difference between red panic and feigned, and it was obvious.

Soirit of Man, Rg thought in awe. They knew it was a feint to draw us out, and they rode
straight into the guns anyway.

He sat Horace with his saber-arm down, the stedl clicking againgt the stirrup iron. Thefugitives
from the ruin of the 2nd's charge were bunching, inginct driving most of them to aim for the gapsin the
ordered line of rifles and bright bayonets. Those that didn't were going to beright in the line of fire, which
would affect the actions of the 5th only to the extent of wasting some of their anmunition. Rg's attention



was focused utterly on theridge, but he could hear voices coming asif from adistance through an echo
chamber: it was surprisingly quiet here, for afew ingants.

" ... remember, dog down, man down. Aim low." Da Cruz.

"...an'if yer don't havetimet'adjust Sghts, just am down another body length.” M'lewis,
talking to the young trumpeter, who had hisrifle out and resting across his saddlebow while the brass
horn bumped his chest.

" ... that'sright, lads, keep those pretty backsidesto me and the sharp ends at the ragheads; |
can restrain mysdlf and they can't.” Gerrin Staenbridge, sounding coolly amused.

" ... firs man who turns gits my bay'net in ‘isgut." Some nameless noncom, with awarning as
old asbattles. Thefirst task of command isto make men face desth; pride, love, fear, any emotionisgrist
for themill.

And Tewfik'sarmy came over the hill. Army wasthe proper term; they filled it from Sdeto side,
four deep, two thousand strong. Moving fast, diding down the hill like asolid block of crimson and green
and bright meta, and how had Tewfik gotten that many men here so fast? Unless somebody had laid a
railroad from a-Kehir out into the desert and they would have heard about that, if it was onething the
Civil Government didn't lack it wasspies . . . | may be an idiot, but at least I've the comfort of
knowing | wasn't killed by an idiot, hethought.

Aloud: "Steady, men, steedy. Don't think of it as being outnumbered, think of it as having ared
big target sdlection." Even now that drew some laughter, dthough afew were near-hysterica giggles. He
rased hisglasses. "Gerrin.”

IIS'IJ?I

"That's Tewfik personaly, under the main banner, the one with the big gold crescent on top?1'd
redly fed better about dl thisif he sort of didn't makeit, you know?" It would be one red serviceto the
Spirit of Man and the Civil Governmen.

"Noted, gr," he drawled, and passed the ingtructions to his subordinates; they told off marksmen,
it was out of the question to direct the whole of the Company's fire on one man. And quite likely it
wouldn't work, battle was odd that way.

"Three-two-zero-zero," the man at the artillery rangefinder sang out.

A dog-drawn gun followed the cavary over the hill, aColonia one-pounder pompom; then two
more, and another, lashing their dogs on like madmen.

"Prepare for counter-battery shoot!" the battery commander said. Rg gritted histeeth; it was
necessary, hisfiring line could not stand being raked by streams of those deadly little shells, not now . . .
but that meant the rifleswould have to do most of the work.

The earth shook, and the screeching of the Colonistswaslike needles driven into theears. A 75
crashed behind him, and the smell of fresh gunsmoke made him realize how raw histhroat was. The
others opened up, no point in trying for the pompoms until they hated, but the cavalry were amoving
target too big to miss. Gapstorein the line, but the Colonists closed ranks with insolent courage. Fifteen
hundred meters. Men in white coats were streaming through the spaces between the companies of the
5th; afew were so ridden by fear of the thing behind them that they tried to gallop directly through the
serried ranks of the Descotters. Shots crashed out and bayonets flicked forward like giant knitting
needles, and hardly anyone but those involved even noticed.



Nine hundred. Eight hundred. "Fire!™

BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM. Bodies down al aong the front, and the
dragon glimmer of the swords was mercifully dulled by the smoke.

ll':ir. n

BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM . Gapsin the Colonit line, pileups of corpses
adding to the obstructions from the first charge.

BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM. The pompoms were dowing, the teams
swinging around to bring the dender two-meter barrelsto bear on the line of the 5th. The shellburdtslifted
ingtantly from the cavary, and the dirty-cotton puffs blossomed in the air around the Colonia guns; not
very dramatic, but one gun team dissolved into bloodied snarling chaos, turning onits drivers as meta
dashed thedogs. Thefirgt crack of high-velocity shot went overhead, aiming for the guns.

BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM.

More men down, and some of the Colonists were wavering, dowing, afew in the rear ranks
reining in their dogs, probably without consciousintent.

BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM. Three hundred meters, and hardly around was
missing; some of Tewfik's men were hit haf a dozen times between saddle and ground. Then the greet
banners of black and green surged forward, the amir throwing himself into the space between the forces
to draw his men through the besten ground by sheer force of will.

BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM.

"By the Spirit, weregoing to do it!" Rg shouted exultantly; they were dowing, haf the party
around Tewfik was down, the flag fell and the commander himself scooped it off the ground, waving it
through the air inaswirling flourish.

A hand pulled Rg around. " Ser " the standard bearer shrieked into his ear, pointing with his
charge.

The dope behind the 5th was scattered with the remnants of the 2nd; some even looked asiif
they wereralying . . . but another disorganized, blue-clad mass was pounding down thetrail from H
Djem, and by thistime Ry felt expert enough to know panic flight when he saw it.

"Oh, shit," hesaid with infinite weariness. Suzette, Suzette . . . Tewfik had stolen amarch;
Tewfik's maps had waterholes where the Civil Government's showed only impassable desert. And El
Djem had been virtudly undefended, garrisoned with wounded and noncombatants. A small knot of men
in blue waswell ahead of the rest, with another figurein their midst. Smaller, on alight boned
brown-and-black dog with floppy ears.

BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM. Some of the rearmost Colonists had
pulled around and were fleeing, actudly running. A clip of pompom shells struck just short of First
Company'sline. Menfell, slent or screaming; their comrades ignored them, and a 75 shell landed just
under the ammunition limber of the pompom a second later. The explosion was noticeable even through
the other sounds of combat.

And Suzette was bounding up the dope toward him on her pafrey-hound Harbi.

"Where's Thiddo and the Third Company?' Rgj shouted, burying relief. Hell, he was probably
going to die within the next hundred seconds or 0.



"Thiddo'sdead, thisisdl," Suzette shouted back, wild-eyed and clutching her carbine. There
were lessthan aplatoon around her, and most |ooked barely fit to stay in the saddle, much lessfight. One
had aflap of cheek hanging down, exposing ared-and-white grin. "Tewfik's men were waiting for us,
these cut their way out with me, they're about an hour behind us!™

BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM. Onelast full volley, and the Colonist charge
shuddered dmogt to ahdt; amost, and thefirst of the fugitives struck the Sth's rear, destroying the safety
they so desperately sought. The firing line shattered like aglassjar dropped on concrete.

"Sound Fall back and Rally," Rg ordered, sweeping Suzette behind him with one arm. Tewfik's
cavalry were pouring through the gaps, but the very mass of the fugitives from El Djem hindered them, as
arunner would be who suddenly plunged into knee-deep water. The oneswho had gotten thisfar were
al mounted; their dogs fought, catching the madness of their riders, and each victim took a moment to
saber down, if nothing el se.

Seconds would determine whether anyone survived a dl. "Raly around the guns" Rg was
shouting. "Form square!™ He saw men turn to run, men of the new drafts. One such madeit only two
paces before the soldier beside him drove his bayonet through hisback . . . and was himsdlf cut down by
aColonigt scimitar only amoment later, agrest fan-shaped spray of blood bursting out of his mouth.

A group came back in ablock, turned, kndlt, fired aragged volley.

"Rally! Rdly tothegund" Rg heard them take it up; more were struggling in from the two
companiesin the center, men with the ability to see their only chance of surviva even now. The dopes
around them were scattered with individuals and small groups from the outer two companies, riding for
their livesin a gpaiter like mercury on glass. The whole position on the ridgeline was amass of struggling
men and dogs, jammed in by the pressure from both sides; aragged circle was beginning to form about
thefour 75's and the banner of the 5th, men on the outside, a milling sea of dogs who refused to abandon
their magterson theinner.

"Load, load cannigter,” the artillery lieutenant barked. "Out of the way there! Out of the way!"
The gun squads manhandled their wegpon until its muzzle poked through the thin line of 5th troopers,
pointing at amass of Colonigs. .. mostly Colonigts. "Firel™

PAMM. A different sound; a cannister load was agiant shotgun shell, no bursting charge, just
hundreds of lead balls. They hummed through the air like a swarm of giant wasps, and a gap opened
through the press asif aknife had diced paper. Another PAMM from the opposite side of the circle; the
formation was growing like acrystal in asaturated solution. Individuals were seed crystds, a
leather-lunged noncom, an officer, smply someone who didn't want to take the sword in the back. Gerrin
Staenbridge camein on aback; on Barton Foley's, dthough he outweighed the youth by haf as much
again, dthough the wound in his side would have made most decide they were carrying a corpse.

"You there," the Ensign shouted. " Get this Messer over adog!" The troopers obeyed; Foley
paused only long enough to shove ahank of rag under Staenbridge's tunic as a pressure bandage and tie
his bt to the saddlehorn. "Follow me!" he called, pulling his shotgun from the over-shoulder scabbard.
"Those men need help.” He pointed to asmaller knot of troopers of the 5th, staled in acircle of
Colonigts. The men looked at each other, at the youngster, leveled their rifles and charged.

"Back one step and volley,” Rg said. Have to keep the guns or they'll cut usto pieces with
the pompoms. Longer we hold out, more will get away. Keep as many dogs as we can. "Back one
step and volley. Make it count, make it count, aim damn you.” The crash of rifleswas ragged, but there
were more of them thistime. Scimitars clashed on bayonets at the edge of the circle, and it lurched
northward one long pace. The gun crews ran their cumbersome weapons forward again; their recail



made them amost as dangerous as the enemies outside, but they plowed furrows through the packed
Colonists and left only sausage mesat behind; meat that whimpered and twitched.

"Back one step and volley!"

Other voices around the circle took it up, and the formation was beginning to look something like
asguare asleaderstook over, pushing men into line. Suzette and two walking wounded troopers were
heaving others too damaged to fight over spare dogs and dodging through the snarling chaos at the center
of the formation to snap bridies onto leading lines. A haf-dozen figuresin the dull-crimson jell abas went
down dl at once; Foley led his augmented group back into the circle after ddlivering a point-blank load
into the backs of the Arabs between them and their comrades. Rgj could see the Colonist officers calling
their men back; literaly flogging them out of range with their nine-thonged whips. They clumped and rode
to the banners of their units, into the dead ground where the cannister could not reach. Comparative
slencefdl; everyone who could walk or crawl had joined the little group around the standard.

"Kegp moving," Rg shouted; it sounded as much ahoarse croak. "Hold your firel" Tewfik
wasted no time; ayoung Colonist with awhite flag rode up on abeautiful snow-white wolfhound. It had
been snow-white; now it was speckled with red, and the herald's drawn sword was red to the e bow.

"Y ou can do nothing," he said, in excdllent court Sponglish. "My lord the amir, commander of the
Forces of the South, Ghazi of the Faith, offers terms of surrender to brave men. Y ou are outnumbered,
surrounded, have no water, no supplies, no placeto go—"

Rg waited for the men to answer; they did, without delay:

"Go fuck yersdf, raghead!”

A flourished bayonet. "Come an' Sit yer wog arse on this, pimp!™
"Up the 5th—Descott ferever!”

"Spirit of Man! Spirit of Man!"

From most, awordless growl that was matched by the riderless dogs in the center. "Keep
moving!" R said again; he risked aquick drink from the canteen, capped it again. None of the Colonist
forces had dispersed, and the two remaining pompoms were out of the line of fire; the Civil Government
fugitivesin sight were noticeably fewer. A flurry of ordersfrom Tewfik's command pos, just out of
effectiverifle range, and ablock of about four hundred formed up and trotted north, giving hisgroup a
wide berth.

Rg felt hislips skin back from histeeth. "Tell Tewfik that if he thinks he can overrun us, he's
welcometo try," he said. "How many men did he lose today? Twice what we did? Three times? How
much burnt-out frontier does he have to hold? And every minute he watches us, more of our comrades
escape. Let him come; don't be shy, welll seeto his other eye for him."

The herald bowed and reined about; the wolfhound seemed to float over the baked gravel likea
mirage of snow. i

"l loveyou," Suzette said quietly, pulling up beside him.

"I loveyou, too," Ry replied. "1 just wish wed had longer to doit in." Helooked north, to
Komar, aweek'stravel away and asimpossibly far as Terrathe lost and sacred.

"Let'sgo, dog-brothers," he said. "Every second man, mount. Keep it ready to about face. At a
wak, march."



Chapter eleven
ll%..ll
"Hunnha!" Rg sprang erect, throwing aside ablanket he didn't remember pulling over himself.

"Ser, we're here” M'lewis voice had alisp to it now, with most of hisfront teeth missing. A thick
cup of kave steamed in his hands. Rg took it, trying to stop the tremorsin hisown.

"I was back in the desert,” he said, more to himsdlf than anyone else. Most of the other fifteen
figures scattered around the lounge of the steamboat Orbital Paradise were as unconscious as he had
been amoment ago. All were asfilthy-shaggy, uniforms caked and stained until the original color was
undetectable. "On the retrest, the third night, when they tried to overrun us again, and the gun blew up,
you know. | was back there."

"Were here, ser," M'lewis repested patiently.

R4 took three careful deep breaths, and asip of the kave; it had plum brandy init, and the
combination hit the acid tension in his ssomach hard enough to make him gasp. The others were beginning
to dtir, asthe city noise penetrated the shuttered windows, Suzette dept on, looking absurdly young
curled on the cushions beneath awindow. Then the steam whistle cut |oose above their heads, and every
single one of them rolled upright with awegpon in their hands, crouched and ready. The steamboat's
captain had not objected to their commandeering the upper salon, not more than once, at least.

And none of them was going to be able to deep without their rifles by their sides, not for along
time

"Arrg," Foley said. "'l fed worsethan | did when we got on thistub.”

True enough, Rg thought dully. When you wereriding fast you didn't have timeto think. The
whistle roared again; they were well past the cut where the docking canal took off from the Hemmar and
passed through the thick water-gates of East Residence. The Orbital Paradise was ahundred feet long
and hdf aswide, ashalow-draft hull just big enough to carry the engines that wheezed and chuffed
beneath them, with a superstructure like a rectangular wedding cake topped by the twin smokestacks.
The paddle whed at the rear churned into reverse asthey did into the dock, nudging into the rope
buffers.

The quays were as crowded as usud, al except thisone. A troop of heavy cavary waited, down
where the crewmen were manhandling the gangplank across to the pavement and looping thigh-thick
ropesto the ballards, men in the uniform of Vernier's Own. Twenty men on powerful Newfoundlands, in
black uniforms and gauntlets, burnished black stedl breastplates, helmets topped with black jersauroid
plumes. All of them were leading extra dogs, ready-saddled.

The lieutenant of the escort saluted and began a speech of some sort as Rgj and his Companions
clatered down the gangplank; he stopped in mid-word as they walked past him without pausing.

"My, ain't they purty,” M'lewislisped, as the Descotters swung into the saddle with graceless
esse.



"Barholm wanted me soonest,” Rgj said. "Probably for the frying post. Let's not keep the
executioner waiting, shdl we?'

-=0=-***_=0=-

"Out! Usdlessduts, hdfwits, out, out!" barked Anne, Lady Clerett. Shewasdressed in pae
cream with black trim, the colors of mourning, and she swept forward toward her friend with arms
outstretched. "No, wait, you, fetch refreshments, prepare the baths, fetch clothing for Lady Whitehall.
WEell, don't stand there gaping, go!" The davegirlsfled in atwitter of voices and fabric.

"Oh, Anne," Suzette mumbled, letting hersef dump forward. Her carbine thumped to the floor
and the Hammamet carpet as she rested her head on the other woman's shoulder and let the strong
materna hug support her weariness. But business could not wait more than moments.

"I'm filthy, I've got fleas, your dress," she said, as Anne guided her to achair. A flash of acute
embarrassment at her state went over her; the room was not large, but it wasroofed in pale yelow glass
and wdled with torofib sk printed in delicate patterns of reeds and |otus and jewel-scaled marsh
sauroids. Cool air sghed up through cast-bronze grillsin the floor, driven by steam-powered fansin the
vaultsfar below. Nobody could say that Anne used her position with new-rich showiness; she had set
hersdf to learn an aristocrat's version of good taste with the same fierce determination she used on any
other task she undertook. A good dedl of it had been tutoring by her friend Suzette, Missa Wenqui as
shehad beenthen . . .

"Here, sweet,” Anne said, hard triumph in her voice, as she pushed aslver frame acrossthe
inistariatable between them. "Y ou've got just time to read this, then a bite and a shower and my masseur
and afull dress-up.”

Suzette blinked crusted, red-rimmed eyes down at the frame. It wasthe letter she had sent from
Komar, but annotated in vermilion ink, aman's blocky writing. By the end of the missive the pen had
been pressed hard enough to tear the paper.

"My husband was so interested,” Anne said. "And Chancellor Tzetzaswas. . . horrified at what
his subordinates had donein hisname." A lazy cat-smile. "So horrified that he signed over every inch of
land and scrap of persond property in the County of Komar to the Vice-Governor." Her fingernails
pressed the inlays of thetable. "He'stoo useful . . . Barholm thinks he's too useful . . . to dispose of now.
And Suzie—" the long-fingered hands closed on hers "—your man certainly came out of this better than
anyone else. Better than that fool Stanson, who seems to have done nothing more than get haf his behind
shot off. Which should make him twice as stupid.”

"I missed," Suzette mumbled, fatigue-poisons blurring her eyes.
"What was that?" Anne looked up sharply.

"l said, hewon't be missed,” she replied more clearly. A thought made her blink a Anne's
mourning clothes. "Someone's died?’ she asked.

"Someone's going to, my dear. Someone's going to."

-=0=-***_=(Q=-

Rg fdt himsdlf toppling forward off the bench and jerked himself upright again. He was aitracting
afew glances, herein the Star Chamber, but less than might be expected; theologica controversy was
the city's pride and sport, and there was plenty of it here. The great round chamber wasfilled to capacity
with Hierarchs, Sysups, Andysts, Grammers, Church dignitaries of every type and variety from al over



the Civil Government; there were even representatives of the Central and Western Territories Sysuprics,
in old-fashioned vestments and talking with Spgol accents. Many of them looked allittle uneasy, Sncethe
Spirit of Man of This Earth wasthe state cult in the areas ruled by the Military Governments, and the
Orthodox from those lands were not used to operating so openly.

Barholm sat behind him, on athrone that had risen soundlesdy to head-height on ahydraulic
column; hewasin full vestments as Supreme Pontiff, strictly speaking the Governor's prerogative, resting
his chin on onefigt. The light through the Star-shaped skylight in the domed ceiling cast ahard glitter on
the jewels and metdlic thread in hisrobes, the gold and ebony of the chair.

"And it says clearly in the Cannonical Handbook," the speaker at the podium in the center of the
room was droning, "that the greater set subsumesthe lesser, the metaphysical implications of this being,
firgtly, that al subroutines are necessary but not sufficient to the operation of the code, and secondly, that
an operationa subroutine may therefore be treated as avirtua entity in, though not obvioudy for or by,
itsdlf. Thusif—as| hold Orthodox doctrine to state—the Spirit of Man of the Starsisthe Spirit
governing all stars, and since the Star of This Earth is unquestionably a Star, and since This Earthis
unguestionably in orbit around that Star and therefore under the celestial influence and governance of that
Star, then the Spirit of Man of This Earth—" there was an audible gasp at the mention of the deity of the
western hereticswho ruled in the barbaricum and logt territories "—is actualy no more than afacet of
the Spirit of Man of the Stars!"

"Heresy!" Shouts of outrage from the doping tiers of seats. The speaker was a Regiona Sysup
from Ayzof, atown on the northeastern shore of Pierson's Seg; shewasin full cannonicass, slver jumpsuit
and overrobe, and headdress with wire-rimmed glasses and Starburst over her head. "Heresy!" A dague
of Renunciate Nun abbessesin the upper tierstried to start a chant: Dig up her bones! Dig up her
bones!

"Silencel" Barholm thundered. "Thisisameeting of the rulers of Holy Federation Church, not a
Street riot!" Monastic guards trotted around the pathway behind the upper seats and pushed or clubbed
the white-suited abbesses back into their seats. It was aminute before the buzz of conversation died
down; Barholm's own aides on the bench beside Rgj were engaged in a heated if whispered debate,
arguing the use of the archaic plura in the Cannonica Handbook's terminology for "Star."

"—and therefore," the Regiona Sysup was continuing doggedly, reading from the notes on the
lectern before her, "the This Earth Spiritists are, though they know it not, neither heretics nor pagans such
as Christos or Jews or Mudlims, but rather children of Holy Federation Church in schism from
ecclesiastical authority only, and therefore ripefor reunion.” She touched her amulet, acommo unit of
venerable age, the cracksin its synthetic housing inlaid with precious metas. "Endfile.”

"Endfile" the assembled clergy murmured.

"The Chair logson the Honorable Sysup-Representative of the Priest of the Residentia parish,”
Barholm intoned. The man who took the podium next wastall and lanky, with anasad Western accent to
his archai c book-learned Sponglish; the representative of the Priest of the old Residence, second only to
the Governor in theforma hierarchy of the Church, but under the political control of the Earth Spiritist
barbarians of the Brigade.

"Waad," he drawled. "Thissehere argument isinterestin', but | cain't rightly say it means much.
Because whether or not we think the Brigadersis heretics, they surely doesthink we is heretics, and
won't nohow reenter communion with Holy Federation Church. Unless you planning to whup them.”
Barholm tensed, then relaxed fractiondly. "Endfile.”

"Endfile," the crowd murmured, sounding disappointed at the pithy brevity.



Rg remembered an ancient chronicle he had read, of a previous synod: a Sysup from the
provinces had said, In East Residence, if you ask a baker for bread he will tell you that the Spirit
proceeds fromthe Stars; if you inquire of the bath attendant whether the water is hot, she will
reply that the Spirit proceeds from the Man of the Stars.

sinceyou arein communion with me, and i am representative of the federation, does
thisnot make you the avatar of the spirit?

Rg clutched a hisamulet, imagining himself rising and speaking to the assembled hierarchs. He
shuddered, fedling a nausea-panic amost as great as the one he had felt when Tewfik's squadrons
charged homeinto the Vdley of Death. Bad enough to be the Sword of the Spirit, and a piss-poor
job I've been doing of that—

A page pressed through the crowd and handed a message up to the Vice-Governor; Barholm
held up hishand for silence.

"Y our pardon, Users of the Spirit of Man of the Stars," he said flatly. "Urgent secular business
cdlsmeaway. The Sysup-Patriarch of East Residence will presdein my place."

"Captain Whitehdl!" he continued, in aloud carrying voice.

"Your Exatedness!" Rg said, crigply enough, but the dust and stubble made him fed as out of
place here as a cootch-dancer in a Renunciate's cell. And the dried blood that spattered him had had
more than enough time and heat to become very noticeable.

"Y ou have your men with you?"

"Ah, that is, yes, Y our Exaltedness; in the antechamber.” Where they had refused dl ordersto
stand down, and had their guns ready. For what, Rgj did not like to think; by rights, they should want
Barholm to have him sent to the frying pole.

"Here" The Vice-Governor's chair did down with noissless smoothness. He reached out and
picked up apage of notes from an ArchSysup on the tier behind him, scribbled on the back of it and
handed the paper to Rg. A smple Pass Captain Whitehall and escort to any section of the Palace.
Barholm Clerett, Vice-Governor .

"And takethis." He pulled at aring on hisfinger; Rg felt aprickle of awve asit dropped into his
hand. A diamond the Size of histhumbnail, somehow shaped into the likeness of a Starburst, with white
fire glowing within. The Vice-Governor's sgnet, asmaller twin to the onein the Governor's diadem, a
relic from before the Fall and as holy as any computer. "Nobody will dispute your passage with this; |
think."

Ra nodded stiffly and went to one knee as Barholm continued, "Report to the Governor's
persona quarters, with dispatch, Captain Whitehdl.”

"The, ah, your quarters, Exatedness?’

"No. My uncles." Barholm's eyes met Rg's, as dispassionately flat as histone. "He's about to
officaly desgnate me ashisheir."

-=Q=-***_=Q=-
"But you can't gointhere" the chamberlain said, wringing his hands.

"Orders of the Vice-Governor," Rg said. There was a ghostlike quality to the whole affair; it



reminded him of the endlessride dong the north flanks of the Oxheads. After afew days memory and
deep and waking had blurred, until he was unsure of when and where he was, of whether what he saw
was redlity or dream or the endless holographic scenarios that Center painted on the canvas of hiseyes.

"Governor Vernier is sick,” the man continued, asif Rag had not spoken. Heignored the signet
ring aswell, athough the men of Vernier's Own had passed the armed scarecrows who were Rgj's
Companions at the sght of it. And they were recruited mostly from the Clerett home estates, in Descott.
Barholm's estates, of course, when the childless Vernier died . . . The chamberlain wore asted collar,
and his position showed how his master trusted him. That and the jewels on his hands and belt.

"They won't stop badgering him." The dave mgor-domo's voice rose another octave. "None of
them cares about him, none of them, | won't have any more peoplein there, not if | haveto die to keep
them out!”

Kdtin Gruder and Foley stepped past Rg), putting their faces close to the servant's. Katin'sface
showed only eyes and mouth, through the bandages that turned his head into awhite ball; the eyeswere
dead, asthey had been ever since apompom shell exploded on his brother's chest, just before the
Colonigts broke off their pursuit. The bandages were spotted with blood from the wounds benegath, and
the smell of disinfectant showed that his face would be considerably less handsome when they were
unwound. Foley'sface had al its youthful dmost-prettiness, but there was no youth a al in hiseyes, and
no more expression than in the shotgun muzzles he rested on the chamberlain's throat.

"W, dying's your aternative to opening that door," Foley said with supreme disinterest. "Take
your pick."

-=Q=-***_=Q=-

Dying, thought Rg unemotiondly. He could remember atime when it might have been moving,
watching the old man struggle for breath in the great canopied bed; now, it was atechnical judgment,
ligening to therattle of breath, seeing the blue tinge to fingertips and lips. The priest-doctors were
consulting, their heads inclined together; arubber tube and needle dripped something into hisarm, and a
pan of repulsive-looking vegetable matter boiled on a portable stove, giving the room astrange
musky-herba odor. The lamps were turned low, letting the afternoon sun paint the blue-silk hangings of
the room with red; the eyesin the mosaics on the upper walls and coffered celling seemed to follow
movement, reproachful.

Barholm stepped up to the bed on itsraised dais, awriting board in hishand. "Uncle," he said
firmly."Uncle." He touched the older man on the shoulder, and the various members of the household
scattered around the room muttered in scandalized tones.

Vernier cried out, in pain, or perhapsin grief when he opened hiseyes and saw it was his
nephew, not whoever he had been mumbling to. One of the doctors looked up and took a step towards
the Vice-Governor, determination on hisface. M'lewisintercepted him, grabbed hishandin a
complicated grip that half-twisted it with athumb pressed againgt the back just below the knuckles.

"Ahh, yer Reverence" he said quietly, steering the indignant cleric away aseasily asachild might
have been led. "It's these teeth o' mine. Pains me sommat awful, they does, since that fukkin' wog bastid
of araghead, beggin’ yer Reverence's pardon, knocked 'em out. Now, if yer Reverence—"

"Ricawas here!” Vernier's voice was shrill and bregthy, leaving time for apanting bresth between
phrases. Rica, Lady Clerett, had been dead for nearly twenty years. "Why did you make Rica go away,
Barhhie?' Tears did down cheeksthat had falen in over the strong Descotter bones. "Y ou're always
pushing a me! Can't you leave an old man aone?’



The Companions and the survivors of the 5th who had accompanied Rgj stood in acircle around
the bed, legs braced and arms crossed in parade rest. None of them had aweapon in his hands, but none
of the people around the walls seemed inclined to try pushing past them, either. The door opened; Rg
looked up to see Suzette enter. He blinked, not quite recognizing the dusty figure he had seen that
morning. Shewasin court dress; tight jewelled bodice, beret with plumes above each ear, flounced lace
skirt split at the front and pinned back to show embroidered tights and dippersin flashing glimpses as she
paced forward to where Anne stood at the foot of the bed. A golden formal wig covered her
close-cropped black curls, faling past her shoulders, shining and straight.

She flashed Rg atight smile and then stood beside her friend, looking down on the wasted form
of His Supremacy, Viceregent of the Spirit of Man of the Stars, Supreme Autocrat, Legitimate Governor,
Beloved of the Legidative Council, of the Clerett Dynasty the First. There was a detached compassion
on her face asthe trembling fingers plucked at the priceless ancient synthetics of the sheets. Anne'sface
held the same smiile it had since she entered with her husband, lips dightly parted, and an expressonin
her eyes more suitable for something perching in atree and watching adying sheep.

"Unde" Barholm said again. 'Y ou must Sgn, now, it isyour duty to the State.”
Da Cruz moved to Rg's side, spoke sotto voce.

"I don't loik thisat dl, ser. Governor Vernier, hewas agreat man, in ‘istime. And the Council
should be called, | knowsthe law. And if he weren't no more than a cottager, ‘twouldn't be right to do
this, not on 'is deathbed.”

observe. probability sequence, if bar holm not appointed.

Barholm stood in the Council chamber, shouting red-faced. Other members were glaring at each
other, waving fistfuls of paper or shaking fidts; it was odd, seeing men mostly ederly and formally dressed
inlong robe and cap quarreling like drunksin adockside tavern. All except for Chancellor Tzetzas,
holding the codereader of office as he sat smiling in the President's seet; the Chancellor presided, until the
deadlock was broken. And—

—acity was burning. Rg recognized it from the perspective drawings; it was Cardahon, a
County seet in the centra plateau digtricts. Fortified with the old-style curtain wall, because it wasfive
hundred kilometers from the eastern border; bright yellow grainfields and dusty pasture rolled away
around it, where they had not been scorched by the invading army. Siege guns bellowed from the
earthworks they had thrown up, big bottle-shaped muzzle loaders, and suddenly awhole section of wall
tottered, crumbled downward in acloud of dust and fell outward into aramp that filled the moat and
formed a perfect roadway into the heart of the town. Columns of robed Colony troops poured out of
their approach trenches and deployed, advancing in perfect order under light fire from the sunned
garrison.

They surged up the dope crying glory to their God and to Jamal, the Settler.
observe.
-=Q=-***_=Q=-

Barholm stood in the Council chamber, arms crossed and face impassive, as the magnates and
nobility of the Civil Government shouted and argued. Chancellor Tzetzas reclined in the President's chair,
adight uneasiness on hisface as he cast sdelong glances at the Vice-Governor.

"Messerd" Barholm called. "Messers, we have wrangled long enough, while the Spirit-Deniers
harry thefrontiers of the Civil Government and sedition buildswithin. The Spirit calls—"



"Shut up, Barholm Clerett!" one of the lords shouted. ™Y ou're not Governor yet, and you never
will be, if | have anything to say about it."

Barholm smiled, picking up abdl and ringing it once. "I'm afraid you won't, Messer Wagger," he
sad, with atight-held gleein hisvoice.

The main doors burst open, and Rg walked in with acolumn of troopers of the 5th behind him.
They tramped steadily into the center ide of thelong ova chamber, sted hedl-platesringing in unison on
the marbleflags. A sharp command, and the two files wheeled back-to-back and brought up their rifles,
muzzles and bayonets silencing the storm of protests.

"Go!" Barholm shouted. "Y ou have sat herefar too long for any good you might be doing; in the
name of the Spirit, go!" And—

—Rg wasgiving agaff briefing, in alantern-lit tent. For amoment he did not recognize himsdif;
lined face, grey-shot hair, and theinggniaof high rank. The officers around him were strangers, more
than haf of them Brigade or Squadron mercenaries by their looks. Which wasimpossible, foreigners
were never promoted to ranks some of those men held . . . The older Rg was tapping amap.

"Wdl, gentlemen,” he said; therewas an infinite wearinessto thetone. "Thelast internd chalenge
to the Civil Government has been put down. Our next campaigning season will be ademonstration on the
border, to show that the guerrillasin Descott County have our support, even if we cannot take the field

openly.”

The viewpoint switched to the map; far awvay, Rg could fed hisbody's gut tighten, his crotch
ghrink painfully. Nothing remained of the Civil Government, save a patch of white dong the lower
Hemmar River and around the capitd . . .

-=Q=-***_=Q=-
"Just don't fed rightly about it, ser," da Cruz finished. "Ser? Yer dl right?’

Ra wiped sweat from hisforehead. "Tired and bruised, that'sdl," he said, equdly quietly. There
was an art to pitching your voice not to carry, as needful to asoldier asthe bellow that could cut through
the clamor of combat. "I don't likeit either, Master Sergeant. But believe me, it'sfor the best,” he
continued.

Da Cruz nodded dowly &t the certainty in the younger man'svoice. "I'm yer man, ser," he said.
"If you say 'tisright, ‘tisright.”

Vernier'sliver-spotted hand signed, ashaky scrawl of vermilion ink across the bottom of the
forma parchment. Rgj could see that Barholm was forcing restraint on himsdlf as he gently guided the
Governor's signet ring to the wax of the sedl.

"Itisdone!" Barholm said, turning for amoment. "1 cdl on you al to withess—" hiseyesraked
the faces adong thewal, many of them prominent men, Councillorsand Ministers"—that it isdonein
legitimate form. His Supremacy has abdicated, and |—" the eyes blazed "—am Governor .

Anne cameto hisside, bent over Vernier's shivering body. It jerked and cried out as she pulled
the Sgnet over the swollen joint.

-=Q=-***_=0=-

Thefaint stars of the city skieswere gppearing by the time Barholm finished the speech; most of
the hangers-on had |eft, and Rg) and his Companions were aone with the priest-doctors and the dying



Vernier. Rg could have followed the details of Barholm's address, if he had been interested enough. Asit
was, fragments of platitude drifted back through the tall windows:. "prosperity” . . . "Will of the Spirit" . ..
"subdue the barbarians'. . . . "A scattering of cheers. Probably Palace servants, Rg thought, then they
built to athunderous roar, that shook the building even more than the sirens had when they wailed to
summon the people.

They knew Vernier was sick; they want a strong hand on the reins, in these times. Barham
strode back through the windows, brisk and cam save for the glitter in his eyes, rubbing hishands
together.

"That'sdone," he said. "Now for some work, and then | have to attend that cursed banquet for
the Brigade ambassadors, we're not in forma mourning yet, and then well have to set the date for the
coronation, there has to be aquiet month coming up, the ceremonies areinterminable. Now," he
continued, speaking to Ry : the soldier felt an indefinable flow of energy, asif some of the exultant
triumph flowing through his master had been transferred to him. "There's the matter of your next
assgnment.”

Rg'sface twigted into the semblance of agmile. "If you think the Civil Government has ause for
me, Y our Supremacy,” hesad.

"Sirwill do, in private, Rg," Barholm said. He grinned and dapped the taler man on the
shoulder. "I'veread your report, man!™ he continued. " And had the story from the other participants. Of
course therell be work for you, you're the best Dark-damned field commander | have that's
trustworthy."

Raj'sjaw dropped. "Me?' he dmost squesked. Even then, he found time to wonder: the report
had been fifty close-written pages, with operational orders and figures attached. And it arrived only 12
hours ago; he's been hosting a major synod, getting this abdication scam . . . ah, maneuver put
together, Spirit alone knows what else—where did he find timefor it?

"Actudly, I'm sending you out to the frontiers again,” Barholm continued. Another man came
through the doors; the Minigter of Ceremonies.

"Y our Supremacy,” the man said, going to his knees and putting his forehead to the floor.

"Condder it done," Barholm said; both giving permission to rise and ingtructing the man not to
perform the prostration on non-ceremonia occasions, standard practice for high-ranking officias.

"Y our Supremacy, let me be thefirst to congratulate you on the blessing of the Spirit; onusas
well as'Y our Supremacy, that we might have right guidance.”

"Yes, yes," Barholm said with an impatient wave of the hand. Behind him the rasping wheeze
continued.

"Y our Supremacy, it has occurred to me—forgive your servant's presumption—that the
investment ceremonieswould be of unprecedented splendor, if they were attended by so many
digtinguished Users of the Church, as are present for the Synod." Delicately: "Not to mention the
implications, consdering the presence of the Sysup-Representative of the Priest of the Parish.”

"Good man! Excdlent! Draw up amodified ceremony, emphasizing the Governor's position as
supreme head of all the Church, and have it on my desk tomorrow morning."

Barholm's head turned back to Raj, and he took up the thread of their conversation without
missing abesat. "Were. . . I'm going to relieve Heartwell in Sandoral. Y our next pogting . . . Brigadier



Whitehdl. Stop imitating afish.”
R4 closed his mouth with asnap. "But, Sr—Y our Supremacy, | lost."

"Heartwell didn't even bloody try; hewent down theriver ten kilometers, saw a
boogeyman—because there wasn't araghead within ten days march—and didn't stop running until he
had the gates of Sandoral locked again, and for al | know the door of the closet hewas hiding in, as
well." Barholm's voice was vibrant with scorn and conviction. "Y ou took El Djem, sent back someredly
impressive loot, and were then defeated by a superior army—one which outnumbered you four to one by
your account, and ten to one by every other."

| was defeated by a better general, Rg thought coldly. Well, then, | will just have to
improve.

"Led by Tewfik himsdf," Barholm continued. The Minister of Finance was making polite
coughing noises: the Governor held up ahand in Rg's direction.

"Yes, | know . .. Dokkermen, do | haveto go over thiswith you again? We both know you're a
fool, why do you indgst on demongrating it? Get one of your subordinatesto explain 'limited liability' to
you; in the meantime, take it from me, well make back the loans on railway extension many times over.”
The Minister of War tried to push past. "Yes, I'll get to that in amoment.”

He turned back to Rgj. "—and managed to get some of your men out, at least, aswell. Tewfik,
incdentaly, will not be invading the Halvardi next spring. Y ou were right about that, and your
demongtration attacks succeeded brilliantly in their primary purpose.” A grin that showed the skull
beneath the square pug face. "There's only one drawback.”

"Your—gir?'

"The Minister of Barbarians agents have been as—" to the Minister of War, "I said, wait. Where
... ah, yes. Jamd, the Settler himsdlf, is going to invade us ingtead, with the whole Colonid field force;
the Army of the North, and Tewfik's veterans from Hammamet aswell." He nodded at Rgj's expression.
"Yes, right up the Drangosh Vdley, it'sthe only practicableroute . . . Tewfik will bein effective
command, of course." He clapped Rg on the shoulder. "Don't worry, you've got eight months, and I'm
giving you carte blanche."

observe.

——=_*** _—(—

"Ahh, I did wish to see the face of this so-valiant opponent,” the one-eyed man was saying. The
one eye was brown, and the face was remarkable enough to make you forget the eyepatch with the Sedl
of Solomon. "Take him away, then. Wewill seeif he diesaswell as he fought.”

The crimson-robed guards dragged R away, his chains galling sores that wept puss.



Chapter twelve

"Well, fuck me," the trooper on the observation platform of the heliograph tower said, lifting the
helmet from his head and drawing adeeve across hisface.

"Not whilestheres goatsin tworld, Saynchez," the duty corpora said from below. "Keep yer
eyes open, | wantsto know when the El-Tee's gettin' back.”

Fuck yer, too, Hallersen M'kintok, Trooper Billi Saynchez thought Slently, settling theinfinite
weight of hot metal and leather-backed chain mail on his head again and pacing the two steps that took
him to the other side of the heliograph tower. Them stripes has gone right to yer arse and pizened yer
brain. Only early spring, and the days were dready as hot as high summer back home.. . . and what
miserable grass there was had adready burnt brown, sometimesin acrust across pits of salt mud.

Hell of a place, he thought. To the west, nothing but desert that grew flatter and more desolate
the further you went. To the east the scarred bluffs above the Drangosh, and then the dense carob and
legbiter bush that grew in the narrow floodplain. Acrossthe river was the higher east bank, raghead
country, and they'd love to dip across one night and bring back a Descott County boy'sbdlls. . . the
water had looked inviting the first week here; in the second it was ataunting, teasing reminder of
coolness. Nothing but the tower, and the thatched sheltersfor the dogs, mostly empty now that the bulk
of Third Company was out on patrol. Barges on the water now and then, sometimes a steamboat
churning upriver towards Sandora.

"Jnethe glorious 7th Descott Rangers an’ get travel, adventure, plunder, an' girls" he muttered
softly to himsdlf, leaning therifle againgt the mud-and-twig wall of the platform.

The only cooze hed seen out of thiswas old man M'aylez's daughter; who liked auniform. And
he'd been so drunk on his enlistment bonus al he remembered was waking up in her bed with her father
whaling away at them with his dogwhip, hed had to run barearse naked half aklick through the snow
before he lost him; the other recruits had spread it through the battalion and they were still ridinghim
about it. Then a snow-season march over the central plateau and the Oxheads, Sandora would have
been dl right, plenty fancy enough for a country boy, if there hadn't been fifteen thousand other soldiers
trying to get into the same bars and knocking-shops, with prices so high the only hookers he could afford
were bag-on-the-head ugly and poxed to boot.

And field drill six days a week. And those arsemouth bastards in the 5th throwing their
siller around an lettin' us all know how they'd run through a dozen harem girls each last year. Got
their butts kicked good and hard after that, didn't they?

"Tdkin' tyersdf agin, Snow-Bals?' Not the corpora; one of the other six drowsy soldierstaking
advantage of the crowded shade below. "Tak to me: tel mewhy yer ain't abeautiful hoor.”

He yanked open the wicker trgpdoor. "L oik yer mother?' he snarled.

The corpora cameto hisfeet. " Next arsemouth farts out gets t'water the dogs all next week
I" he shouted. "Y er mouth cain get yer killed, place like this" Outpost duty saw more than its share of
fights. "An' Saynchez, yer supposed t' be a lookout, so keep lookin'."



Beer, Saynchez thought, hunching sullenly againgt the parapet. | could be at Moggorsford
tavern right now, puttin' back a beer.

With that barmaid swinging her hipsat him. . . . Or he could have done another year asa vakaro
for Squire Hobbez, sitting his dog under the edge of the pines, rifle across his knees, watching the beefalo
and sheep grazing their way across the meadows, grass rippling in the wind off the volcanoes . . . He
adjusted his sword belt again, trying vainly for aspot that did not chafe the raw spots on his hips, feding
the sdt-stiff cloth of hisjacket grating at the skin under hisarmpitsand at his neck.

Something thin and hard whirled around his neck. His hands flashed back toward the man who
must be behind him, but there was akneein his back and the world was fading black

-=Q=-***_=Q=-

Raj wiped his face with the red-and-black checked neckerchief; there had been awarehouse full
of themin El Djem, and they had become a point of pride with the veterans of the 5th. He glanced at the
trooper at theright of the squad braced to attention beneath the temporary heliograph tower, the one
with the circular bruise around his neck.

"Stand easy," he said. The men relaxed, except for the corpora, who stood braced with a blank
expresson that undoubtedly hid amind frantically willing its own vita functionsto cease, asit had been
since the 5th'stroopers had stuck their rifles through the tower ditswith acheery bang, yer dead, girls. "
| said, stand easy, Corpora M'kintok. No records, no pack drill.

"And Warrant Officer M'lewis, perhaps you were just a little too rough on Saynchez there? Y ou
can cough, trooper.”

"Beggin’ yer pardon, Messer Brigadier ser, but ‘e didn't even have ‘isrifle dung. Powerful difficult
'tisto get the wire round the neck of aman what has hisriflenext toit." A samilethat shonewith gold
teeth. "Don't think the ragheads would'a stopped when | did, nohow, ser."

True enough. "All right, lads, just alesson . . . now, you're Descotters, not peons, so you should
be able to think. Why do you think I've got you out herein thefirst place, putting up these towers and
spending your daysin the desert? Besides my reputation as Brigadier Brass Ass, that is?"

A long moment's silence. The corporal spoke, "Keep a close eye on the ragheads, ser?”
Hesitation, then, "And to keep us from spendin’ too much time fukkin' off in town, ser?"

"Right on both counts, soldier. Look, were not here for the scenery. Or the beer.” A relieved
chuckle from the squad; the quality of the local brew was afavorite grumble for troops from north of the
Oxheads. "We're here because abloody great wog army is coming, in alittle while or so. Corporal, you
were aquarryman back home, weren't you?"

llYiS’ g_"

It was a safe enough bet, with those shoulders. "Ever see aman killed for not looking where he
was going?’

"Summat often, ser. Rope dlays bresksif yer turnsarseonit.”

"It'sthe samein thistrade, lads. sweat saves blood. Habits keep you dive or get you killed, so
when you're bored, think of today.” The dight smileleft hisface, and he saw them giffen. "Now, if we
have to launch out"—the common euphemism for dying—"to get the mission the Governor assgned
done, then we do. But | will not let any of you get your asses killed unnecessarily, not if | have to work



you dl to death to prevent it!"

Raj touched hisfoot to Horace'sleg, and the dog crouched. He stepped across the saddle, feet
finding gtirrups asthe hound came erect. "Dismissed to duties,” he said, asthe men of the Sthfdl in
behind him. "Oh, and your Company is being rotated back next week. A detached Company of the
Novy Haifa Dragoonsis coming in, and they need atour of the beauty-spots.”

-=0=-***_=Q=-
Jorg Menyez sneezed.

"Sorry," Rgj said, and maneuvered Horace around to the other, downwind side of the Kelden
County officer. Menyez was mounted on one of the long-legged riding steers some of the nomads north
of Pierson's Sea used, bridled with aring through its nose; the great forward-d oping horns were tipped
with stedl, and it rolled its eye at the hound.

"Muuuuuuh,” it said warningly.

"Werf?' Horace's head went down towardsits ankles, Rg freed afoot from the stirrup and
thumped the dog on the side of thejaw withit.

"Not bad at dl," Rg said, asthey finished their tour of the field fortifications Menyez's men had
been working on for most of the morning.

Two battaions digging, and two making a route-march through the scrubby wadi-and-gully
country to the west, to smulate an attack. The trenches were neatly digned at the bottom of alow ridge,
fronted with cloth sacksfull of the dirt. Good idea, Rg thought. Bloody good idea. Menyez had thought
of it, back in the fall when the mud had been too soft to keep its shape as the men shoveled. They'd
bought the cloth wholesale in Sandora and put the camp followers and peasant women for fifty
kilometers around to sewing them. Reusable, with adip knot to fasten them, and the foot soldiers could
hump them around by the hundreds when they were empty. More up on the crest of the hill, semicircular
waist-high positions where the field guns could be pushed up to fire and then recoil out of sight for
reloading.

"All right, let'sget on to the next bit," Rg said. They trotted in acrossthefidd of fire, past rows
of straw figures on stakes, woven to roughly human shape and given sticksfor rifles. There were clay
jugsfull of water in the ssomach of each. Up to the low parapet of the trenchline, with the helmets of the
troops below, waiting to step up onto the firing platform. Asthe two officers walked their mounts across
aboard bridgeway that spanned the trench, a soldier somewhere down the line cdled out:

"General salute for the King of Spades!”
"Silencein theranks!" an officer or noncom shouted; Menyez sauted.

The men had thrown up alow observation platform behind the trenches; Rg and Menyez took
their postionsthere, beside the infantry commander's personal guard and standard, and the lounging
figures of a5th Descott squad around Raj's banner.

"Proceed,” Menyez cdled.

Drums and bugles sounded, and orders relayed down the long trench. The men stepped up onto
thefiring platform; their heads were still below the top level of sandbags, but regularly-spaced gaps had
been |eft below that, and the rifles danted through. Rgj looked over his shoulder; the barrels of the 75's
were diding out.



POUMP. POUMP. POUMP. Shdlswhirred by overhead, their ten-kilo bursting chargesraising
poplar tree-shaped plumes of dirt three thousand meters downrange. POUMP. POUMP. POUMP. Ina
prepared position like thisyou could build doping ramps behind the guns. They recoiled up the dope,
gravity killing momentum, then did down nearly into battery again, ready to be reloaded and pushed the
fina meter or two; it saved agood dedl of time. POUMP. POUMP. POUMP. Barked orders, and a
quivering of the rifle muzzles asthe soldiers pushed at the stepped wedges under the rear sights of their
wegpons, setting them for maximum range.

"Preparefor valley fire," Menyez said. Repetitions like echoes, down to the platoon sergeants.
POUMP. POUMP. POUMP. This series on the outermost row of straw figures, fragments and pieces
of wooden pole spun up into the air.

"Hre"

The damming ripple of massed riflesran dong the line, and the staggered rows of targets began
to disintegrate; leg-thick poles sagged and fell, and water jugs sent out spectacular fountains of clear
liquid to glitter in the late-morning sun.

"Aimlow, am low!" Shouts along thefiring line, as shots kicked up dust-spurts beyond the
target. There were not too many of them, far fewer than there had been six months ago. Rg listened
carefully; the volleys camefast and crisp, none of the telltale stutter between. Thick grayish gunsmoke
pooled before the muzzles. Officerswith binoculars were standing behind each unit's section of trench,
ready to run out and assess the results, drummer boys and corpsmen and stretcher-bearers were
stepping up with dippers of water from the buckets they carried, not for the men but to dash over the
barrels and breeches of the wegpons. It hissed and sizzled asit struck the hot metal; more maintenance
work afterward, but it cut down on extraction jams and the even more disastrous occasiona cook-off,
rounds exploding as the thumb pushed them into contact with an overheated chamber.

"Ceasefiring!" A long bugle call. "Battdionswill passin review, by theleft!"

"Shaping nicedly,” Rg said to Menyez. "They don't tire asfadt, they're sarting to hit what they
shoot at, and they're starting to act asif they believed they were soldiers, too.”

"It helpsthat they know they're not getting fucked over by the peoplein charge," Menyez replied,
cold anger mixed with satisfaction in histone.

Half the infantry battalion commanders had been transferred or retired since they arrived to join
the Army of the Upper Drangosh, and agood third of the Company Senior Lieutenants. For everything
from age and incapacity, through persistent absenteeism —severa had not seen their putative commands
in years—to sdling their ammunition dlotments.

"You tdll people long enough that they're shit,” the brown-haired man continued, "that they're not
fit for anything but to suck mud in front of the paws of anyone who rides by on dogback, and they
believeit and act likeit." His pae eyes watched as the thousand men of the two battdions mustered in a
row of columns of fours. "They're still nowhere near as steady as 1'd like, except for the Ausarians. And
my Kelden County Foot."

"Tewfik's going to outnumber us badly, and if | can I'm going to make him cometo us," Rg
answered. 1'd better; if | can't manage to force the enemy to assume the tactical offensive when
they are invading us, then I'd better just get circumcised and be done with it. "1 think they'll hold, in
field entrenchments.”

Therewasaroll of martia music, as the fife-and-drum unit behind each battalion standard struck



up; they had rifles dung over their shoulders, but Rg had seen to it that every ouitfit produced a band.
The officers had bought the instruments out of their own pockets; a"suggestion” from Rgj relayed through
Menyez and backed by hiswrit of extraordinary authority from Barholm. Some of the infantry outfits
hadn't even had standards; he had made the men contribute to those themsel ves, then had the ArchSysup
of the Southeastern Diocese bless them in asimpressive a ceremony as the cleric and he could come up
with together. That sort of thing was dmost asimportant as prompt pay and sound boots and seeing that
the sutlers kept their cheating within bounds . . .

"Passin revien!"

Tramp of marching fet, the whole line moving like a uniform centipede with a blue body and red
legs, sunlight glittered on flags and bayonets and polished brightwork.

"Eyes. .. right." Heand Menyez sdluted; behind him the standard of the 5th dipped in answer to
the flourish of the infantry banners as each passed. The men's arms swung briskly, their shouldered rifles
in perfect dignment; officers and noncomswhirled their swordsin flourishes. Perfectly useful ills. . .

"Purty," one of the cavary troopers behind him muttered.

... hot least because they reminded the foot soldiers that they were something other than men
who had the bad luck to be visible when the press gang came around, and too poor to bribe their way
out. His Descotters and the other cavalry units were mostly here because they'd wanted to be, or their
familieshad . . . or a worst, because afather had come after them with compulsory weddingsin hiseyes
and aloaded gun in hishands. They didn't need as much prompting to think of themselves asfighting men
rather than victims.

Of courseg, it was debatable whose perception was more accurate.

The column had passed down to the end of the trenchline, whedled and marched back. Thistime
as the midpoint passed the mount, different orders rang out:

"Halt. Ay-bout face," A whed and stamp, and they were facing him and Menyez. "Ground . . .
arms." Therifle butts thumped the ground, held rigidly between |eft arm and flank; the tips of the
bayonets were shoulder-high. "Stand at . . . ease." Each right foot moved out to shoulder-width from the
left, while therifles swung in to rest danted across the body and held at the muzzle in the folded hands; it
was an easy posture to maintain, where therigid attention would produce a crop of men fainting, under a
sun likethis. Many of the men before him were from the northwestern provinces, as naturaly
pa e-skinned as the officer besde him

Menyez'sleather-lunged Master Sergeant bellowed, "All units, attention to orders! Stand by for
address by the Honorable Messer Brigadier Rgj Whitehal, Commander of the Army of the Upper
Drangosh.”

R4 leaned forward, pommel under hispams. "Right, fellow soldiers” he said, hisvoice pitched
to carry. There was no other sound besides the soughing of the wind through the banner behind him, and
adigant hissng from aflock of dactosauroidsflying toward theriver.

"Today you've shown that you can march, dig, and shoot," he continued. " All good preparation
for your real work, whichistokill the enemy." An amost imperceptible rustle of uneasiness, that enemy
would outnumber them badly—Sandoral traded acrossthe river into the Colony, rumor abounded, and it
had exaggerated what was coming up from Al-Kebir even beyond the unpleasant probable truth.

"Beforethey get achancetokill you." No harm in reminding them of the unfair but inescapable
fact that in the event of defeat cavalry had some chance of getting away, and infantry noneat dl. "Just



remember this. men aren't any more bulletproof than those scarecrows you just blew the hell out of. Put a
bullet through a man, and he falls down and dies. Messer or cropper, raghead or believer, the bullet
doesn't care. And if heson adog—" Rg dapped Horace's neck, which twitched "—it just makeshim a
bigger target. Spirit of Man of the Stars firm your aim, for the restoration of the Holy Federation!”

"Endfile," the soldiers murmured in unison.
"Carry on."
Menyez nodded. "Carry on, Top," he said to the senior noncom.

"Attention to orders! 17th Kelden County Foot, Fifth Company, second platoon, is hereby
judged best unit of today's exercise, and will be issued a 24-hour passto Sandoral, effective from 12:00
hours tomorrow! 21t Olgez County Rifles, First Company, first platoon, islow-ranked and will do
doublefatigues for the next week. Dismissed to duties!”

"Ah, Rg," Menyez coughed; it sounded embarrassed, asocid gesture rather than the product of
hisaffliction. "Y our lady was kind enough to invite Aylice and myself to the entertainment tonight. Shall
we arrange a carriage together?'

Semul Falhasker was staging areviva of Minaor's Foreshadows of the Fall, dasscd
mime-drama. No expense had been spared: afull orchestraand troupe from the East Residence, with
fireworks and illumination on the Drangosh to follow. Little enough, for the richest merchant in Sandordl.

"No, thank you," R said, looking aside. "I'll be, ah, that is, too busy. I'll be dropping by for the
banquet and review afterwards." On torchlit barges out on theriver; that was being staged by Wenner
Reed. Captain Wenner Reed, if you please; Falhasker's bitter rival, second-richest merchant in
Sandoral, and commander of the city militia. That made it amatter of military courtesy to attend . . .
"Enjoy yoursdvesby dl means™

He straightened. "No rest for the weary; 1've got to go drop by on the Skinners, before they
forget why they're here and decide to burn down the city on awhim.”

Menyez nodded, compassion flickering in his eyes for amoment.

"And | don't envy you the Skinners," he continued, changing the subject with adight shudder.
Nobody liked the barbarian mercenaries from the far northeast; compared to them, the western tribes of
the Military Governments, the Brigade and Squadron and even the Stalwarts, were models of civilized
sophigtication.

"Well," Rg sad, "they do have one great quaification.”

"Their marksmanship?'

"No," hesaid, reining around. "The fact that they're the only people around here, Tewfik possbly
excepted, who arereally looking forward tothefighting.”

-=0=-***_=Q=-

"Ser," M'lewis and da Cruz said, amost smultaneoudy. They eyed each other, and the Master
Sergeant continued firdt. It was his respongbility to inform the commander of possible threets, after all.

"Skinner, left about one thousand, in t'ditch, ser," he said. "Lookin' real unobtrusive like, but he's
amin' a us"



Rq rolled hishead asif gtretching his neck muscles. Wasthat aglimmer of sun oniron?
Impossibletotdll, and the wind was in their faces, no warning from the dogs.

"Right an' behinds us, int'treg, ser,” M'lewis said. Da Cruz was startled enough to whip his head
around, swearing.

"Eyesfront,” Rg said. Better to rideright in and let the barbariansthink al their scouts had been
spotted and ignored.

There were probably more of the Skinners watching behind their heavy two-meter sauroid-killer
rifles. Not because anyone had assigned them to it, Smply because that was what those particular
warriors had chosen to do. The camp up ahead contained haf his Skinners, it would be an offense
againg the patron Avatars of the Army to cal them abattalion of soldiers. . . and thiswas better
organized than his other war band of them; he kept them well north and south of the city respectively,
they came of different clans and had a habit of casua sniping whenever he brought them in range of each
other. The chiefs assured him that would stop when ared enemy camein sSght.

The Skinners had been assigned an evacuated village on the fringe of the cultivated lands astheir
camp; it wasamost al destroyed now, the huts burned down, the orchard trees hacked for firewood or
used for target practice or smply destroyed in idle vandalism. Some of them had rigged sun shelters of
sauroid hides—they were hunters, mostly, at home on the northern plains— and more smply dropped
and dept wherever impulse took them. The stink was enough to make the troopers behind him gasp and
breathe through their mouths; enough to make him, too, if dignity had not prevented.

There were flyblown haf-eaten sheep carcasses lying in the muddy patches between shelters,
some writhing with maggots; flies clustered blackly on the mouths and eyes of men lying deeping against
their saddles. Dogshit and human dung littered the ground; as they watched, a Skinner undid his
breechclout and squatted. Another staggered out of aroofless hut with ajug clutched in one hand,
swayed, pirouetted, vomited, and fell facedown in the result, twitching and mumbling. Hounds of every
color raised their massive flop-eared heads as the party from the 5th trotted by, scratched at fleas or

amply dept.

Ra suspected that his own relative popularity with the Skinners was based on Horace; few other
peoples rode hounds, with their incorrigible tendency to do exactly asthey pleased with very little regard
for consequences. . . which, cometo think of it, was very much like the Skinners themsdlves.

"Spirit on crutches, this place lookslike an invitation to an attack,” one of the troopersin the
color party muttered to another.

"That'swhat they thought,” da Cruz replied with grim amusement; he had been herewith Ry
before.

They were coming up on areatively intact hut, one that had not been burned down, at least, and
whosetile roof was mostly till there. Also there were at least fifty heads, identifiable as Colonists by the
spired helms, lined up in the eaves trough of the house or dangling from the branches of adead orange
tree beside the door; some had falen, and been casualy kicked into corners. The trooper took alook
and went eyes-front, making an audible swalowing sound.

Therewas ahound lying on its back beside the door, rumbling a degp snore and occasiondly
twitching one of its splayed-out paws asit hunted in its deep. The Skinner chief was knedling on the
threshold, behind awoman with her dress thrown up over her head; he took one hand off her hipsand
waved as Rg and hismen reined in, without interrupting the rhythm of histhrusts. They jingled thelong
cartridgesin the belts dung across his chest; for the rest, he wore the fringed leggings and beaded



moccasins of his peopl€'s dress; the breechclout was thrown aside for the moment. Two-inch sauroid
fangs were sewn onto hisvest and tangled in the scalplock of hair that fell from the crown of hishead to
hiswaist; for the rest the head was as bald as an egg and brown asthe rest of his body.

"Eh, my fren, amitu!" he caled, in an atrocious mixture of Sponglish and Kanjuk. Thewoman
squeaked as hefinished in aflurry of grunts and withdrew. "Y ou sojer-man who mal cumme nus, bad
likeus! Youwan' cushez cet fil, eh? She pretty good.” Massive, at least, which was how comdiness
was measured among the northeastern nomads.

"Not right now, thank you," Rg replied politely.

"Eh, good, you drink wit' me." He gave the woman aringing dap on her presented buttocks and
stood, scratching his crotch energeticdly. " Fetch drink, woman,”

Sherose and scurried into the hut, returning with aclay jug. The Skinner drank noisily, liquid
running down his chest, and handed the jug to Rg. Gritting his teeth and conscious of the beady eyes
watching him, he took a hedlthy swig, spat amouthful out.

"Dog piss," he said politely, and drank again; thank the Spirit held had the foresight to stuff
himself with bread soaked in olive oil before coming out here. The liquor was basicdly arak, asort of gin
distilled from dates; the additions were those traders dedling with the steppe had found popular, chili
peppers, sprigs of wormwood and alittle turpentine.

"Want eet?" the chief said, pulling astick of dried meat from abag hanging from the eaves.

"No," Rg said: that was no breach of etiquette among Skinners, they could gorge and then go for
dayswithout a bite, asindifferent to hunger asthey wereto any other physical discomfort.

"S0," the barbarian said, the formdlities having been satisfied. "What you want, sojer-man? Mez
gars, my men, they no kill any morefarmers?"

Not since we took to shipping the liquor up here by the wagonload, Rg thought. That wasa
solution of limited use, though: he wanted them dive when Tewfik got here. On the whole, he wished that
the Minigter of Barbarians had been alittle less efficient in moving the Skinners across the Civil
Government and down to the frontier; it would have been more convenient had they arrived later. Most
troops benefited from extratraining, but if you kept Skinnersin one placetoo long dl they did wasraot.
On the other hand, there was no knowing exactly when the Colonists would make their move, now that
the campaigning season was open.

"There areto be fireworkstonight,” he said. The chief frowned, scratching himsalf again and tying
on the breechclout. Rg amplified: "A great feast; meat, drink, music, women." Sandord's dockside
knocking-shops had agreed to furnish volunteers, heavily subsidized from Army funds. At that, Skinners
rarely actualy hurt cooperating femaes, they consdered it beneath awarrior's dignity. "Lights—lightsin
the sky."

The barbarian's eyes it with comprehension. "Ah, medicine dance!" He crossed himself
vigoroudy. "Kill cattlefor Juscrist an’' de whetigo. Fais thibodo! We make great medicine feast before
fight, takelots of heads, good fighting!"

Heran into the hut, returned with hisrifle and shooting-stick. The weapon wastaller than he,
beautifully cared-for and gleaming with cleanliness. He opened the breech with a snick of oiled metd and
did in acartridge from the belt across his chest; resting the barrel on the cross-tick of the rest hefired
downrange without seeming to aim. A bronze cauldron legped into the air, and the ringing metal peded
across the camp. Seconds later over ahundred warriors were on their feet, many mounted, al with their



longriflesin hand.
"Feadt!" the chieftain bellowed, shaking hiswegpon intheair. " Nus fais z thibodo, then wefight!"

Now, how do | tell them they've got to get on a barge? Rg wondered. Ah, I'll tell themit's
part of our battle-magic.

-=0=-***_=0=-

"Cursed if I'd have been able to handle thiswithout you filling in on the paperwork, Gerrin,” Ry
sad, throwing down the muster rall. Thirty demondark cursed battalions! hethought. All up to
grength, now: fifteen thousand men, from the drummer boysto officerswith twice hisyears and
experience, every one of them convinced he could do it better. Possibly rightly. It wasamost timeto
head down to theriver for the celebrations, but . . . | like it better herein Gerrin'sbillet.

"WEell, | haven't been bloody good for much ese, have?" the other man said. "I'm going to be
ready by thetime that arsecutter Tewfik shows up, if it killsme."

Thunder rolled outs de the window; man-made thunder, now that the thin rains of winter were
giving way to the clarity of spring; volley firing from the ranges outside Sandord. It was till pleasant to
have a blaze going in the fireplace of an evening, athough noon was dready giving more than ahint of the
savage furnace heat summer would bring to the Drangosh Vdley; the thin desert air lost warmth quickly,
once the sun was down. The smell of coa smoke mixed pleasantly with kave and wet boots steaming,
and the underlying tang of massage oil and tobacco; therewas till asmell of the day's stew from the
bowls soaking in the kitchen bucket.

"Y ou kill yoursdlf, not be much good fighting," Fatima said sharply, in accented but passable
Sponglish, as she kneaded the scented oil into the mass of scarsalong Gerrin'sflanks. "Lie dill!" She
walked away toward the kitchen.

"Insolent wench,”" Barton said from the corner chair, without looking up from his noteboard.

"Y our own fault, you manumit me," she called, coming back in with abowl of heated towels and
laying them over Gerrin'sribs.

"And you teach me read, always spoil awoman," she continued sardonically. Some of the thick
muscle was coming back on his shoulders, but the bones still showed more clearly than they had nine
months earlier, when the 5th Descott marched into the basin of El Djem. Aninfant'swail came from up
thedairs. "Magter cdls," she said, unbuttoning her blouse as she climbed.

"Y ou going to adopt it?' Rg said.

Gerrin nodded, reaching out from his stomach-down position to snake a sheaf of papersout of a
pile. "Jlicaand | aren't going to produce any, not after Six years of regular attempts,” he said amiably.
"Doesn't matter who the father is—" he glanced over fondly at Foley, who wrinkled hisnose at him
"—and it'll berather ardief to stop trying. | only did because | couldn't stand the thought of my
brothers-in-law inheriting the estate; my sisters are dear girls, but lack my tastein men.”" Foley threw a
half-esten dried fig without looking up, bouncing it off the older man's skull. "How are the infantry
shaping?’

"Better than | expected,” Rgj said. "That's the Kelden Brigade out there now; Jorg has ared gift
for it." Getting Menyez on the strength had been a stroke of luck.

"Nice enough sort, if you avoid al mention of dogs," Foley continued. The door banged open.



"Speaking of dogs,” he continued, "what do you cal people who track mud in the door?"

"Soldiers," Kdtin Gruder said, but he stopped to use the bone scraper. " Ground's firming up
nicdly, though. What'sthat?' he continued, looking over Gerrin's shoulder at the document in his hands.
"Nicefancy sedls." Heturned and cdled up the stairs, "Can't aman get adrink, around here?"

Fatima climbed halfway down the stairs and sat on atread, cradling the infant to her breast. " This
man get drink first, Messer Gruder," she said. "Wine on hearth."

"It's yet another missive from our distinguished Chancellor, moaning and whining about the
infantry drawing cash,” Gerrin said, skimming it expertly into the fireplace. The heavy linen paper curled
and browned on the bed of coals before bursting into flames.

"Well, what does he expect?’ Gruder said, taking down acup from the mantle and dipping the
mulled wine out of the pot. "Field armies always draw their wagesin cash; thereisn't enough Fisc land
ingde ahundred kilometers of Sandoral to assign farmsto ten thousand men.” Only athird of the infantry
in the new-minted Army of the Upper Drangosh were part of the normal regiond garrison. "And the Fisc
iscollecting the rents on the landgrants of the men stationed here."

R laughed, with ahard edgeto it; he picked up acod from the fire with the tongs, lighting a
cigarette. The red glow highlit new lines scoring down from beside the heavy beak of hisnose.

"Hed rather we let them St in their billets al winter, worrying more about the barley than drill,
and bring them here by forced marches just before the campaigning season started so they could be good
and miserable aswell as exhausted and dack when we needed them. 1t'd be cheaper.”

" Spirit, doesthe man want Tewfik on his doorstep?’ Katin asked, spinning achair around and
snking down with agrateful Sgh, hisarms resting on the chairback.

"No, he'sjust an East Residence pen pusher who's never been more than two days travel from
thecity,” Rg said, leaning an elbow on the mantle. "But don't underestimate him; he'sno fool, and he's
not lazy . . . notice how he's been becoming steadily less polite, al winter? Getting back into favor at
court, I'd say."

"I'd like to get him out here on the border . . . Spirit of Man, what am | saying, keep Tzetzas as
far away from me as possible, Oh Holy Avatard" He sipped at his cup. The scars from the shrapnd that
hed killed his brother were mostly healed, standing out like thin white lines against neck and cheeks, one
scoring adight v in hislower lip. "Ahh, that's good, Fatima; what did you put init?!

"Sugar, little cinnamon, haf alime, and pinch of, how you say, nougar. Want | should show your
girls?' The other scars had begun to hedl alittle aswell, but it was noticesble that Katin avoided the
highborn women who had once been his main recreation.

The Arab girl switched the baby to the other breast; Rg stared into the fire, and Kaltin watched
atriflewigfully. "Tel me something, Fatima," he said. "How did you know you were pregnant, when
Tewfik kicked our butts out of El Djem?" She had shown up haf-dead when they were nearly at the
border, another of the steadly trickle of fugitivesthat camein dl during the nightmare retrest.

"Not know then," she said, stroking the boy's cheek as he suckled.
Kaltin blinked at her. "Then why on earth did you follow us?"' he asked, bewildered.

"Oh, plenty reason,” she said. "1 fifth daughter of concubine with no sons, mother die have me. |
servant, not even vauable like dave; dwaystalk back, get beaten. No dowry, so have to marry poor



man, or be smal-small—" shelooked over a Foley.
"Inggnificant,” hetold her.

"In-gg-nif-icant concubine like mother." For amoment an old anger brooded in her eyes, the
dightsand petty crudties of the harem. "Then, El Djemfdl, | have no house and not virgin any more. No
Mudim man want me; have to be whore on streetsif | stay in Colony. Better here, | know these two
good masters, not cruel men: takerisk of dying, but better that than life so hard.” She grinned. "I right,
too. Now | freedwoman, my son heir to rich shayik. Better to be woman here anyway, not kept in dl the
time, go—" she broke into Arabic.

"Mad from boredom," Gerrin said.

"Yes. And besides," she said, her grin growing wider. "Concubine for these two, how you say,
light work."

Foley raised another fig.
"The baby!" Fatimasaid sharply.

"Nofair," hesaid, as Rg and Kaltin doubled over with laughter. "Besides, | didn't notice you
complaining before Gerrin got better.”

"Fair isfor men," she sniffed, and cocked an eyebrow at Kaltin, whose three concubines were
friends of hers; the officer'sbilletswere dl on the outer Sreets near the city wall. "Men dl like baby,
bigger here—" she pointed to her eyes"—than here," and patted her ssomach. "All want, two, three,
more women, walk like rooster and then don't know why . . . " Morethroaty gutturas. Gerrin gave a
shout of laughter: * . . . the women always buy cucumbers but there are never any inthe sdlad,” he
trandated.

Rg threw thetail-end of his cigarette in the fire and straightened, scooping his sword belt from
thetable. "No rest for the wicked," he said. " Sorry to drag you away from domegticity, Barton," he
continued.

"Hint, hint," the young man replied, standing likewise. A good dedl of the puppy fa had |€ft his
face, the hard planes of his cheekbones beginning to match his eyes. Both men threw heavy military
cloaks around their shoulders. Foley paused to touch hisfriend'shair. "Y ou be careful,” he said. "You've
been spending more time in the saddle than you should; we've got a little time, and you nearly died, you
know."

Ra watched with hooded eyes as he paused by the stairsto kiss the baby.
-=Q=-***_=Q=-

"Poor bastard,” Katin muttered, bringing his chair over to Gerrin's side and handing him amug of
the mulled wine. Fatima had taken the baby upstairs to change him, and they could hear the faint crooning
of an Arabic lullaby.

"Our esteemed leader?' Gerrin said, raisng his brows and sipping. " Spirit, women may not be
essential but they do add to the comforts of life. . . yes, for once, fellow Companion, | think we agree.
He's adriven man: they may write books about him, someday, but I'll be glad to be one of the footnotes."

Kaltin stared at him in confusion. "I meant that bitch of awoman he's married to," he said,
keeping hisvoice low.



Gerrin gpped again. "l wouldn't call her that, not in any peorative sense,” he said thoughtfully.
The lamp had died down, and the cod s flickered ruddily over the heavy bones of the Descotters faces,
they had a distant-cousin likeness. "A complex person, very. And not easy to know."

"It's easy enough to know what she'sdoing to him," Kaltin said bitterly. "A man in athousand,
onewarriors are ready to die for, and she. . . first she went sniffing around Half-Arse Stanson, now it's
these bloody merchants, of dl things™

"More ameatter of them sniffing around her,” Gerrin said equably. "Tongues|olling, when they
aren't snarling and snapping at each other.”

"Parties, barge cruises, hunts, operas—" Kdltin rolled his eyes. " She's always on the arm of one
or the other, out till al hours. Who the darkgulf doesn't know it? Men who should respect him are
laughing at him behind his back."

"Not soldiers," Gerrin replied. "Unless you count Wenner Reed.”
"That militiaof hisisajoke. And don't try to change the subject.”

"I'm not. Y ou may have noticed it's considerably less of ajoke since he stopped interfering with
usworking on them. And alittle dactosauroid hissed in my ear that that was Suzette's doing.”

Gruder stared a him in horror: ™Y ou're not saying that Rg pimpsto...to..."
"Oh, shut up, Kdtin," Gerrin said wearily. "Of course not. How old are you, anyway?'
"Twenty-three, and one year younger than you, O graybeard.”

"Therésyears, and there's experience: at sixteen, Barton's got some advantage onyou, | think.
Fatimais years ahead, and she's not turned seventeen yet . . . Anyway, Suzette hasn't repudiated him,
fostered spuriousissue, or created an open scanda. He can petition a Church court for divorce, or cal
out any man hefedsisencroaching.”

"But heloves her, Spirit dammit! The man's suffering, you can see it—he drives himsdf beyond
hisgtrength.”

"Rg was born to be ahero, which isto suffer,” Gerrin said ruthlesdy. "If not one way, then
another: his conscience will do that to him, if nothing ese, aslong as he'sasoldier. Working for Barholm,
attha ... Asfor love and Suzette, like most women she's more practical than you, m'boy, whatever
she'sdoing or isn't. Don't confuse who she opens her knees to and who she opens her heart to."

Fatimastuck her head down through the stairwell, upside-down; the long hair hung ameter and a
half below the urchin smile. "Take meto seefireworks,” shewheedled, "and | open anything you want."

Gerrin snorted. ™Y ou're not taking that child down to the zoo on the docks, my girl."
She sghed, looking younger for amoment. "True," she said mournfully.
"Well watch them from the rooftop,” he relented. ™Y ou can bring the cradle up there.”

"If you'll make another pot of that mulled wine, I'll bring Damaris and Aynett and Zuafir over, we
can dl watch them together," Katin volunteered.

"l go get blankets."

-=0=-***_=0=-



"Ahhhhhhh," the crowd around Rgj sighed, as the silver sphere exploded over the domes. The
sound rippled acrossthe river, from pleasure boats and barges and rafts; the water threw the light of the
fireworks and their torches and lanterns back in spatters of liquid diamond.

From here, Sandoral was an enchantment, like avison of acity before the Fall. Rg knew the
redity, acity mostly of filthy aleywaysand mud brick hovels, like any other . . . but from the barges
lashed together offstream you saw the Legate's Palace floodlit by itsarc lights, white marble domes and
colonnades shining. They had been built a century ago, when Sandora was rebuilt after a Colonia sack .
.. Elsawherein the city lamps and torches were shining points of light at windows and flat roofs, asthe
people clustered to watch their betters at play, kind shadow picking out the russet-colored stucco.

Raj scooped another glass off atray, then dmost choked on it; Muzzaf's face |ooked back with
perfect aplomb from under a servant's kerchief. They turned their backs to each other, and Rg muttered,

“Arything?

"Messer Falhasker has anumber of people of Colonia stock on his staff," the Komarite said.
"I've had no trouble in passing mysdlf off asa Star convert of that gock.” Posing asaMudim wasalittle
too risky. "Yes, he deds extensvely in the Colony, and has continued to do so." Technically illegd, but
Sandora was atown that lived by long-distance trade; with the locks at Giaour Falls, down past the
border, you could navigate the Drangosh al the way to the Colonid Gulf. Short of actud fighting or
putting people up against the wall, there was no way to stopit.

It was actually more to the benefit of the Civil Government's forces, at the moment. Fifteen
thousand mouths—not to mention their hangers on—was amassive burden for acity only six timesthat in
peacetime. Much of the Army of the Upper Drangosh was being fed from Colonia fields, and even
clothed in uniforms made of cloth woven and died in Hammamet and Dasraand Al-Kebir itsalf. So there
was no excuse to put people up against the wall; he was here to fight, not enforce border regulations
made by people in East Residence. No excuse.

Not yet.

"Beyond this, nothing. | managed to glimpse his books, and hisrate-of-return on venturesinto the
Colony issuspicioudy high, but that might smply be good management, not favorsfor espionage.”

Y ou could not shoot aman just because hisworst riva, and the town gossip mongers, "knew" he
was passing information to the enemy. Or because he wanted your wife. So much intelligence data
passed through Sandord thet it was virtually usdless, hdf the spies were not sure themsaves who they
reglly worked for; he had had confirmed reports from half a dozen sourcesthat Tewfik was on the
march . . . sent against the nomads of Sogdia. . . down with maaria. . . plotting to seize the Settler's
throne.. . . only aweek from the border . . . Quite probably one of the reports was right, but how could
hetdl which? That wasthe whole point of spraying out disnformation, it clouded the waters until the
truthwasinvisble evenif it lesked.

"But of Messer Reed's household, | have learned something. Thereisanew servant there, who
cdlshimsaf Abdullah ibn'Azziz'—the Colony equivaent of " Saynchez,” it was so common—"who is
suspicioudy functionless. He seemsto have moved here from the west recently. | will try to find out
more."

-=Q=-***_=Q=-

The fireworks display ended with a spectacular blaze of red, blue, green, and silver starbursts,
amost an exact duplicate of the Holy Federation Flag. Above him on the quarter deck, Rg could hear
Suzette's voice:



"Oh, Wenner, they're glorious!”

"Come, come, my dear, after the Governor's Court in East Residence, I'm sure you find it boring
and provincid, likedl our little amusements. . . pretending were big frogsin our little pond. How dl the
ladlies resent the way you make them seem dowdy and out-of-date!”

"No," she said serioudy. "That's not true; it's Sandoral —and the people I've met here—who
make the capitd and the court seem.. . . artificid, and unred . . . thefrontier hassuch . . . vitality."

R4 let the Gederosian crystal goblet drop, and marched forward to where Barton Foley was
backed into a corner by three loca society beauties. He seemed to be deriving considerable amusement
as he egged them into competition with comments very much in Gerrin's Syle.

"I'mleaving, Barton," he said abruptly.

The socia smile dropped off Foley'sface, asif wiped away with acloth. "Whereto, Sr?' he
asked.

"There, fird," Rg said, nodding downstream. The Skinner's barge erupted in shrieks and roars
and avolley from the massive 15mm riflesfired skyward that made fireworks of its own; in the dark the
muzzle flashes were longer than the wegpons themsdlves. "To get very thoroughly drunk. And tomorrow,
you and | and the 5th/1st/1st"—Foley's platoon, first in the first Company of the 5th Descott
Guards—"are going looking for Tewfik. Enough of thisstting on our butts sniffing thewind.”



Chapter thirteen

"Yer shouldn't be doin' this, ser. Tisnot yer place.” Da Cruz's scar-tiffened face wasrigid with
disspprovd. "Er a leastways, yer should be takin' mewit' yer."

"Wdl, | am doing it, Master Sergeant,” Rg said, dapping hisglovesinto hispam. "And Captain
Staenbridge will need you, if anything unfortunate should happen.”

Like the Colonials cutting us all into dogmeat, he thought. The chill seemed to sttlein his
bdly. They'reright: I'm supposed to be commanding thirty battalions, not leading forty men on a
forlorn hope scouting mission. He put the inner voice aside; arguably it was worse for the men to see
the commander vacillate than to make a possibly-stupid decision, Spirit knew everyone fucked up now
andthen. . . and thingswere going well in Sandordl . . . and the Spirit knew it was the one place on
Earth. . . Belevue he didn't want to be, right now.

North adong the chain of heliograph stations alight began to blink, adotted cover likea
lever-operated Venetian blind dapping open and closed over a mirror-backed carbide lamp. It showed
hard and clear againgt the pae stars of midnight. High overhead Maxilunawas athin diver of
orange-tinted silver, and the smaller, brighter Miniluna had set an hour ago. It was cold enough to make
the uniform jacket and the thousand-pound bulk of Horace at his back welcome. The tower above
flicked once to the north to acknowledge the message, then began to relay it south; it was along one.
Pure nonsense, as amaiter of fact, meant only to deceive; if there was movement and light at all the
temporary chain of towers, no single one would be noticeable to a chance watcher on the other shore.
And they would be used to night patrols setting out . . .

"He's perfectly right,” Barton Foley said, walking back aong the line of men and dogs. "Bargein
place, Brigadier who shouldn't be here, sir. Clear path down to the water.”

"Not you, too," Rg muttered, and turned to the Lieutenant of the 7th Descott Rangersin charge
of the station. "Message by rider, word of mouth only, Lieutenant: starting tomorrow night, be ready for
anything we send from the other side. Otherwise, keep your movements routine. Understood?!

"Sir," the lieutenant said earnestly.

"Just aminute, Rg," Gerrinsaid. "1 really think you should reconsider. . . . If you think asenior
officer isnecessary, I'd be glad to go"

"No." Forcing relaxation: "After dl, you've got an infant son to consider, don't you, Captain
Staenbridge?’

He could see the other man's mouth close. "By the Spirit, you'reright . . . damnable habit of
yours, Rg."

"Er, excuse me, Brigadier," the lieutenant said. "I've got arather odd request. Squad of my
men—a Corporal M'kintok—just volunteered to accompany you."

Rg snorted softly. "Who's next, Tzetzas? My thanks to your squad, Lieutenant Meagertin, and
tell them they're going to ruin the County's reputation. Now, if nobody else has precioustimeto waste. .



Sautes, embraces, fists dapped together. A voiceingde hisskull, thisrisk isstrictly
unnecessary.

Shut up. observe.

| said, shut up: you're the voice of god, but I'ma man, Spirit take it, and thisis something
I'm going to do! Therewas a pause that took no time in the observable world. Then:

stochastic effects may randomize even the most rigor ous Calculation, the voice of Center
sad; it wasthe first time he had heard Center lgpse into religious jargon. Consciousness returned to the
world of men.

"...let'sgo.

-=0=-***_=0=-

Ra held Horace's bridle as the men led their beasts onto the barge. It was anormal bulk-cargo
vesse, brownish-grey native pigaro wood, hard and impervious and full of tiny bubblesof air. The
shalow hold was roofed with arches of willow-withe, and a cover of dark canvas on top of that, aso
standard for cargoes vulnerable to sun or rain. Just enough room for the dogs, if they walked
half-crouched and lay down in neat rows; thirty-two men and mounts of Foley's platoon, the two men
and four dogs of the portable heliograph unit, M'lewis, Holdor Tennan, and himsdf. The vessel sank
deeper againgt the inlet mud as fifty thousand pounds of dog and man and gear filed aboard; the
steersman at the rear sweep began to ook worried.

"Comeon, boy," Rg said, stepping towards the plank. Last on, first off on the other side.
Horace baked, flopping himsdf down with ajingle of accoutrements.

"Thisisno timefor that, you sumbitch!" Rg hissed, painfully conscious of eyeswatching him, the
men from the heliograph tower and others from within the barge. He hauled, with no result; kicked the
dog in theribswith theflat of hisboot, and produced nothing but a hollow drum-sound, hideoudy loud.
Dogwhips were usdess on Horace; there was only one thing to do.

"Suit yoursdlf," he said, and waked up the gangplank. Behind him the dog watched, whined
when Rg jumped down into the hold of the barge, then picked up itsreinsin itsteeth and followed,
testing the footing with each step.

-=0=-***_=(Q=-

"Phew," Foley muttered, asthelast of the men disembarked on the east bank. It had grown fairly
rank insde the barge, while they drifted down toward the east bank and past the spot where the Civil
Government border curved away from the west. They were in the Colony, now, and far from help.

"Avocati," Rg whispered back. The common dog-fodder aong the river, anoxious, flabby
sucker-mouthed bottom-feeding scavenger fish with no backbone; the main drawback was that it made
the dogs breath even worse than usudl.

He looked up the bank; the floodplain held the same mix of carob and native thorny brush asthe
other shore, but the ravine-scored silt of the bluff was much higher, twenty meters, notched and dashed
by winter flooding. The air smelled of river, dog, and wet mud; Raj took a deep breath and exhaled,
grinning up at the dark menace of thehill. | feedl young again, he realized with agtart; which wasvery
odd, because he had yet to reach histwenty-sixth year. Even in histeens he hadn't shared his peers
pleasurein taking usdlessrisks, in riding vicious dogs or hanging around girls with dangerous maekin;



they had called him a sober-sidesfor it, and for occasiondly turning down a hunting trip or acockfight to
crack a book.

It's because thisis a comprehensible job, he thought. No huge amorphous army, where he had
to leave adozen crucid things aday in the hands of men he had never fought beside; no
not-quite-omniscient computer angel to show him unassailable reasons for doing things he despised; no
snakepit spy-hiveof acity . . . just acavary patrol into hostile country, go in, get the information and get
out. Succeed or die.

Foley came back dong the line of knedling men and crouching dogs; there was adight frown on
his half-youthful face, the look of someone focusing on acomplicated piece of work. Learn to do it
right and they'll just stick you with something more difficult, lad, Rg thought mordantly.

"M'lewishasaway up, Sr," he said. "Passable without much cutting.”" Native scrub waslike
resilient metal wirethat bit; they had saw-edged clearing bars, but the noise and delay wereto be
avoided if a dl possble.

"Let'sdoit then," Rg sad.
-=0=-***_=0=-
"Avatars of the Spirit,"” Rg swore, as he poked his head cautioudy over therise.

It was morning of the second day, south from their landing point; he had been about to pack it in,
the patches of cultivated land aong the bank of the river were growing more and more frequent, reaching
inland further and further. Another fifty kilometers, and the bluffswould fal away to thewide dluvid
plains, densdly cultivated al the way east to the Rushing River and the highlands of Gederosia

"That'sthe biggest fukkin' raghead army | ever wants to see" M'lewis said beside him on the
ridge.

The skin around hislipswas off-white. . . well, it was stunning. The date groves and norias of
theriversde werelost in asea of tents, orderly clumps and rows, dog-lines running for kilometers,
artillery parkswith everything from the common pompoms to heavy muzzle loading howitzers. Supplies
were being unloaded from riverboats, pyramids of sacks and crates and bundles, men marched through
the dtreets of the tent city, the spikes of thelr hdmets glinting; parties of cavary dashed acrossthe plain
round about. In the center of the camp was a huge white and scarlet tent like a miniature mountain range.
Banners hung in the still morning air aboveit, or fluttered briefly; the sound of the camp waslike surf,
spiced and peaked with the sharp music of drums and the shrill of fifes.

A muzzein had called the morning prayer; campfires were blossoming higher, carrying the sharp
spices of Colonist cooking.

"There must be a hunnerd thousand men there,” M'lewis whispered again.

R4 amiled; the Warrant Officer was as good aman of his hands as you could hopeto find, a
superb dogsman with an ingtinctive fed for thelay of the land and a crack shot, but the scale of thiswas
outside his experience.

"Barton?' Rg asked.

Theyoung lieutenant was quartering the camp with his own binoculars; hisface was pale under
naturd olive and heavy tan, but hisvoice was steady:

"I makeit . . . twenty thousand, or alittlemore," he said, writing and sketching on apad by his



head.

"Much better,” Rg said. Hetook the drawing and laid it before M'lewis. " See, each of the
standard tent holds a Colonist squad; six men, smaller than ours. So many men to agun; bannersare
graded, likein our regular army. Sample asection, figure out how many equivaents, and you've got a
reliable estimate, the same way you'd number a sheep herd quickly." A pause. ™Y ou're counting too many
camp followers, | think, Barton: they're building that bridge with peasants they've rounded up, mostly."

"Bridge, Sr?' Barton asked.
"Mmmh. Seethere?'

Down by the water's edge the Colonia forces had dug and pushed a huge ramp of earth and
timbers down into the current of the Drangosh. Two enormous cables of flax lay coiled and ready &t the
head of it, rope asthick asthe chest-height of the men who handled it; behind the coils further lengths
were anchored in timber and stone. Working parties upstream anchoring other cables that were small
only by comparison. Acrosstheriver asmilar ramp was being built; Foley turned his glasses on one, then
the other.

"Littlemeninloincloths, and bigger men in pantaloons working stripped to thewaist," he said.

"Combat engineers, troops and labor-levies," Rg said. "I'veread of thisin some of the older
chronicles. Y ou warp the cables across on both sides, then dide. . . barges, purpose-made pontoons,
evenrafts. . . underneath and secure them. Brushwood and planking, then alayer of earth, and you've
got agood solid bridge. It won't last forever, or even through a spring flood, but you can march an army
over it likeit was afirm made road for acouple of months. Much better than boats, faster, more secure .
.. Get the banners, Barton: full sketches, so well know who's here.”

The great tent bore the green flag with the crescent and star. The Settler's banner, not just the
nationa one, Jama was here. But not Tewfik's black-and-crimson Seal of Solomon. A group of turtle
shapes, down near where the supply boats were landing, armored cars.

"Yer agreat comfort t'me, ser, but twenty thousand ragheads is summat too many, 1'd say.”

Foley nodded. "And that's avery impressive piece of engineering,” he added, handing his
modified notes over to Rg. "But dl things consdered, sir, I'd rather be in Sandora .

"WEell seewhat can be done about that,” Rg said, rolling over onto hisback and pulling out his
watch. "Hmmm. First priority isto get the message back to the Army. They'll have that bridge up in aday
or two, and it's not that far up thewest bank . . . M'lewis," he continued, turning the notes over and
scribbling amessage.

"Takethis back to the hdliograph.” They had et it up on the reverse dope of ahill three
kilometers back, the furthest it could go and till reach the southernmost outpost of the temporary chain
on the west bank. "Tell them not to bother to encodeit, just send it in clear and repeat until they get
acknowledgement. And hurry.”

He nodded wordlessly and set off down the reverse dope, plunging over thelip of agully ina
controlled fal. Rg and the younger man followed allittle more sedately, |eopard-crawling backward
down the dope to keep their heads below the line, then trotting in a crouch with their ssbersheld in thelr
left hands.

"It shouldn't take us nearly aslong to get back, now that we know the terrainin detail,” Rgj said.
"| added an ingtruction to have the ferry prepared, so—"



He hdted; Foley wasn't listening. His head rotated to the right with the ddlicate precision of an
aming screw, and Rg had learned to respect the younger man's eyesight. The lieutenant brought his
glasses up again, turning the focus whed with histhumb.

"Shit”

Rg followed suit, blinking againgt the low sun-glare to the east. A dust cloud, and aline of tiny
doll figures on dogback, out in the flatter land away from the riverbank and its tumbled hills. Heading
draight for the conica hill where the heliograph was waiting; not that they had seen the Civil Government
detachment, from the leisurely way they were proceeding, but it was the bet terrain feature for
kilometers around, even so, anaturd placeto put in awatching post. Following straight in M'lewis tracks
would befutile. Thelittle Bufford parish soldier rode lighter and with greater skill than most of Foley's
platoon, good men though they were, and where one man could go undetected thirty-odd could not.

"Theresadraw, through there," Foley said with tight cam, pointing. If the heliograph team and
the Colonist patrol were the bases of atriangle and the platoon the point, hisarm bisected it. "We can get
between them and the heliograph, | think."

An ambush, but it would be very unlikely that afirefight would go unheard or unnoticed, this
closeto amgor camp. It would give them time, provided that there were no survivors; the Colonists
would haveto find their men in the maze of rough country, and a stern chase was along one.

"Let'sdoit, then,” Rg said.

-=0=-***_=0=-

The hdliograph tower was the highest place in Sandoral, adender pillar of concrete rising from
the complex of government buildings &t its center, the Legate's Pdace. It contained nothing but a
windowless spiral staircase and atwo-story bulb at the end of that spindle; the outside was sheathed in
marble, becausethis was the palace, after al. Theinside was severely plain, alower room with bunks
and table and chamberpot, an upper with the signaling equipment. That was a contrast to the drabness, a
great gimba -mounted tel escope and the intricate levers of brass and iron that controlled the mirrorsand
didesand big lighthouse-style lantern on the roof. Right now there was asmaller telescope aswell,
pointing south at the temporary chain set up down to the border.

Highest place and the dullest, thought the watch-stander resentfully. Learning the code and
equipment was like learning to read, a great way to get promoted . . . and stuck up here, hethought. He
looked out of the corner of his eye at the woman who sat quietly smoking in acorner, looking cool and
arigtocratic in white linen riding clothes. With the commander's wife hovering over them they wouldn't be
ableto rack out or start up the usud friendly dice game, from which hed made afair bit of wine-and-girl
money. Nice piece, though, if you like 'em skinny, hethought idly.

She smiled and spoke, with a crisp M esser-class East Residence accent. "I'm not here to pull an
ingpection, boys. Just do your jobs asusud and ignore me."

A head rose through the circular railed stairwell. "Hey, Corpord Stainez? Gottaraghead down
here, says he works for Wenner Reed an' gots amessage fer Lady Whitehal|?*

Stainez sighed and nodded. " Send t' wogboy up,” he said.

-=Q=-***_=Q=-

Abdullah a’'Azziz bowed low before Suzette; it amused him to do so openly, when it was so
deeply secret who he served, dmost as much asit amused him to use his given name. It had been along



time since most of those about him knew him as"Save of God."

"My master, the Honorable Messer Wenner Reed, Commander of Reserve Forcesfor the City
Digtrict of the County of Sandoral, sends greeting, Lady Whitehdl, and wondersif thereis some delay
that prevents you from joining him on the excursion to his country house that was planned for thisday.”

"l amill,” shesaid. "My apologiesto your master, perhaps another day.” The Arab bowed again,
catching the signs of furioudy throttled worry and impatience.

"l will returntomy . . . duties, Messa, and convey your regrets—"

"Holy Spiritshit!" The soldier glancing through the telescope to the south blurted. " Priority
message!”

The corpord pushed the man asde and sat in hischair. "Kearstin, Hainez, get yer arses up herel
Mefford, takeit down."

The soldier grabbed up awriting board and began scribbling in shorthand:

"Relay . .. stop Contact with main Colonist field force thirty kilometers south |ast west-bank
relay station stop pontoon bridge under congtruction suitable for rapid crossing whole force nearing
completion stop estimate Colonid force eight thousand cavalry ten thousand foot one hundred light fifty
medium field guns Sege train engineers and support unitsin proportion—oh, holy shit no don't take
that down, ye dickhead—to above stop Jamd leading forcein person stop no indication presence
Tewfik and southern field army stop estimate main Colonist force arrive vicinity Sandora five days
plusminustwo stop relay to East Residence stop order full mohilization highest dert stop will attempt to
reach eastbank ferry point eight hours soonest stop Gerrin have fullest confidence in your judgment Foley
doing well stop be home soon Suzie darling stop.”

"Shall ... shal | sound the generd dert, corpord?’

The men at the main unit were aready wrenching at their controls, and the big machine on the
roof was clacking out its pulses of reflected sunlight to the north. The information would bein the
Governor's hands before nightfal, across more than athousand kilometers.

"Dickhead! Why'd ye think the commander has 5th men up here and not the regular crew? Them
cityfolk pussieswouldn't stop runnin'’ till they hit the Oxheads, er they'd burn down the whole city while
they run around screamin’. The Alert list isin the duty book, start makin' copies.” He spun on one hed.
"Y ou, raghead—"

"I'll be responsible for thisman, corpora. And well get out of your way right now, don't worry."

Corpord Stainez closed hismouth. 1'd worry a lot lessif hiswog arse wasin irons, he
thought. "Messa," he continued doud.

-=0=-***_=Q=-

"MessaWhitehal," the artillery commander said. "Ah, MessaWhitehall, with al respect, you're

"Intheline of command, | know, Captain . . . Grammek Dinnasyn?' He nodded; a group of
gunnerslooked up from dragging arope and cleaning wad through the barrel of a 75. "Nevertheless. . . "
She held out a piece of paper. "1 am taking full responsbility for giving you movement orders; you'l note
that thisis stamped with my persondl sedl.”



Dinnasyn met her danted green eyes and swallowed. Merciful Avatars of the Spirit, he
thought. Why me? There was something going on, you could tdll that even from the paisaded camp
outsde thewall. A haf-dozen carriages had | eft on the north road, light racing-shells crammed with city
men in drab clothes that looked utterly out of place. And a suspicious number of peasants from the farms
west and north were coming in, with food and what looked like household goods on their oxcarts and
pushcarts and backs.

"Messa," he said. Then turned and bellowed, "Lieutenant Harritch! Turn out; | want batteries one
through four hitched with full teems and reedy to roll in twenty minutes."”

Ten guns, twelveif 3/3 and 4/1 hadn't been pulled with a stripped breech-screw thread and a
cracked trail respectively.

"Loed, Sr?'

The captain opened his mouth to order standard shell, then closed it for a second. "Twenty
standard, ten cannister,” he said; thirty shellswas afull load for the two-whedled caissons on which the
trail of afield gun rested whileit wasin motion. He didn't like the ass-dangling-in-the-breeze fedling of
galoping the guns off down the road without support.

Just in case anything unpleasant happened at close range, having the cannister rounds aong
would make him fed awholelot better. And anyone who tried to fuck with hisgunswould fed alot
worse.

-=0=-***_=0=-

There were twenty men in the Colonist patrol, men subtly different from those Rg had seen
before. Their jellabas were in amottled pattern, afew of the beards red or brown-blond, and the faces
beneath were fairer-skinned compared to the general run of Colonist, or Descotters for that matter.
Berbers, Rg decided. Kabyle berbers from the Gederosian highlands, the Jebal al-B'heed.
Irrelevant, except that they looked uncomfortably aert, and most had their carbines out acrosstheir
knees. Thefirst man was about to leave the dough just asthe last entered it, winding south and west to
reach adry watercourse running due west to the hill that was their objective. The lower dope the Civil
Government platoon had chosen was scrub-covered, and the steeper one behind unclimbable.

Now, Rg thought. Asif to echo histhought, Foley's clear voice shouted.
"Hre"

Not avolley but dmost as close-spaced, as the troopers rose from beneath the cloaks and scrub
that conceded them. A few shots missed; more of the enemy were struck multiply. Their commander
shouted a single sentence, and then the survivors were down behind their dogsin a short-range firefight
with the Descotters. All except for two, who wheeled their mounts and broke into a gallop back down
aong their path of march; the Colonist officer had told them to retreat, while he and the others bought
time with thelr lives. It was the response Rg would have given, and the reason he was here a the east
end of theline.

The reason he did down, blocking the only exit. The two Colonist soldierswere coming a a
flat-out run, their dogs tucking hindlegs through forelegs and legping off into each jump. Ry extended his
pistol and fired carefully fivetimes, bringing the muzzle down each time recoil kicked it back. Thefirgt
punched the rear Colonist in the shoulder; he dropped his sword, and the next two took his mount in
chest and neck. It went over with ahowling yelp and athud that shook the ground and ended in a crack
of neckbone. That left the other uncomfortably close, and if Colonist dogs ran aman weight or so lighter



than the Civil Government's cavary breedsit could gtill brush him asdelike atwig.

Two more shots. One creased the dog's neck, making it check its stride and snap to one side
with adoordam chomp of jaws. The next took it squarely at the junction of neck and shoulder; it dowed
for three more strides and folded from the front, rolling in acloud of dust. The Colonist had his feet out of
the stirrups before then, tucking and rolling forward with the massve inertia of the galop. Astonishingly,
he managed to come out of it after adozen yards, conscious and on hisfeet. Even more so was the fact
that he had managed to keep his sword.

"Die, kaphar!" he shrieked, coming in with ablurring overarm cut, too fast for a stop-thrust.

Ra met it with ahigh parry, and saw the Berber's green eyesflare wide at the shock of the
grength in the Descotter'swrist. These are fighting men, hethought. | wish all mine were as good. His
left hand punched forward with the fingerslocked into a blade, snking into the vulnerable spot below the
breastbone where even afit man's belly is unarmored with muscle. Something gave and tore before the
blow; Rg unlocked the hilts of the swords and punched the other man in the face with the basket guard
of hisown. Bone crumpled and snapped, and the Colonist lurched back three steps and fell splay-armed.

"Sorry, I've got businessfirg,” he muttered, panting with the sudden adrenaline-wash of combat,
noticing the bruises and scrapes of the quick plunge down the hillsde. And the inging in fingers; he
shook hiswrigt. "Never hit aman with your bare hand if you can help it.”

Silencefdl, broken only by the whimper of wounded dogs, then a crackle of shots asthe platoon
finished them off. A pity to make so much noise, but nobody in their right mind would go within bayonet
reach of ahurt carnivorethat sizeif they could avoid it. Smoke hovered, blowing avay in clots, as
Foley's voice snapped orders.

"Get their water," he said. "Dump everything you've got on your saddles but wegpons and water.
Water the dogs now and feed them the last of the fodder. Move." Even now the men would probably lift
the enemy's coin pouches and pockets, but there was no sense in wasting time trying to stop it. They
scrambled back up to their dogs, festooned with the sewn goatskins the enemy used for canteens.

The platoon sergeant came over to Foley; it was Fitzin Sherrek, one of the gentleman-rankers
Ra had taken into the Companions. Have to get him a commission as soon as | can, Rg thought.

"Sir," hesaid to Foley. "Weve got a casualty.”

The three men scrambled down to the bush-shielded firing position. Rgj could see a a glance that
this was one man—boy, rather, he was probably no more than seventeen—who was never going any
closer to home than this Spirit-forsaken gully. One of the new crop of boys out from the County to bring
the 5th back up to strength, awed and envious of the veterans of El Djem and the Valey of Death, eager
to prove themselves. The entry hole was through the lower ssomach just to the right of the navel; not
much blood yet, but nobody survived awound like that. Although it might take daysto kill.

"Ser," he gasped, as Foley knelt by his head, then made a keening sound as two of hisfriends
tried to move him. "Ser," he said again. The young Lieutenant gripped his hand; the trooper was grinning,
arictusas much asaamile, face grey with the effort and with pain, as the shock wore off.

A man lives by his pride, and dies by it, Rg thought: an old Descotter motto. Worth the effort,
he supposed, if it gave you something else to do than think of fifty years you'd missed out on.

"Know . .. I'mgone" thedying boy saidto theliving. "I'st. .. nopriest .. ."

"Don't worry," Foley said, loudly and clearly; theinjured trooper's eyes had not started to



wander yet, but best to make sure. He reached inside histunic and laid his own amulet in the other'sfree
hand; it was apiece of circuit board, overlad with gold and crystd. "Any who fal defending Holy
Federation achieve unity with Paradise.”

"Thanks. . . ser," the weakening voice said. "Wayezgate Farm . . . Messer Jorgtin's estate . . .
mDarentsit. Tell 'im. .. | died game." Theteeth spread wider. "Mam said I'shd wait another . . . year.
Right jist loik allays." A second's panting. "Y e can't Say, ser. Finishit quick, would yer?"

The trooper brought the amulet to hislipsand closed hiseyes, praying in abreathy mumble.
Suicidewasamortd gn, but if hiscomrades|eft him here hewould likely live long enough for scavengers
to find, or the enemy.

"I'll tell them," Foley said, gripping tightly on the hand lying in his. "On my honor." The hammer of
hispistol clicked back.

-=Q=-***_=Q=-

"l can't takethe ferry across now, Messa," the man said, wringing his hands. "That's Colony
territory over there, and with war coming, the ownerswould crucify me. Anyone could walk up and
szeit"

Presumably he was speaking metaphoricdly, snce only the stokersin the hold of the steam ferry
were daves and liable for private punishment of that extent. Suzette shaded her eyeswith apam and
looked across the two kilometer width of the Drangosh, over to the cluster of shacks and the dirt ramp
on the other side. Water threw back the noon sun with ahard blinking glitter that hurt her eyes, but she
could seetherewas very little activity there, the few Colonists resdent had pulled out weeks ago. The
river marked the border, but the east bank here wastoo high to irrigate and held little population; most
trade went down with the water, and the road was aminor one.

Sheturned to the ferry. It was nothing very complicated, abig flat barge with plank drawbridges
on ether sde. The machinery was on the port, atwo-cylinder steam rocking-valve engine driving a shaft
that ran across the hull under the deck and worked two paddie whedls, one on either side.

"l," she sad, stepping closer to the sweating man in amechanic'sleather tunic and cotton-duck
trousers, "am Messa Suzette Emmenalle Forstin Hogor Wenqui Whitehdl, Lady of Hillchapd. My
husband is Honorable the Brigadier Messer Rgg Ammenda Hagern da Luis Whitehadl, Whitehd| of
Hillchapd, Hereditary Supervisor of Smythe parish, and commander of thisterritory under martid law.”

Her voicewas very cdm, dmost friendly. "Goodman, your employers can have you dismissed
and beaten. My husband can actually have you crucified, and will if this boat is not ready to move
very shortly." She reached out with an index finger, tapping the air in front of hisnoseintimeto her
words. "Do-you-understand-me?"

He bobbed wordlessly and turned, screaming at his subordinates to make steam, quickly.

"Hmmm, Lady Whitehdl, it really would be easy for the ragheadsto grab theferry,” the artillery
officer said. "Wouldn't it be better to wait on thissde?’

"No," shereplied. "Timeisimportant here. | have an idea.”
Q= ** ==
"Turnin here" Ry sad.
A map glowed between him and redlity, an overview of the route back north up the east bank.



The quickest way was picked out in green, and every time they cameto afork in the tangled, knotted
chain of erosion furrowsthe light strobed about it. Their position was abead, acool blue bead that
dipped northward, ahead of the green clump of their pursuers.

The column wheded |eft into the entrance way of the gully, and M'lewis pulled up beside him.
The Warrant Officer had draped a spare shirt across his dog's neck and soaked it in water from his
canteen; it was growing brutaly hot here, although not as bad asit would be up on the higher ground.

"Sar?' he sad, puzzled and gpprehensive. The sound of pawswas muffled in the soft sand at the
bottom of the gulleys, the wallswere crumbly slt, anatura adobe laced with rocks.

"Yes?' Ry replied, blinking. It was necessary to rely on Center for this, but it sill gavehima
queasy feding at the base of his stomach.

"Ser, how int'dark are ye keepin' track of these wadis? We came south on the ridgelines over
there—" he jerked hishelmet to the right, eestward "—an' Spirit, it was dower but if we take awrong
turning..."

Thedust trail of the Colonist battalion was behind them, but not far; half akilometer to the ess,
where the ground was not quite so broken.

"...they'll get ahead of us." He reached ahand under the rim of his helmet and scratched
vigoroudy. "l thoughts| had agood eye fer t'ground, but this! Cain't be no map, this ground must get
fucked up fresh-loike every spring.”

"| watched them from the ridge coming south,” Rg said. Actually, I'm the Avatar of the Spirit
of Man and an angel in East Residence is painting a magical map in front of my eyes, he thought,
and suppressed agiggle. There were times when he began to doubt his own memories, when it seemed
so much more probable that he had gone mad therein the cellars last year—

"Int'dark, ser? From half aklick?' M'lewis protested.

"Haven't hit adead end yet, have we, Companion?' Rg said, with ahard grin. The Warrant
Officer's eyes were wide with awe and alittle uneasy as he backed his dog and loped off after the others.

Ra pressed akneeto Horace's flank to follow. Wait a minute, he thought, aknot of uneasein
his own stomach. If Center can predict the future—

probabilities—and show me things from long ago and far away, why couldn't it show me
this route coming south in the first place? Why couldn't | get a scenario of the Colonists building
that bridge without sending a patrol and risking lives? The echo of a pistol shot bounced through his
memory, and the expression in Foley's eyes as he reholstered it on the third try.

observe.
-=0=-***_=Q=-

—aglowing blue shield hung against a backdrop of a black more absolute than any R had ever
seen, strewn with hard motes of colored light. White streaks moved across the blue, and the edges of the
shield were blurred, asif there was afringe of vapor around it. The sight was so dlien that it was not until
aflicker of hard light outlined the continents that he understood what he was seeing: Earth—

belevue.

from orhit.



Paradise, hethought, conscious of his hand moving toward hisamulet, with the dreamlike
downessthat physica thingstook on when he communed with Center.

my data-sour ces, theangel continued, my eyes and ears. Specks of light moved acrossthe
shield .. . . the planet . . . and hisviewpoint sped towards one. An unfamiliar shape of panelsand
mysterious equi pment, luminous with holiness. Then hewas seeing inside it, and then through it, Sght
keener than any cruising dactosauroid's or birds, arrowing down to the line of the Hemmar River and
East Residence. It wasthe lacy, soread-out city of thefirst visions Center had given him, the city before
the Fall. Once more fusion fire bloomed acrossit, but thistime his disembodied self snapped back, into
the Cdedtia sphere. Thedrifting "eye" of Center exploded soundlessly, piecestumbling away in eerie
unnatural motion, asif undowed by wind or weight. Fingers of light reached out from the planet, and
other satdllites exploded aswdll.

Y ou were blinded by the Fall ? Rg thought, and shivered. That was close to heresy; sublunary
humanity had been reduced, but perfection reined beyond the orbits of the moons.

to acertain extent, i have my database, and may extrapolate therefrom, and i have
everything you observe or have observed, and the contents of the minds of all who touch my . .
. place of being, beneath east residence.

Then | was actually telling M'lewis the truth, Rg thought, amused for amoment despite
himsdf. Wait, though, he mused, frowning. | couldn't have seen all these interconnections, it'd take a
team weeks to map the gullies.

with your waking mind you per ceive only afraction of your sensory input, and for get
much of this, observe.

-=Q=-***_=Q=-

—night, and the patrol wasjogging south. Rg could recognize the time from the position of the
gtars and moons; alittle before dawn, thirty or so hoursago. Againit wasasif he were standing alittle
behind his own eyes, thistime as he glanced west over Horace's neck, into the tangled country nearer the
river. A casud ook, but it froze in place asif it were apainting or an ordnance expert's perspective
drawing. Networks of lines snaked over it to mark contours, and the painting turned three-dimensional
and rotated to form amap.

-=0=-***_=0=-

Rg shook himsdlf, and looked over hisright shoulder again. The bright daylight seemed robbed
of heat for amoment, cold and distant asavison, until the smdl of dust and sweat returned.

"Will we begt them to theferry?' hesaid.
by avery little. A pause, very probably.
-=Q=-***_=Q=-

"Dust cloud coming, Captain!" the gunnery observer perched on the engine housing said. "Two.
Coming fagt."

The officer grunted, and moved to the two shrouded lumps that stood on either side of the ramp.
Thelittle Colonist hamlet was deserted, not so much as a chicken had moved al day while they sat there
on enemy territory with the great wooden tongue of the ramp down onthedirt. . . .

"MessaWhitehdl," he said. ™Y ou should get back to the engine house, under cover." Your pretty



butt should be back on the other shore, and if you get launched | might as well put my pistol in my
mouth.

"No, thank you, Captain,” she said expressionlesdy, puffing on a cigarette that had gone out
some time ago.

-=Q=-***_=Q=-
"Theferry'stherel” one of the troopers shouted. "We made it!"

They were dill two hundred meters ahead of the first Colonists, riding bent over to present as
smdl atarget as possible; carbines cracked and spat, but you would have to be dead lucky to hit a
moving target from agaloping dog. Anyone you hit would be smply dead, of course, but the roadway
prevented the pursuers from spreading out into the broad firing-line that would have brought their
numbersto bear. Of course, once the platoon were bunched on the dow-moving ferry, nothing would
prevent the better than three hundred pursuers from deploying and shooting their quarry to ribbonslong
before they moved out of range.

Not to mention the pompom that was bouncing aong behind the Colonia cavary; onereason the
Settler'sarmies preferred the light quick-firerswas that they redlly could keep up with cavary. The
quarter-kilo shellswould be more than enough to ded with the ferry even without the carbines of the
riders.

All of which was evident to the more experienced of the squad, aswell. " Shut yer gob,
dickhead!" the enthusiastic trooper's corpora shouted.

"Rifles out and take what cover you can as soon as we get on board,” Foley was shouting, as he
dropped back along the column of galloping dogs. " Try and take out the pompom crew.”

He dropped into place beside Rg), twisting in his saddle to look at the nearest of the shouting
bearded faces behind him.

"Well, | dwayswanted to be asocial hit, and be chased &fter," he said. Their dogs had falen into
gep. "But thisisabit much . . . onething | forgot to tell you."

"What?' Rg said, drawing hispistol. Not yet, that's even more ridiculous than trying a
carbine. Smilar bullets, but thelonger barrel gave ahigher velocity.

"We wanted you to stand Starparent to the baby," Foley said.
"I'm flattered,” Ry replied.

The buildings were blurring by, adobe and pole frames. The ferry bulked larger and larger, but
the four-meter gap of the loading ramp was asmall enough target for thirty-odd men on dogback, even
without the vaguely rectangular sheeted bulks on either side. R grinned to himsalf as he thought of
gdloping toward it without pursuit; it would be terrifying. Collisions, dogsfaling, men being trampled or
thrown against wood and machinery with bone-snapping force. It was wonderful, how circumstances
redefined the term "danger.”

The chase had lasted dl day, lasted until some portion of Rg's mind was ready to believeiit
would never end. The hollow thunder of the leading mount's paws on timber jarred him into redlization,
and he threw hisweight back in the saddle. Horace dowed, just enough to avoid the massive pile up at
thefar end of the ferry; the big flat-bottomed craft was rocking and bobbing as tonne-weights of bone
and muscle skidded and twisted on the planks of the hull. Dogs dammed and ricocheted of one another,



twisting and scrambling to stay erect on thettilting surface, yelping shrilly in protest. A human screamed
amos asloud, leg jammed againgt the railing at the end with axe force, but most had had enough sense
to pull their feet out of the collison zone. The whistle shrieked from the enginehouse, and the paddie
whedsthrashed at the water, whipping it into froth asthey tried to drag the ferry out into the current.

Rg twigted in the saddle again, feding his belly musclestauten asthey waited for the bullets. The
Colonists were not even dowing; the lead element must be planning to legp whatever gap grew between
gangway and ramp. There was no timeto act, only to watch as Suzette—Suzette—stood on the
walkway and chopped her hand downward in signd.

There were figuresin blue jackets beneath the tarpaulins on either side of the rampway. A
half-dozen at each, enough to snatch the canvas away and tossit backward. They were city men, like
most gunners, it was one of the few branches of the military with a significant number of recruitsfrom
urban areas. Most of them had spent time in the bleachers of the bullrings, and they shouted the ancient
cry asthe cloth reveded the twin fieldpieces.

"Holay!"

PAMM. PAMM. Tongues of flame, palein the sunlight; jets of smoke, dispersing. Twin cannister
rounds, and at sixty meters the shot cones were just reaching maximum effectiveness. Every dog and man
inthefirgt four rowswent down asif the ground had been jerked out from under them. Hundreds more
werefollowing at aflat galop, closay spaced, nonewilling to missthekill after the frusiration of the
chase. Some managed to twist themsalves out of the column, riders and mounts skidding and turning with
desperate skill. Some legpt the barricade of thrashing shredded mest, their dogs soaring in arcs that
landed with their feet Sinking into the mud of the riverbank. Many more added to that barricade, tumbling
dogs and riders thrown a dozen yards or more to bounce and splinter their bones on the hard-packed
dirt.

A sound over head like ripping canvas, for amoment Rg thought it was just that, as hysterica
dogs behind him shredded the sail cloth that had landed on them. A black tree of mud and water blasted
out of the shore, close enough to throw spray and gobbets of mud on the ferry's bow. Then another shell
landed with deadly precision ten metersfurther inland, and another, wham-wham-wham, arow of
towering black-grey dirt geysers. The steam winch grated, and the ramp swung erect to hide the shore;
the shells pumped by steadily overhead asthe ferry gained speed.

Helooked up to meet Suzette's eyes, they crinkled a him in that dight quirk-lipped smile, so
different from the learned charm of her public gestures. Gravely courteous, he took her outstretched hand
and bowed over it asheraised it to hislips.

"Three chearsfer Messar Whitehdl an' the Messal™

The men began to whoop, helmets going up on the muzzles of rifles, gunners pounding their
handspikes on the deckplanks; even the civilian crew of the ferry shouted and threw up their knit caps.

"Shut up! Silenceinranks!” Rg kept hiswifeés hand in his; the dender fingers drew caressingly
across the heavy cdluses of rein and saber hilt. "We got away from Tewfik again; and that's no cause for
celebration. I'm sck of getting away from him; | want him to have to get away from me!" He grinned.
"Cheer my wifeasmuch asyou like!"



Chapter fourteen
"Gentlemen,” Rg said. "That'sthe Stuation. Y our Reverence.”

With that he bowed to the Sysup-Suffragen of Sandoral, whose presence was obligatory. It was
notable that the County L egate was absent; the head of the County's clergy and Wenner Reed were the
only nonregulars present. Aside from the two Skinner chieftains hafway down the table; one of them had
hisvest before him, hunting lice and popping them into his mouth, and the other was digging at theinlays
in the ancient satiny wood with the point of hisknife. The battalion commanders were present, none of
whom could be dighted— some of the cavary unitsfet offended that their infantry counterparts were
there at all—and the Companions. And Suzette, of course; after what had happened at the ferry this
afternoon, no one had quite had the gall to object.

Ra watched the facesfor amoment. Expecting an invasion al winter, preparing for one, was not
quite the same thing as knowing the Settler's army would arrive in three days. Even now in this high cool
room it seemed remote, unred beside the glow of sunset and the blinking yellow of Sandord'slanternsas
they showed in the windows of the streets below.

Three daysif they werelucky.

"My children," the Sysup said, touching the Star medallion on her chest, "I am not asoldier. The
temples of the city have been cleared, and my heder-priests are ready. With the assistance of the army's
noncombatants, ably organized by the Messa Whitehal." A nod of the lined, fine-featured head. "For the
rest, wewill pray.”

"Messer Reed?" A soft-looking man, if you only noticed the body and face and not the eyes.

"Sandora was founded as afortress-city,” Reed said. " So long as Sandora holds, the frontier
holds, and we deny the Upper Drangosh to the enemy as aroute of attack. Our defenses are the
strongest in the Civil Government, outside the capitd itsdlf; let Jama and Tewfik gt in front of them, until
they starve and their army rots away from disease.”

There were murmurs of gpprova; theloca authorities here had been spending continuoudly since
thelast sack, three long generations ago. Sandoral had more than walls; concrete pillboxes studded the
approaches, miles of ditch filled with razor-edged angle iron, massive covered redoubts filled with
obsolescent but very functional muzzle-loading guns. The Skinners|looked around them, bewildered: one
stood and began reciting his deeds and those of his ancestors, starting with the last man he had killed. It
took amoment to restore order, and Rg felt the eyes on him like the wave-front of an explosion,
crushing and twidting.

observe:

-=Q=-***_=Q=-

—and the Oxheads were close on the northern horizon. A long earth barrage stood acrossthe
valley mouth, with alake backed behind it; on the hill beside, Jamd's banner stood. Thisday it fluttered
merrily, crackling like thunder beneath a clear blue sky scattered with puffball clouds, the beards and
robes of the men who stood beneath cuffing and fluttering as well. They seemed in high good humor; to



the south stretched avadt flat plain, laced with the sllver glimmer of irrigation cand's, patchworked with
crops and orchards. Pillars of smoke were spotted acrossit, bending before the northerly breeze;
sngular and emphatic where villages and manors burned, smaler trickles from the woodwork of
water-lifting whedl's, more diffuse where orchards and ripe grain smoldered.

Jamal clapped his hands together with a shout; he was a stout man in later middle age, dressed in
aburnouse and haalk of classca smplicity, black and white Azanian silk, wearing no weapon but the
jeweded dagger whose curved sheath was thrust through his belt. He was amost ostentatioudy plain,
compared to the peacock splendor of the amirs and generas ranked behind him, the glowing colors of
the carpets on which they stood; plumes nodded from turbans clasped with rubies and opal escene, and
servants held aloft parasols whose canopies were intricately worked with Koranic versesin pearl and
lgpis

"So many fired" the Settler laughed. "We have been careless, my sons. It isonly courteouswe
should do what we can to put them out.”

Two younger men in gorgeoudy embroidered robes nodded and laughed with their father; Ali,
dight and nervous-faced with atwitch at the corner of one eye, Akbar fingering his goatee with a plump
hand. One-eyed Tewfik stood alittle gpart in the blood-red uniform of histroops, hisface held likea
clenched fig, but it was he who signalled to the uniformed engineers. An imam knelt and prayed toward
Sinar, and the engineer whirled a crank. Spouts of rock and dirt punched out from the middle of the
dam'sface, in the center curve where it bent againgt the huge weight of water pressing down from the
mountains. Thunder rumbled back from the stony walls, the ground shook. Then the first spouts of water
arched out, beautiful and deadly astheir spray cast rainbows across the gorge.

The dam crumbled like a child's sand castle benegth their power.

—and acart trundled noisily over the cobbles of darkened Sandord, pulled by menin
head-to-foot robes; nothing showed but adit above their eyes, and they stopped to rest often, although
there were only afew bodiesin the vehicle behind. "Bring out your dead!" one cdled, whirling awooden
noisemaker. "Bring out your dead!"

Artillery flickered and rumbled, the flashes visible over the roofs of the buildings, because no
other light showed; nothing but the orange smudge of a building that had burned down to its foundations.
The men pulling the cart ignored it; so did the folk who shuffled from an opened door, carrying asmall
bundle between them.

"Bring out your dead!"

—and aman lay in aroadsde ditch. It was spring, and flowering vines grew across the sstumps of
trees; thin grass sprouted on bare clay in the fields beyond. The man had been very thin when he died;
whoever had hacked the meat from hisarms and legs had had to haggle chipsinto the boneto get a
worthwhile amount. From the look of it, after awhile they had lost patience and started chewing.

-=Q=-***_=Q=-
Ra blinked, the faces returning to focus before him. Smilesfrom afew of the Companions,
sneersor doubtful mutua glances from some of the other battalion commanders, who had heard of hisfits
of introgpection. He shuddered dightly; Spirit knew, avison of a battlefield was bad enough . . .

"No, gentlemen,”" he said, uncovering the map on the easdl a the head of the room. "Observe."
He tapped Sandord city. "There are nearly amillion peoplein this County—" probably an underestimate,
nobody liked the census takers from the Ministry of Finance "—of which no more than seventy thousand



livein Sandord City itsdlf. It isn't the trade or manufacturesthat congtitute the value of thiscity, it'sthe
fact that it keepsthe Upper Drangosh in Civil Government hands."

His pointer swept downstream. "When Tewfik comes up with the Army of the South, the
Colonigtswill have more than enough manpower to invest Sandord closaly, then burn and kill their way
north around us—while the only Civil Government field army in the east Sits and eatsits boots; afew
months, and the dogswill have gone into the stew pots." Not so much to feed the inhabitants, as because
each ate more than a dozen humans. "And there goes our strategic mobility.

"The plain truth of the matter isthat the Colonists are closer to the centers of their power—" he
tapped the stick down on Al-Kebir "—than we are." Moving it two thousand kilometersto the east, to
the Hemmar Valley and the coastlands of the Peninsula

"Thisland north of Sandord isthe only densaly populated and productive area available to
support adefenseline. If welet them into it, the Colonists can wait for Sandord City to wither on the
vine, no matter how long it takes. And | doubt well be able to hold them south of the Oxheads or west
of Komar. It would take centuries to rebuild what they destroyed, even if we could." He took a deep
breath, closing his eyesfor amoment, and then opened them with a brilliant smile that dmost fooled
himsdf.

"I am ingtructed to defend thisfrontier. The only way to do that isto remove the threat posed by
the Colonist field army operating on the Upper Drangosh; which means, to meset it outside thewalls and
crushit utterly.”

Uproar, shouting; cheers from the younger Companions, asow nod from Jorg Menyez. Suzette
met hisgaze, her eyes gleaming dightly with unshed tears. Cries of horror from most of therest. Rg held
up hishand for silence, but many of those present were driven by visons of their own; running with the
yelping war cries of the Colonist cavary behind them, he suspected. Death, mutilation, davery.

"Quiet!" he called.

"ATTENTION TO ORDERS." DaCruz'sbull below sllenced them more effectively than a
gunshot might have. "Commander said quiet, Messers," he added mildly. "Ser.”

"Thank you, Master Sergeant. Y es, Messer Reed.”

Reed hunched forward. "But you said that their armies outnumber you badly—how badly, you
don't know. Thisissuicide!"

"Not if we pick the ground carefully, and see that the enemy cometo us.”

The militiacommander's eyes narrowed: not fear, Rg decided, but the look aman givesan
enemy. "How?' hesad.

Rg smiled again, rising on the balls of hisfeet and bending the pointer between his hands. By
praying for a fucking miracle, hethought. Aloud, "Messers, | don't intend to fight an open-field baitle
of maneuver . . . not againgt an enemy one-third again my strength and more mobile to boot. Instead—"
he flipped back the map, showing another of the city and itsimmediate environs. "I intend to entrench to
the west of the city. Evenif they have thirty thousand men, Tewfik and Jama cannot invest a perimeter
that includes the field army and the city both. Nor can they leave an intact mobile force of fifteen
thousand in their rear, and the city with its steamboats blocks the passage of suppliesby river. If | move
to thewest of the city, they must destroy the Army of the Upper Drangosh or force it back within
the walls before they can proceed.”



A hand raised by one of the battalion commanders. Beltin, the 12th Rogor Sashers.
"Commander, if we stretch our line so that they can't outflank it, they can punch through. And if we
thicken our firing line, they can outflank us, even if wedig in, we don't have the men.”

Ra nodded. "Time, space, and force, gentlemen. Y ou know what the terrain right along the river
islike; impossible, and worse as you get north. Furthermore, north of the frontier forts—" which mounted
huge cast-sted rifles, cgpable of smashing anything that floated "—we control theriver; that iswhy
they're building a bridge sixty kilometers downstream.

"They'll haveto march every meter of the way, tending away from the riverbank. Twenty, thirty
thousand men, possibly forty thousand, but let's not scare anyone, as many animals, every one of
which hasto eat, and still more importantly, drink, my friends. More than once aday. How many
thousand liters carried up from the bridgehead? This—" the stick was unsatisfactory; he snapped the
tough oak across and stabbed with hisfinger on adry riverbed running east just southwest of the city
"—iswherewéll entrench. Impassable terrain to our |eft; bad-to-rough to our right, and supplies only
five kilometers behind usin the city—and aline of retreat, worst comesto wordt. If they moveto the
west, they make their supply stuation impossible and expose their flank to us. If they wait, fine—were
on thedefensve.

"Of course" he added, "well have to thicken the defenses any way we can. Well srip the city of
al movable artillery—" Reed shot to hisfeet, genuine horror on hisface. Rg looked at him for amoment,
lips pulled back from teeth. Please. Give me an excuse. | won't have even you taken out and shot
out of hand for personal reasons, please give me an excuse. The Companions heads turned toward
Reed like gun turrets tracking. The civilian swalowed and dumped back into his chair.

"—for thefidd fortifications. The militiagunnerswill accompany me; the remainder of the militia
will hold thewalls. All refugeesin the city—" they had been trickling in for weeks"—al| able-bodied
persons not members of the militia or the medica teams, and al transport animals and equipment are
hereby conscripted as labor battalions.” He took out hiswatch. "1 expect to begin in about two hours.
Any further questions?"

"Sir." Menyez again, frowning down at hisnotes. "Sir, welll need overhead protection for the
entrenchments." An airburst could turn an open trench into an abattoir, and guns and dogs were even
more vulnerable. "Timber, gr."

"There's plenty on the dopes of the Oxheads," Rg said, and laughed aloud at the expressions.
"And they've been shipping it down the Drangosh and puitting it into buildingsfor along time, gentlemen;
well just takeit out." Reed looked ill; he was about to |ose a considerable proportion of hisincome, even
invictory.

Slencefdl, and Ra leaned forward and rested hisweight on hispalms.

"Messrs" he said, deliberately pitching hisvoice low, watching them strain forward to listen.
"You'redl fighting men; worse, many of you are cavary—" abrief flicker of humor "—so you've been
raised on stories of victories. Elegant victories, somebody takes somebody in the flank, acommander's
nerve breaks, a dashing charge disrupts the enemy'sline.”

His head turned, singling out one man after another. "Those battles are like two-headed dogs;
they happen, but you can't count on them. They usudly turn on one side being grosdy inferior, in numbers
or weapons or morale, training or leadership.”

Onefigt rapped the wood lightly. "We're not fighting barbarians. We'refighting abig, tough army,
well-equipped and trained. Men not afraid to die, under commanders who've learned in ahard schooal. I'll



use every trick, every surprise | can—but tricks and surprises will not win this battle,

"Thereis," he paused, and frowned as he sought for words, "a certain bruta smplicity to most
engagements between well-matched forces. Were going to fight that sort of battle, and our only redl
advantages are interior lines and position. The enemy will march right up to us, and were going to plant
our feet in the dirt and systematically beat him to deeth. Kill, and keep killing until their hearts bresk and
they run. And then, wewill havefulfilled our misson and made this province safe”

A long quiet, even the Skinners sensing the solemnity of the mood. Rg's voice was soft,
"Messers, the Spirit of Man of the Starsiswith us: | know this, know it asif shown avison. But the
Spirit acts through falen, imperfect men. Through us. So let us do what men may, and suffer what we
must like men." Louder, "Meeting dismissed!”

-=Q=-***_=Q=-

Thelong roar of falling adobe woke the infant Sung across Fatimas breast. She soothed it
absently, looking back down the street of officer'shillets; hers had been the last to go. Soldiers and
conscript civilians surged forward even before the dust settled; mud brick has great strengthin
compression, dmaost as much as stone, but it will dissolve back into the earth it was made from under
latera stress. Townsmen shouted, dragging a lumps of clay with mattocks and shovels and picks, the
Descotterstossed their lariats to be snubbed to the ends of beams, took turns around the pommels of
their saddles and dragged the long baulks of pine timber back into the street, their dogs hunching and
tucking their tails between their legs as they backed. Torcheslit the faces of men who strained and
grunted asthey heaved in unison, flinging the rafters onto wagons.

It was the fourth hour past midnight; odd, she thought, for the streetsto bellit like day, at an hour
meant for deep. It had often been her favorite time, catngpping between the times she fed the baby, lying
quietly and listening to the breathing of the men . . . odd aso to be dways with men, after O many years
in the world of the women's quarters. She brushed atear from the corner of her eye with her shawl.

"Why areyou sad, Fatima?' Damaris Tinnisyn said, heaving abundle up to the bed of the wagon;
Kaltin Gruder's household had been next to Staenbridge's, and they were sharing the chores of moving
their gear to the temple.

She stopped to look wistfully at the baby's face for a second, and the other two concubines
gathered about to coo and gurgle aswell. They were al afew years older than the Arab girl, pretty but
harder-faced.

"Hes really going to adopt him?' Zudfir said.

Fatima nodded. " Papers dready made," she said, with satisfaction; there wasacertain . . .
solidity to legal documents; notarized copies nestled in the money belt about her waist that Barton and
Gerrin had inssted on, along with her manumission papers. "Rg . . . Messer Whitehadl and hisLady
sand Starparents.”

The other's envy wasfriendly, without the edge of hogtility it might have had if she had used her
good fortune to try and domineer. Governor Barholm'swife had started from far lower than they, an
outright progtitute rather than an acknowledged mistress. but that was afairy-gory, ataelike Djinn from
alamp or wagons that flew and talking picture-boxes, gentlemen did not marry the girlsthey picked up
on campaign. Fatima's good fortune meant an honorable place for life, and anobleman's status for her
son. The sort of stroke of luck they dreamed of while they scrimped and saved, for adowry that would
make aworking-man overlook certain things, or enough capital to open a shop.



"Thenwhy are you sad?' Aynett said. The wagon creaked off, and they followed: they would all
be working together in the aid station, you picked up apractica knowledge of wounds and their
treatment if you followed the drum. The 5th took care of its own, but expected more in return than an
ability to lie on your back.

"I happy there," Fatima said softly. "Nobody beat me, scorn me, tell me | stupid uselessimp of
Shaitan; house my own." Her head came up. "Pray Alia—Spirit of Stars our men return safe and
victorious"

-=Q=-***_=Q=-

"And back two!" Jorg Menyez said, looking through the lens of the surveyor'sleve. The open
valey where the Civil Government troops would make their stand glistened bone-white and black and
orange beneath the moons.

The team of soldiers down theline of string pounded in another stake. Menyez straightened,
putting his hands to his back; it was cool as the desert nights always were, and the stars had ahard
brilliance. Only awinter night had that sort of clarity up in Kelden County; summer nights were softly
luminous, smelling of clover and dew-damped ground. That was arich land, rolling hillsand orchards and
thick oakwoods, not like this country south of the Oxheads; here the bones of the earth showed through,
and the only fertility was what men had made. The desert waited, with sand tofill their canals and
scorching winds, waiting for their |abor and vigilance to stop.

"And we put haf our effortsinto killing each other,” he murmured.

"Jorg?' Rg sad, looking up from his mapboard. Officers clustered around it, making quick notes
on their own pads, occasiondly jogging off to fix aview intheir minds.

"I was thinking we should have a permanent engineering corps, the way the Colonistsdo," he
answered, alittle ashamed of the unsoldierly thoughts.

"Hmmm, there are arguments both ways," the commander answered. "Moreflexible, our way,
giving everyone the basics. Although I'm lucky you made such astudy of it; too many of my cavary
commanders might aswell be Squadron or Brigade nobles, not interested in anything unlessthey can
drink it, hunt it, rideit, or fuck it. Right, here's the schematic and perspective.”

The valey ran from the northwest to the southeast, out of tumbled choppy loess hills, and into the
scree and badlands that ran down to theriver. Water flowed here only two months of the year, but it left
abroad streak of sand winding down the middle of the depression; there was a one-in-ten dope behind
toward the higher ground of the city, and along smooth rise southwest to the low ridge a kilometer away.

"From above, likethis" Ra'sfinger traced abroad V with its point toward the enemy; thearms
were of dightly unequal length. "Two-point-eight clicks on the left, two-point-two on theright; that'sthe
easer gpproach and | want it defiladed from the center. Right here—" hisfinger tapped the point of theV
"—iswhere the command post will be, the redoubt, and where the 5th will stand. Also hdf the artillery,
the heavy piecesfrom the city. Space the rest of the stuff from thewalls, and dl the 75'sand
field-howitzers, in 4-gun batteries down the wings at equal intervals, except—" he tapped the extreme
right, the western anchor of the line"—I want thisto have six of the howitzers, sighted in on the ravines
off our flank, just in case they get cute. Also, I'm putting the bordermen in there.” Two hundred had
shown up aweek ago.

"Damned,” he added "if | know why, but since | led the 5th to its notable corncobbing at El
Djem, those mad bagtards from the Komar hills seemto like me.



"Now, gpart from the 5th, | want the cavalry battaionsin a second line about fifty, Sxty meters
back from the firs—just far enough to have aclear field of fire over the front line. Cover for the dogs just
behind them. And behind dl that, pile the spoil and then dig in aroad, nothing € aborate, right acrossthe
arms of the V. Communi cations trenches between dl postions.”

"That'san awful lot of digging, Whitehdl," Menyez said.

"Y ou've got fifteen thousand soldiers and thirty thousand civilianson their way," Rg replied. They
all turned and looked upd ope behind them, to the lights and ant-murmur of the road out from Sandord.
Torcheslit theridgeline, and aload of squared timbers was dumped to avalanche down towards them.

"Furthermore,” Rg continued, " want astaggered line of holes, about two hundred meters up the
opposite dope—" he pointed "—thirty of them. Santing updopein the direction of our gdlant wog
adversaries, just enough to hold ahundred-liter urn, you know, the type they use for oil and wine around
here?'

"Y ou don't want much, do you?' Menyez laughed.
"l want victory," Rg sad flatly.

The older man looked away. "Tell me," he said suddenly. "What would you do if you were
Jamd, or Tewfik."

"Stay at home under ajasmine vine, Spping kave while harem girls dropped pedled grapesin my
mouth,” Rg replied promptly. There was a chuckle from the group of officers about them. "If | had to
attack now? About what they're doing; there redly isn't an dternative, aslong aswe have Sandoral and a
reasonably-sized army and they don't control the river, which they can't since we have superior
riverboats. They've got better engineers, we've got better mechanics . . . I'mglad it'sJamal in charge,

though."
"Why?" Gerrin asked, glancing up from awhispered consultation with Katin Gruder.

"Tewfik's asaber generd; feint, feint, off with your head. Jamal . . . I've studied his campaignsin
the east, and down againgt the Zanj. He uses the hammer-hammer method; walk up to someone and start
whipping on them with your hammer. If it breaks, you send back to storesfor abigger hammer.”

"Let'sjust hope he doesn't have one big enough.”
"Thistime, a least,” Rg said thoughtfully.

Q= ** ==
"What areyou doing!"

A voice cdled out into the street from the window above. Antin M'lewis squinted up into a
carbide lantern; the house was large, with only the one exterior window above the big brass-strapped
door, the sound of tinkling water coming from within where fountains played in courtyards.

"ThisMesser Bougiv Assed's house?' he asked, conscious of the two squads at his back, and
the light wagon that had once been an officer's coach.

"Yes, itis Andthe Messer will not be amused at thisintruson.”
"Fuck im," M'lewis said casualy. "Thisistplace, dog-brothers.”
Troopers dismounted, one rattling the gate. "'Tislocked, Warrant," he said.



"Ye, davey,” M'lewis caled up to the window. "C'mon down an' openiit.”
"Out of the question!" indignation hardened above fear.
"Ar. Well, yer bagtids heard the sumbitch,” M'lewis continued.

"Right yer are, Warrant,”" the trooper said, holding the rifle muzzle a handspan from the lock.
""Ware bouncer."

The othersled their dogsto thewal. Therifle blasted, with achung!-ping of parting sted and a
diminishing whine as pieces of soft lead and tempered metal bounced off stone. M'lewis dismounted and
cradled hisweagpon in hisarm, kicking thetall doorsin as the broken lock rattled.

"Allayswanted to do that," he said, flashing a gold-toothed grin. "Kick in aMesser's door, that

"Tired & pickin' tlocks?' one of the others asked. They formed up and tramped in hiswake,
gawking around at the carved-stone and fabric splendors.

"Hoo, Spirit!" M'lewiswhistled. There were lords of ten thousand acresin Descott County who
had nothing haf so fine. Of course, back home the gentry counted wedlth in livestock, dogs, fighting men,
wegpons and stout walls; al difficult to stedl . . . from Descotters. "Nao, | don't pick locks. T'wivesand
daughters lets down ropes fer me; pow'rful tirin', befer | gitsaround to stedin’.”

A stout middle-aged man in expens ve nightclothes came stlamping down the stairs; the guards
following him with lanterns and pistols dowed to a stop as they saw the dozen helmeted soldiers staring
about the foyer of the mansion.

"l an Messer Assed,” he said in atone of furious control. "Who do you think you are, soldier,
breaking in herel Y our officer will have you flogged, flogged.”

"| doubtsit," M'lewis said tranquilly. The broad friendliness of hissmiledid not dter, even ashe
flipped therifle up and poked it into the aristocrat's somach. "Allays wanted t'do this, too . . . Now, |
thinks I'sthe man wit' t'gun, an' my officer sent me here. Fer one—" he looked down at the pad tucked
into hisbelt. "El-ect-ri-ca gen-er-ator. Befer," he added genidly, "we starts knockin' down yer
outbuildin'sfer thetimber." A wink. "But don't'cher worry yer heart, Messer, | gots agovernment receipt,
right here.

-=0=-***_=(Q=-
"Careful with that, yer arseface,” daCruz said.

The jar that was being manhandled off the wagon wastaler than aman and nearly aswide asit
wastdl; even with six troopers on the sout handles the thick terracottawalls of the storage vessel made
it an awkward burden. It had been full of olive oil until recently, and the smell was as disagreesble asthe
dipperiness.

"Yegot it?' heasked, looking down into the hole. It had been dug a asteep dant down into the
slt, kept from collapsing with wicker basketwork propped on sticks. The man head-down init wasa

gunner, you could tell that by the dark-blue trousers with the red piping up the seams, and by his arrogant
contempt for anyone not initiated into the mysteries of hisart.

"Mmm-hmm," the artilleryman said, "that's got her." He raised avoice muffled by the dirt.
"Murchyzen, get off your useless butt and send the wire down.”



There was an arm-deep trench running downhill from the pit; at the head of it a piece of wooden
pipe showed, running up from the base of the hole below. Another gunner had been squatting, smoking
his pipe and watching the civilians and cavary troopers working with the enjoyment any soldier felt when
someone else was pulling the detail. Now he rose and carefully lifted alength of cable; it was braided
copper, the outside coated with a sap gum that was shiny and flexible, athough abit tacky in this hest.
The end for ameter back had been stripped of insulation and unbraided into afen of bright metalic
strands, each one wrapped around a half-dozen big percussion caps, the type used to fire muzzle loading
artillery. The gunner shook it dightly, making a clinking sound something like asstrum.

"Yadicking around again, Murchyzen?' the man in the pit asked with dangerous patience.

Da Cruz looked at the detonators with loathing; he had worked as a quarryman in his youth. Until
his father was blown into assorted gobbets by amisfired charge; they had found his boots with the feet
and sections of cdf ill in them. But the commander had asked him to see that the fougasses were done
properly, and by the Spirit they would be.

"Hereit comes," the gunner said, wrapping a cloth around the detonators and feeding the cable
down the wooden pipe; for dl hiscasua familiarity, he did it with a craftsman’s deft gentleness. The
Master Sergeant craned his head to watch the gunner in the fougasse pit working. Oncethe
cloth-wrapped tip of the cable showed through the man spread the wires out across the canvas below
him like the roots of atree, pinning them in place with pieces of bent twig. Finished, he grunted
satisfaction and called over his shoulder:

"Now the powder." Ten one-kilo cotton sacks, coarsegrained propellant charges. Whistling
tunelesdy, the gunner ripped each with adiagond dash of his knife-bayonet, then turned them over and
tapped them gently into place with the pomme. When he had finished he stroked the lumpy surface and
wriggled out backward, squetting on hishams and blinking in the bright sunlight.

"Y er needs that many detonators?' da Cruz said, handing him a canteen.

The artillery sergeant was awiry man, about forty; from Chongwe Idand, by the accent and the
blond hair that stood out against a skin tanned amost as dark as a Descotter's. He rinsed his mouth out
and spat, then poured half the contents over his head, to join the swest-runnels through the dirt on his
bare chest.

"Na" hesad. "Two or three ought to do her. But | figure, what they hell, we got 'em, why not
use them?'

Blue eyes met black, and da Cruz nodded in complete agreement. One thing you learned in this
businesswasthat it rarely paid to get too subtle, and it never hurt to kick alittle harder than you needed
to, just in case.

"Let'sdipit," daCruz said, once the gunner sergeant had had a chance to catch his breath; even
if you hated explosives, it was dways a pleasure to watch agood professiona at work. The civilians
attached to the detail were unloading the barrels and smaller jugs that would be poured into the large one
to make theload of the flame-fougasse; liquid bitumen, tar, naphtha, sulphur, and the thick green
vile-smédling oil rendered down from the greasy flesh of the avocat fish.

"One of my fav'rite occupations, dipping it in," the sergeant said. The troopers were manhandling
the huge jar over to the hole. "Ah, friends?' They looked up. ™Y ou know, theré's an earth lip around the
powder, so even if you dropped that it shouldn't hit hard enough to set off the detonators, but all the
samel'd gppreciateit if you put her down, you know, amight soft.”



-=0=-***_=(Q=-
"Amazng!"

R4 looked up from thelip of the bunker; aman was picking his way towards them acrossthe
tumbled earth of thetrench line. A tall man, astall as Rg, dressed in expengve cotton-drill khaki and a
wrapped headdress; fifty, with sun and wind stamped into his flesh and sat-and-pepper beard. A pistol
was strapped high up on hisright hip, and Suzette had her arm tucked through the crook of hisleft. She
was wearing el aborate Court riding-dress, complete with awig of blond braids.

"Messer Falhasker," Rg said in aneutral tone. Although it was dubious whether he deserved the
title; self-made wedlth rather than inherited, and mostly in trade at that. "Good day, Messer. My thanks
for your assistance." Which had been va uable; the merchant had organized hisriverboat crewsto help
with the construction, donated every scrap of sailcloth in hiswarehouses for sandbags and even had them
sewn up by the hundreds of women textile workers who spun and wove the fine cotton he traded up
from the Drangosh Delta.

The Deltawas the heartland of the Colony, and the land from which Fahasker's mother had
come; she was the daughter of aprominent merchant house of Al-Kebir . . . apoliticaly prominent
family; the Colonists did not share the Civil Government's prejudice againgt traders.

"Weredl inthistogether," the merchant said; Suzette gave hisarm adight squeeze. He nodded
to the scene around them. "And in only two nightsand aday!" he continued. "I only wish | could get them
towork half ashard for me. And | pay them, too."

Forty thousand pairs of hands had been at work for thirty hours; the five-kilometer stretch of dry
valey looked like a garden plot infested with geometric-minded gophers. The basic outlines of the
trenches had been dug, the main linefor the infantry to hold and the fortlets behind them where the
cavary would support their fire and be ready to block a penetration or launch pursuit. Evenly spaced
semicircles marked the gun platforms, and zigzag communications trenches linked them al. The redoubt
at the center was ahuge pit right now, nearly two stories deep; the fighting deck would have acellar
beneath it. Even asthelong timbers went in to support the floor hands were stacking powder and shot on
the bottom levdl.

Temporary ramps had been left, and two hundred soldiers and civilians were backing a cannon
down it, heaving against a spiderweb of ropes. The gun was one of the city's defensive wegpons, a
three-meter tube of black cast iron on whed staler than aman, throwing thirty-kilo shot. It trundled the
last few yards and set-tied onto the overlgpping timbers of the redoubt's floor with arumbling thunder;
there was aratcheting pig-snarl behind it, as one of the armored cars backed and turned, ready to follow
the gun. Ry looked at the turtle shape without affection: there were adozen of the armored vehiclesin
Sandord, shells of wrought-iron boilerplate driven by the only interna-combustion enginesin the Civil
Government. There was room for adozen riflemen within, and the armor would turn small-armsfire and
shell fragments. It would not turn any sort of artillery projectile, and the things were monstersto maintain,
broke down at the dightest excuse, suspensions so fragile they had to be hauled to the scene of battle on
ox-drawn timber skids. . . and potentialy decisive, a the crucia moment.

Unfortunately the Colony had them, too.

Fahasker cleared histhroat, and Rgj started dightly. "Oh, yes. Wdll, they're working for their
lives, you know," he sad mildly.

-=Q=-***_=0=-



"Falhasker's caled Reed out," Suzette said, when the merchant had walked alittle asde to
examinethe armored car.

"Oh?' Rg said, looking up at the ridge oppositeinstead of the woman at his side. We should
have a skirmish line there, hethought: alot of thingsin life were easier to do if you focused on your
work. With agoa, everything was easy. A skirmish line would probably mean they'd encamp on the
crest. Useful. Y ou did whatever you had to do, to get where you were going.

"Reed cdled him adamned raghead spy in public.

"Quite possibly true," Rg said. Kaltin? Yes, I'll want a Companion for that. The 7th, they
could handleit.

"Falhasker said Reed was adamned fool."
"Certainly true.” They stood silent.

"Suzette" Ry said after amoment. ™Y ou know, it might be. . . advisableto et Falhasker know
that we were only able to scare up five generators for the fougasses. So only five on thefar right flank are
hooked up, the others are quaker cannon.”

Actudly, each generator powered a board that would fire six of the flame weapons.
A light touch on hiselbow. "I'll tell him," she said softly. "He's very interested in technical things.”
Anything you had to do. Anything at dl.



Chapter fifteen
"Here?' Kdtinsad, reining in hisdog.
"Here" Rg confirmed.

They were akilometer southwest of the defense line; he turned back briefly, watching the torches
flaring dong it as the finishing touches were hurriedly completed; some of those wereto make the
fortifications ook rawer and cruder than they were, although the Spirit knew it was rough enough,
inexpert hands working in desperate haste. It was chill on the ridge, and the noise wasfeint, asif echoing
from another world. The civilianswere back in Sandord, al except the volunteersin the firg-aid Sations
dug in behind the communications road; after three days of their noise and confusion the position seemed
amog empty with only the troops.

"Hmmm," Kdtin said, saring down the opposite dope. ™Y ou know," he continued, pointing, "
think that draw there runsdl the way to theriver."

Rg turned and looked. It was a steep declivity in the plain to their left and east, zigzagging avay
and down toward the Drangosh.

"I don't think theré's much use the enemy can put it to,” Rg said. "Pretty thick in there.”
Tanglewire weed, throttlebush, wild rose, dl infested with poisonmouth and stingworms.

"I don't think the enemy could put it to any useat dl," Kdtin continued, striking onefigt lightly into
apam. "It's definitely pretty thick. Particularly ong the edges. Y ou could hide awhole battaion in
there”

They dl turned and looked at the Companion. "And they'd be right behind where the wogs will
put their artillery,” he continued; his face was shadowed by the brim of his helmet, but the teeth showed.
In Maxilunaslight, they had adightly reddish cast. Colonist shdllfire had killed his brother Evrard, on the
retreat from El Djem. "Payback time."

Ra nodded dowly. Worth risking three hundred men, he thought coldly; the 7th Descott
Rangers were understrength. Counters on aboard, not young men from his homeplace. . . And Kaltin
wants to be here, hereminded himsdlf, asthey discussed the technicdities, Sgnasand timing.

"All right” A nod. "Y oud better start getting them in place, then." That would have to be doneto
the east, through the ravines. Gruder reined hisdog around. "And Katin?'

IIYS?I
"Revenge tastes better as dessert than appetizer. | need you afterwards.”

Trumpetswere cdling Parade, fall in down at thefortifications. Oh, Spirit, hethought. The
Speech.

-=Q=-***_=Q=-

" ... s0think of what you'refighting for," Rg continued; the words seemed to lose themsalves
over the sea of upturned faces. Their immediate superiorswould repest the gist of his address, adding the



locd flavor appropriate, but the men expected to hear the commander, if they could. They were bunched
in ahuge semicirclein front of the redoubt where he stood, units jammed in cheek-to-cheek to get as
many as possible within hearing distance

"The Settler is coming north, and he's going to keep coming north until somebody stops
him—right up to the East Residence, if he can.

"That'swhat he thinks," he continued. "And hisarmy thinks so, t00." Rgj paused; hisfoot wason
an ammunition crate, and he leaned forward in a confidentid gesture. "I've seen hisarmy—"

Therewasamurmur at that; for amoment his mind blanked, and he realized what the rumor mill
had done with the story of the patrol. Well, well, ther€'s one piece of stupidity that's worked out well .
Unlessthey thought he was aglory hound who'd get them all killed, of course.

"—and it'sabig one, acursed big one. Pretty, too: alot prettier than us. Smells better, at that.”
Digging indry clay for three days did not improve asoldier's turn-out; there was asound like astifled
chuckle. "They're so fine they think were dirt benegth their feet; why, it's presumptuous of usto demand
an invitation to the same battlefield as those well-dressed gentlemen!™

Very much the way nobly-born cavary officers thought about common soldiers: no harmin
redirecting some of the enlisted men'sanger, particularly theinfantry's.

"I'll tell you whét they think; they're certain they can walk right over ustomorrow and bein
Sandord drinking and fucking by lunchtime. Arewe going to show them different?"

The 5th started the cheers, but they spread rapidly; even the Skinnersjoined in, dthough Rg
doubted they had understood much. Although most of them know enough Sponglish for drink and
fuck; they probably think I'm promising them a party. Helet the sound build, then spread hisarmsfor
slence before they could begin to taper off.

"Thisisgoing to be the biggest battle anyone's seen in our lifetime, or our fathers. Tonight, there
are plenty of people in uniform and out—giving prayers of thanksthat they're not here. | tell you, inthe
yearsto come, rich Messerswho're safe and warm in bed tonight will curse the fact that they weren't
here, and each will know that they're not as good a man asyou. Y ou'll say: 'l waswith the Army of the
Upper Drangosh, when we sent Jamal yelping downriver with histail between hislegs' and they'll hide
their facesfor shame.” If you don't end up in a mass grave, or legless cripples begging your bread
on the streets, no money for pensions, curse you, Tzetzas.

"And | say I'm proud right now, to cal you fellow-soldiers, who | trust to do their duty.” And
who know I've ordered that any man who withdraws without orders be shot. "I'm not apalitician,”
he continued, "0 I'll end the speech with this: the enemy is coming over that hill tomorrow because they
want to. When they leave, itll be because we want them to. Sons of Holy Federation! Y ou arethe
descendants of the lords of the stars: you fight for your homes, your families, the graves of your
ancestors, the temples of the Spirit. To battle! Winner takesdl!"

The cheering was more prolonged thistime; some of the Descotter units even started to Sing,
roaring out,

"Goin' ta Black Mountain, wit' me saber an me gun
Cut yeif yer stand—shoot ye if yer run—

R4 jumped down from the parapet of the redoubt. The sound died away asthe Sysup-Suffragen
of Sandora waked dowly up to the parapet, Star-headed staff in hand, robes shining sat-white under



the moons. Therewas a universa rustle asthe soldiers knelt, and awhisper of awe asfour priestsbore
out alitter on which rested a cube of something far clearer than crystd, tdler than aman. For along
ingtant nothing happened; then there was aglimmer of light in the depths of the materia, blue white and
dazzling. It grew, cool and soundless, until it seemed a star was supported on the priests arms, and the
watchers had to bow their headsto hide their eyesfrom it; it shone through closed eydids, even through
the hands some threw before their faces.

Then, equaly silently, it died away, with along drawn out bresth from the assembled army, asigh
half of wonder and half of regret: thiswas the most famous relic outside of East Residence, and alifetime
could go by without nonclerics being alowed asight of it. There was hardly asound as the priests turned
and paced back toward the city, and the men were dismissed to quarters.

"Barton,” Rg said. "A question. Where did you get those phrasings you passed me?Y ou've got
afuturein literature, if they're your own."

"Oh, mogtly from the Fragmentary Codex, dr; very old, written just after the Fall from bits
people remembered.” Information stored in optica arrayswas very little use to people deprived even of
electricity. "Mostly in Old Namerique. The references are pretty obscure; who St. Cryssinisand where
the Sons of the Griks fought, nobody knows. Pretty words, though."”

-=0=-***_=0=-

WEell, that seems to be going better than | expected, Rg thought, blinking againg the light of
dawn. Jorg Menyez had persuaded him to use aregular infantry battalion to hold the skirmish line on the
opposite ridge, when the 7th Rangers had been told off for Kaltin Grader'sforlorn hope. Another volley
crashed out over the southwestern rise, and the smoke caught the early morning sun, turning
orange-white. He scooped amouthful of the boiled rice from the pot with the flat southern bread. | didn't
think infantry could stand like that, he mused. It was unusua, a good omen perhaps.

BAM-BAM-BAM, muffled by distance. Almost as crip asacavary ouitfit would have managed.

Crack-crack-crack-crack-crack, lighter but much more rapid; Colonid repeaters answvering.
He cocked his head, listening. A lot of repeaters. Two battaions at least, advancing by companies and
dismounting to volley. Thefirefight had gone on longer than he expected, and . . . yes.

Thefirst companies of the skirmishing battalion came over the hill, trotting briskly to the rear and
holding their rifles at the trail, even as another series of volleysrolled out behind them. Heraised his
binoculars with hisleft hand as he ate, resting his elbows on the sandbags of the parapet; the redoubt had
two, an upper for the guns and alower for the riflemen of the 5th whom he had chosen to garrison it.
None of the retresting men were running in panic, and none were continuing to the rear except for afew
carrying comrades too badly hurt to walk.

Excellent, hethought. Aloud, "Da Cruz, mounted partiesto retrieve the wounded, please.”
ll%.! n

That would take aminute, the dogs were in covered sheltersto the rear, with chain leadsto
saplesin thefloors of their bunkers. Theinfantry had ralied just below the crest; he could see officers
walking backward with saber and arm outstretched to either Side, setting the lines. Their
standard-bearers drove the poles of the saffsinto the ground and the men dropped, first rank prone and
second knedling. A perfect legpfrog maneuver, the new base of fire remaining motionless while the men
who had been rearguard ran over the top of the hill and down the dopeto rally in their turn two hundred
meters behind thefirgt. The Colonist cavary came over therise at a galop less than fifty meters behind



them, dready swinging out of the saddle, expecting to pour fire into the backs of fleeing men. Instead
they met three hundred rifles, flashing up in rhythmic unison.

BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM. Hideous perfection, point-blank fire, dender-limbed brown
dogs and men in spired helms and red jellabas faling in windrows. And the officers and noncomswould
be paying the price of the aggressive courage that lead from the front.

"Oh, lovdy timing, lovely," Rg whispered. Who did Menyez send? he wondered. The faces
under the helmets|looked pal e, northwesterners.

BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM. The Colonist line wastoo disorganized to return the volley,
but individud fire crackled and spat, at ranges where the light carbines were as effective asthe Armory
rifles. Men dropped, but thefiring lines rose only on order and dashed back in rank; Rg focused his
glasses and saw one burly peasant-in-uniform lumbering with an officer thrown over one shoulder and his
company standard tucked under the other arm. Another rank of Colonists charged over the hill; these
had sabers out and plunged forward, hoping to overrun the retreating line before it could get behind the
cover of itscomrades.

Ra tensed. The retreating men were masking their comrades rifles, the waiting companies could
not fire without hitting their own men. And they would know it, know they were losing the stand-off
power of their weapons; they would be able to see the flashing sted and snarling teeth above the
infantry's heads. If they ran . . . There was a movement; the prone rank came to one knee, and the
knedling rear rank stood.

"Prepare for fire support mission, |eft-flank field gunsonly,” Rg said. A runner sped off.

Thistime the timing was much closer; the dogs were within five strides when the last of the
retresting infantrymen dashed through the ranks of the support companies. The front-rank volley smashed
out close enough that the blasts singed the hair on the dogs muzzles; the line of charging Colonists
seemed to stagger in mid-legp. Braced bayonets met them, and the rear rank fired over their comrade's
heads. Me ee for amoment, pistol and saber againg rifle and bayonet, and then the men who had been
running amoment before were turning, walking back towards the fight asthey loaded. A trumpet called
from the ridgeline, high and brassy-swest, and the Colonistsreined in their dogs and retreated. Just in
time, asthefirg fidld gunsfired from the flanks of the V formation, airbursting over the retreating cavary.

"Well done, well done, oh, well done,” Rg shouted, hammering hisfist into the sandbags beside
him, as cheering erupted dl down the five-kilometer line of trenches. The Skinners on either side of the
redoubt were firing their massverifles, into the air or at the backs of the retreating Colonists; nearly two
kilometers, but they made some hits. Men on dogback were scooping up the wounded, loping to the
rear.

"Color-party—" Rg began, then looked down at hisright hand, which had squeezed alump of
bread and riceinto abdll. "Color party, follow me." Herolled out of thefiring dit and trotted to meet the
oncoming infantry battalion, with his honor guard and the colors of the 5th Descott behind him.

"Sautel" he barked, drawing his sword with aflourish. The 5th's colors dipped, and the infantry
actudly formed up to passin column as they headed back for their section of theline.

Their commander came up; it was Jorg Menyez himsdlf, grinning like an urchin under acovering
of powdersmoke. The saber in hisright hand had aline of red dong thetip.

"Spiritdamned, that waswell done, insubordination or no," Rg said, shaking hishand. "Y ou
should have delegated that."



"You'reoneto talk," Jorg replied, and then his smilefaded. "It was expensive,” he said. "But they
needed to see the Messer would stand with them . . . and that they could do it." The 31st Kelden County
Foot was mostly recruited from the areaaround the Menyez estates, Rgj knew. "The other line battalions
might not have been ableto doit .. . . but they're closer to being ableto, for having seeniit.”

-=0=-***_=Q=-

"MAMMM! MAAAMMM! the boy screamed, arching his back on the canvas-covered table. ™
Mam, help me, mamaaa."

"Hold him, crash your cores," the Renunciate barked.

Thefirgt casudties, after yesterday's congtruction accidents. Thefirst wave of arisng tide. At the
foot of the table Zenafir bore down on the leg with both hands, turning her head aside to vomit into the
empty wooden tub.

Fatimafet the bones creak in her hand; she had gripped the young soldier's with hers, relying on
the weight of her elbowsto pin hisarm. He was no older than she, and probably handsome when hisface
was not turned to agorgon's mask by an agony greater than flesh was meant to bear. The cordsin his
neck stood out like cables as the priestess-doctor's scalpel probed and diced.

"lodine and clamp," she snapped; her acolyte moved up.
"More opium, reverence?’ Fatima asked desperately.

"No, damn you, thefirst dose hasn't taken effect yet." The Arab girl suspected that it was taking
effect, just alittle, enough to prevent the boy from passing out with shock, but there was no timeto
wade. "Spirit damn al wars, there's nothing left of this knee but bloody splinters. It'll have to come off at
thethigh. Clamp there, idiot. Hold him."

Acrossthe great room with its dozens of tables there were other shrieks; one voice was
babbling, we held them, we held them, we held them over and over, asif it was ataisman.

"Needlesready," the priestess said between clenched teeth; they were hooked thingslike
instruments of torture, threaded with catgut. Fatimalooked aside and swallowed as the doctor took up
the saw; the boy began screaming once more, pulsing in time to the hideous grinding noise. She closed
her eyes. That iswhat the tub is for, sheredized. And it wasalarge one.

-=0=-***_=(Q=-
"| thought you were going to assign that,” Rg said, asthey dipped back into the redoubt.

"l did," Menyez said. He grinned, and the long usually-solemn face |ooked boyish for amoment,
streaked with sweet-channded dirt. "'l assigned it to me."

Rg cursed and looked back through the binoculars propped on the sandbagged vision dit. The
Colonia advance-guard showed no signs of wanting to do more than wait on the crest of theridge and
lick their wounds; he could imagine the enemy commander up there, writing up his report and handing it
to acourier to take back to Jamal. Not that he could tell much; unless everybody was disobeying his
orders, most of the men were Sitting on the firing steps with their heads bel ow the parapet, and the guns
wered| run back.

"Now," he continued, "how many, Jorg?"
Menyez shrugged. "It's raghead-land out there. Carpets of marching wog as far asthe eye could



reach, Rgj. Foot and cavalry and guns, Tewfik's banner is there, too, now. From what | saw before their
advance guard hit us, their support dements are making camp about three, four kilometers back.
Tewfik'sforce looksto be about haf the size of Jamd's, but more cavary and light artillery.”

"Mmmmm. At aguess, he came straight up the west bank and then swung west asfar ashe
could to cover Jama's bridgehead. They'll probably put their gunline on the hillcrest for the direct-fire
weapons or just behind it. We can't search the reverse dope, much . . . and they'll parlay first. Better
bring up those Ministry of Barbarians del egates; pointless, but delay helps us more than them.”

Menyez nodded. "Thank you for saluting my men," he added quietly.
"They earned it," hereplied. After the other man had Ieft, "And so will wedl, beforeit'sover.”

"Sir." Captain Dinnaysn, the artillery chief. A middle-class East Residence vowe-gress. ahint of
abreathed "h" inthe seyor.

Why everyone who'd been in on thefiasco at El Djem wanted another try was beyond him, Rgj
decided, but useful.

"Y@l

"Jugt confirming, gr; the militiagunners’ — the part-timers handling the big cast-iron fortress guns
— "said they've got those woghboys up on the ridge well within range.”

"And you told them, Captain Dinndsyn?"

"That the first one pullsalanyard getstied over the muzzle for the second shot, sr." A thinsmile.
"Got some of my ladsthereto doiit, too."

"Ser." The nasa rasp of Descott; M'lewis. " Ser, Quartermaster requests confirmation of yer
order."

For an ingant Rgj had to struggle to remember which one, there had been so many, and then a
hologram showed him arifleman's hand scrabbling frantically in an empty bandolier. Normal procedure
was for troops to beissued a hundred rounds before action, and for further requisitionsto be delivered
after Sgned authorization by an officer or noncom,; it was the only way to prevent troopsin garrison from
sdling ammunition for booze money.

"M'lewis, my respectsto the Quartermaster and | want opened boxes one to a platoon for al
unitson thefiring line, and | want it now."

"Mmmm, polite er forceful-loike, ser?" Another gold-toothed grin; give M'lewis ajob and he got
it done, but over-enthusiasm could be a problem, too.

"Polite, aslong ashe does it

-=0=-***_=(Q=-

The thunder of the drums shook the earth. Rgj looked up at the sky; not quite noon yet. The
drummers must be just behind the crest of the rise, so tempting to order hisheavy gunsinto actiononit. .
. but knowledge of his artillery's capacities and locations would be a gift like avisitation by Mohammed
for Jamal and Tewfik. They weretaking full psychological advantage of it, too; not just the drums, but as
each unit came up the noise increased, and it marched over the rise and along it in column, down the
entire five-kilometer length of open ground. Cavary and foot and guns, al looking like they had done a
hard day's march, but dl looking asif they knew their business, too. Gerrin was taking a steady stream of



notes as Foley dictated, leaning into the tripod-mounted telescope.

"I makethat . . . one-hundred-six guns, so far," he said. "About haf pompoms, aquarter 70s—"
much like the Civil Government's 75mm rifles "—and the rest amixture, fair number of howitzers.
Anything heavier, they're not showing."

"l wish they'd stop that damned drumming,” Gerrin cursed. "Bad for morae. . . that'salot of
atillery, Rg."

"Well. Thegamebegins . . . Oh, Spirit, what're they doing?'

Ra stepped up onto the parapet again; the redoubt had two, one above for the guns, and this
onefor the men of the 5th, putting ther riflesjust at ground level. The Civil Government entrenchments
faced up the opposite dope, which meant that any projectile they fired would remain at man-height al the
way to the crest, and possibly do damage when it dropped over . . . but it also limited hisview
somewhat.

"Ser," one of thelookouts on the roof of the redoubt bunker called. "It's the Skinnerd!™
"Whet're they doing?'

"Dancin' and singin’, ser! Intimeto them drums.” Rg blinked, leaning haf-out of the dit to see.
The Skinner groups were on both sides of the redoubt; he wouldn't have been surprised to see them out
sunning themsealves on the sandbagged roofs of their trenches. . . but they were dancing, samping and
legping in linesthat wovein and out of each other, linking arms, whooping out a chorusto thesmple
thudding of the enemy drums:

"En roul'en, reyoulouran, En roul’en, reeecboula—"

The song was punctuated by shotsfired intheair, or to kick up dirt on the dope near the
marching Colonids; every now and then a Skinner would turn his back on the enemy and bend over,
flapping up the rear of his breechclout, wiggling and dapping their buttocks at the Mudim host.

Ra put the binoculars down, fedling blank for a second, then coughing to cover the bubble of
laughter that forced itsway up histhroat. The men of the 5th were not trying; one by one they forced
their way to aforward position to see, and collapsed hooting to the packed dirt floor of the redoubt. The
laughter sporead down the line and to the cavary bunkers just behind it; he could imagine men crowded
pleading around their officersfor theloan of binoculars. The Colonist high command would be learning
just whet the Skinnersthought of their martial display aswell . . .

"It'sthefirgt timein my life I've ever wanted to kissa Skinner," Gerrin wheezed, leaning against
the parapet. "So much for morale, for now.”

"I'd bejedousif | didn't fed the sameway," Foley laughed, wiping hiseyes. ™Y ou know, that's
the most organized thing I've ever seen them do? Oh, shit, wait— isn't that Juluk Peypan, their chief?"

"What?' Rg |ooked around from the trenches to the ground before them. A lone Skinner was
trotting his red-and-white hound out towards the Colonigts. "Message to both Skinner groups, no
attack!" he barked; the runner hesitated, gripped his amulet and dashed away. Rgj raised his binoculars.
Y es, no mistaking that zigzag scar on the man's bare chest; he had hisfeet out of the stirrups, and his
monstrous two-meter rifle casualy over one shoulder.

Halfway to the enemy, the Skinner broke into a galop that made the big ears of his mount flop
like wings. He rose, stood on one foot, dropped on one side of his dog and bounced to the other, stood



on hishands. . . it wasadazzling display of dogsmanship, and it had certainly caught the attention of the
marching Colonists, making their neat ranksfater for a second; Rg could imaginetheir officers
nine-thonged whips flashing. Juluk finished up by standing in the saddle and dropping backwards, then
spinning on his back with his legs splayed wide. Thelong barrel reached out between them and vomited
smoke and flame; on the hillcrest, a banner toppled asits bearer's head splashed away from the 15mm
sauroid-killing bullet.

That produced areaction; a pompom swung around and began to spit, shells cracking into the
ground around the barbarian chief. Hereined in with insolent calm, lighting apipe and puffing on it, before
turning to trot back to the Civil Government lines. Halfway there, he turned in the saddle and extended a
clenched figt at the Colonists, shot out the middle finger and pumped the forearm back and forth before
clapping hedsto his hound.

"Theprdiminariesare over,” Rg sad. "Now well parlay.”
"Sdlaam deyikum, amir,” Rg said carefully, bowing to Tewfik and touching brow, lips, and chest.

"And upon you, peace, Messer Brigadier Whitehdl," the Colonist prince-generd repliedin
accented but fluent Sponglish, extending his hand. Both men ignored the el aborate formdities that were
going on where Jama met the Governor's negotiators; nothing would come of that.

They shook, looking at each other curioudy. Odd, thought Rg. Center's shown him to me so
many times, yet it's the first glimpse in the flesh.

"Y ou are young for such acommand,” Tewfik was saying; his hand was hard and callused in the
same manner as his opponent's. There were four men behind him, mostly younger than the Colonist's
thirty-five; two who looked like well-born Arabs; one who towered and showed a spiked blond beard
beneath cold grey eyes, and ablack amost astall and broader. Tewfik's closest retainers, trusted men
with high commands, from the richness of their use-worn wegpons and the hard set of their faces. They in
turn appraised the men behind him; Jorg Menyez, da Cruz, Gerrin Staenbridge, Foley.

"But you were young in El Djem, aswell, and you surprised methere." He hestated. "It was well
of you, not to fire on our wounded from the skirmish thismorning.”

"We're fighting men, theré's no need to act like ajackal," R replied. "I was rather surprised
myself, back inthe Valey of Death. How did you get those men there so fast?"

"Isthat what you call that battle? Appropriate enough. Well, if the truth be told, | was bringing
my ridersup for araid on you, usng El Djem asabase," he said, with an engaging grin that lit the serious
square face for amoment. Tewfik was running an experienced eye over the positions downdope as he
spoke. "Not bad," he continued. "But not good enough, of course. It is unfortunate for you that your
Governor can never trust an able man with an army large enough to do much good."

"I think you'll find thisoneamply large," Rej replied.

"Thereisno God but God; al things are disposed according to thewill of God." From Tewfik it
did not seem the automatic formulathat it might from another man.

"And the Spirit of Man of the Stars shapes our destinies,”" Rg replied with equal sincerity. "It
seems we have something in common.”

Their eyes met, turned to the Settler and the envoys of Governor Barholm.

"Indeed," Tewfik said. "Indeed, young kaphar."



-=0=-***_=(Q=-

"Y ou shouldn't have come,” Rg whispered into Suzette's ear. It was an hour past midnight, and
they sat on the edge of the redoubt wrapped in asingle cloak. She huddled closer, running her handsinto
the too-large deeves of her uniform jacket. There was nobody else on the flat stretch of sandbags over
timbers, except Gerrin and Foley at the far corner, stlanding hand in hand. That was far enough for verbal
privacy, a less.

"l wanted to," she said. " Spirit knows, theréslittle enough of doing what we want, inthislife.”
Silencefor along moment. "Rg, | told Falhasker the five fougasses on the left were hooked up—"

"What! Theright, | saidtdl him the right—"
"And | told Wenner Reed that it wasthefive on theright." A pause. "Trust me."

Rg signed. "1 do. And if | didn't, weve not got enough time to waste arguing. Not tonight.”
Softly: "Therewon't be much time for anything, tomorrow."

-=Q=-***_=Q=-

Crack. Thistimethe vicious bark of the pompom'’s explosion was followed by screams, further
down the line. Rg ducked, earsringing, as dirt blasted through the half-meter space between parapet
and roof.

"Shit," he muttered, dusting off hisjacket and binoculars. Above him there was along roar as one
of the heavy guns cut loose; they were working a counterbattery shoot at the high-velocity Colonist guns
on theridge, the onesthat were pounding hismen'sfiring dits. Diminishing rumble of thunder asthe huge
weapon ran backward and up the curved wooden ramps behind its whedls; then a gathering return as it
rolled back and stopped with a whack of anchor ropes. Ssssshhhhhhhhhhh asthe gunnersran
water-soaked sponges down the barrel on ramsto quench any sparks.

"Reload, contact fuse, full charge," the crew commander was shouting, voice alittle shrill. The
militiaknew their gun well enough, they had been practicing for many years, but they were holy-day
soldiers, members of some trade guild or religious cofraternity or whatever who liked to peacock in fancy
uniforms once aweek, not combat troops. Being shot back at was anew experience; with any luck they
would concentrate on the automeatic motions they had practiced, using the familiarity to distance
themsalves from an environment full of fear and uncertainty.

Raj peered up at the enemy line. Smoke was aready densein the valey bottom, the raw
burnt-sulphur stink of it clawing at the lining of the throat and making his eyeswater. There was more up
there, where the enemy guns flashed through the man-made murk, and more il risng and thinning
toward a sky where the stars of dawn were just now fading out. Then there was movement behind the
guns, awaving ripple, as men marched in column through the artillery positions and down the dopes. He
focused his glasses. Dismounted cavalry, they had scimitars at their Sdes rather than the short
chopping-blades the Settler's infantry wore. More and more of them, five battalions at least, they would
bethefirg wave. The gunsbehind fel slent briefly, muzzles shifting, and then the firing recommenced. All
at theleft flank of hisV, and the columns of marching men were danting in that direction, too.

"Well, now we know who sold out, don't we?' Suzette said, in avoice asflat asthe blued metal
of her carbine-barrdl; she was speaking loudly, to carry over the continuous roar of gunfire.

"You know, I'm glad it wasn't Falhasker," Rgj said. | hate his guts, but he's something of a
man, at least.



"Frankly, | don't give much of adamn,” Suzette replied.

-=0=-***_=(Q=-

Up on the dope two kilometers ahead the attacking columns were spreading out, color-parties
marching in place while the men deployed into open line formation. Airbursts dashed the sky above them;
tiny stick figuresfdl or flopped; black pillars sprang out of the earth around them with abrief spark of red
firea their hearts, dirt and metal and pieces of human flying into theair. Thelinesignored it al, swinging
forward a auniform jog-trot; even through the bombardment their keening shout was audible. Behind
them the upper curves of black hulls showed over the ridgeline, armored cars waiting for the Civil
Government artillery to be silenced.

It was going to be along day.

-=Q=-***_=Q=-
"Ser," avoice whispered at Kdtin Gruder's ear.

"What isit, Fitzin?' he said normally. Nobody was going to hear them, not with the roar of
artillery along the wog gunline up there on the hill half akilometer north. He scratched at the ferociousitch
of snagpperworm hites; he'd be painting those with iodine for amonth, thank the Spirit none of them had
gotten under hisjockcup. The spoiled-honey smell of native vegetation was a choking reek, but it would
cover their scent very effectively, even from the most dert enemy dogs.

"Ser, when arewe goin' to move?'

Which could befear, or just eagerness, or both; Kaltin looked back into brush that swallowed
vison within meters, down the gully to the flat where the 7th Descott Rangers waited beside their
crouching dogs. Taking an occasiona sp from their canteens, gnawing hardtack, dapping at the biting,
ginging, burrowing life of the gulch. Listening to the guns, knowing they were half akilometer behind the
enemy'sline and three from their own. A bit resentful of being led by a stranger, perhaps, but he was
here, which would probably count for agood dedl.

Ra had mentioned that he had Fitzin Sherrek in mind for acommission; it would be aswell to
explain, sncetherewas no hurry.

"It'sdl timing, Ftzin," hesad, pointing.

From here they could see the whole rear of the Colonist position, five kilometers or more
dretching to the west, bowing south dightly asthe ridge over the dry waterbed curved. Thefield guns
and pompoms were on the ridge itsdlf, or just alittle back with only their barrels showing; taking
protection from the terrain, and low earth berms thrown up in front. Shells were bursting among them,
and here and there a tangled mass of burning wood, scattered wrecked metal, stretcher-teams carrying
away wounded or dead. Their teams and caissons were well back, men were trotting back and forth
humping loads of ammunition. Other guns were behind the dope, stubby-barreled howitzersfiring their
missiles up at fifty-degree angles.

The enemy infantry were further back yet, knedling in ranksthat stretched down aong the road
toward the tent-city of their camp. An occasional shell cleared the rise and exploded among the closer of
them; men opened out like flowers around the blast-centers, but there was no motion except for the
wounded and the stretcher-teams. Every few minutes atrumpet would sound, flags dip, and anew
battalion column would surgeto itsfeet and trot toward the hill and over it, more men being fed into the
Colonigt attack on the left flank of Rg's position. Infantry now, not the dismounted elite whose dogs
waited with their reins spiked to the ground.



"We'rewaiting until the ragheads are bent over concentrating,” Katin continued. "All their
atention nicdly fixed. Rg will tell uswhen." He grinned, conscious of the dight pain of the scarsthat
meade hisface ugly when his muscles pulled, but for once he did not mind; his mind was rerunning over
and over again the sight of Evrard faling with haf historso gone. "And then we just run right up behind
and buttfuck them."

-=Q=-***_=Q=-

Thud.

Howitzer shell, Rg thought; they had atendency to bury themselves deep before they exploded.
Much louder up here on the roof of the redoubt, surrounded only by the sandbags and boiler-plate of the
observation post, but at least you did not have to hug the ground and cough in the dust it shook down
from the timbersaboveyou . . . One plunging shell had opened a crater in the trenchline a half-kilometer
to hisleft; through the binoculars he saw panicked infantry pouring out of the shattered fortification,
running toward the rear and throwing down their rifles. The next volley from the bunker of the cavdry
battalion behind them tore into their ranks; one more, and they turned and ran back to the trench before a
fear greater and more certain than the shells or the attack rolling down the long dope towards them.

The cavary positionswere il volleying, crisp and neetly spaced. Far too many of the infantry
positionsin the front rank were showing awild crackle of rapid individud fire through the thickening
clouds of smoke, and far too many of the guns there had fallen silent under the hammer from the ridge.
He hesitated for along moment, looking to his right; the infantry there were silent, out of range or
blocked by the bulk of the redoubt from bearing on the attack hitting the Ieft of the position. The guns
were throwing shot and smoke toward the Colonist positions, but only in long-distance counterbattery
fire. He swalowed past araw throat and thrust head and shoulders through the trapdoor, down into the
gun-platform of the redoulbt.

WHUMMP. WHUUMP. WHUUMP. The massve fortress gunsfired; thistime the crewsthrew
buckets of water on the barrel s before they spunged, and the metdlic steam that sizzled off the glowing
meta gave aswamp-saunatang to air already superheated from the muzzle blasts. The crews were
stripped to the waist now, their colorful jackets thrown down and trampled underfoot, bodies striped,
powder-black, showing the natura brown where swesat had cut through the clinging grim, splotches of
red where boiling droplets had rained back from the guns.

"Dinnalsyn!" Rg shouted. " Gerrin!"

The gunner arrived before the cavalryman; apage full of scribbled calculationswas clutched in
one hand, and aranging instrument in the other.

"Sr"

"We need morefire support on the left flank," Rg yelled. "It's not going to hold. Have the guns
switch to cannister at three hundred meters, send arunner—" Dinndsyn nodded "—and then go yourself,
limber up all the mobile gunsonthe right flank—" the 75's, the breechloading field guns "—and run them
over to the left; prepare to receive armored vehicles.”

A hesitation; the communications road behind the flanks of the Civil Government position was
protected by heaped spoil from the fieldworks, but it had no overhead protection, and the guns would be
hammered mercilesdy by the Colonigt firing line. The counterbattery exchange had gone againgt the
enemy so far despite their numbers, but that was largely because of the superior protection of hisguns. In
the open, hitched to dogs driven frantic by the noise and smell of deeth. . .



"Doit, doit now," Rg said. Dinndsyn nodded and l€eft at arun, calling to his staff.
"Rg 7" Gerrin'sface.
"Takealook." The other man swarmed up the ladder and looked |eft.

The Colonist attack was sweeping down the dope toward them. A linewould bob erect and
dash forward, five seconds, sx; then they dovefor the earth, their carbines snapping; the men behind
leapfrogged them, and the maneuver would be repeated. There was no cover to spesk of on the bare
scraggly st of the hill; even the occasiona scrub bush had been uprooted while the Army of the Upper
Drangosh dug in. Shdllfire plowed through the ranks, shrapnd whined and lashed dust from the ground in
pocked circles, wounded men rolled into shell craters and were blasted out again in gobbets asfresh
explosvefdl fromthe sky. A kilometer to cover under artillery fire, and then another to advance through
the killzone of six thousand rifles, and till they came. . .

R4 focused on the crest. More banners marching over in a.continuous stream, deploying and
surging forward; infantry now, the second wave. One unit wavered when it saw what waited below, the
driftsand tumbled windrows of bodies, still or screaming and moving feebly, haf-hidden by the patchy
cloud of gunsmoke that covered the whole length of ground from dry stream bed to crest. The officer's
whips glittered as they whirled, and a pompom dewed to blast astring of craters at their heds; the men
hunched their shoulders asif walking into astorm of deet, and plodded forward.

"Spirit of Man, but those are good troops," Gerrin said, watching the front rank of Colonists dash
forward another ten meters.

"No," Suzette said loudly behind them. "I don't want them to be brave. Kill them dl.” They gave
her aglance; the danted green eyes were fixed, not seeing da Cruz nod agreement beside her.

"Gerrin, the infantry'swavering. Take da Cruz, get down there, get them volleying again.” If they
did not, half the rifleswould overheat and jam, dippers of water or no. Perhaps | should shift Jorg
from the right—No, Jamal had enough reserves to launch an attack there, too, he needed someone
rock-steady to hold that flank with haf their guns pulled out. "Tdl them | have absolute confidencein
them.”

Fifteen minutes, Rg thought as Gerrin and the Master Sergeant dropped through the trapdoors.
Kaltin would need that, to get his men into place through that brush.

"Rockets,” he barked. The trooper on the other side of the pillbox had acigar clenched between
histeeth; he removed it, blew on the end until the ember glowed and thrugt it through thefiring dit,
touching the wicks of the three signd rockets outside. They shot skyward with a hooosh that waslost in
the cannonade, but the crimson bursts would be visible as far as Sandora and the Colonist encampment
behind theridge.

"Wel, that'sit, he muttered to himsdf. All that could be done, had been done. . ...

The beetling shapes of the Colonist armored cars lurched over the crest of the ridge, grinding and
diding down toward him; their enginesthrew ahaze of black fumes above the riveted iron hulls. They
were moving to theleft, dl the enemy formations had donethat. If nothing ese, it got them out of the path
of fire from the Skinnersto theright of the redoubt faster . . .

"En boon, mes garz!"

His head turned right, and his helmet clanked on the boiler plate around the dit as he scrambled
to see. Theright-wing Skinners were on the move, boiling out of their trenches and climbing the roof of



the redoubt. Some continued al the way across it, whooping and laughing as they ran to join the band of
their fellowsto the left of the fort. Others were unwilling to wait that long, or perhapsto fight beside men
of hogtile clans; they stopped at the edge of the redoubt, standing to brace their long guns on the crossed
shooting sticks, or knedling. One of the armored carslurched, pinpricks of light flashing from the soft iron
armor asthe 15mm bullets skidded over its surface or punched through. It stopped, dewing; orange
tongues belched out of the firing dits and the pintle mount of the pompom in itsbows, and then it blew
gpart in aglobe of orangefire asthefud from its ruptured tanks sprayed into the flames of thefighting
compartment.

Men werefaling, too, but the other armored cars continued; a dozen of them rattling down the
dope toward him. Wounded Colonists crawled aside, or vanished under thetall metal wheels. The
pompoms of the fighting vehicles were beginning to snap out sngle shots a the Civil Government artillery
inthefiring line; the guns had shifted to cannister, plowing wedges of lead shot through the Colonist
ranks, but no menace to the men behind armor. The front ranks of the enemy advance were more ragged
now, remnants of a dozen battalions mixed among those closing to within three hundred meters. Their
carbine fire was more effective now, men gaining confidence asthey sensed an end to their ordedl. At
close range their numbers and magazine rifles would daughter the Civil Government soldiers, and the
trench that protected them now would only serve to hold them in place astargets. Behind them banners
danted asthe follow-up waves rose to their feet and ran forward, lines like waves beating toward a
storm-locked shore, waves that screamed like files on stone.

The Colonigt artillery began to fdl slent, astheir own men masked the Civil Government line.

-=0=-***_=0=-

"Fire." Kaltin shouted, dashing downward with his sword. Getting the men up here had taken
lesstime than he had expected, but it would not be long before the wogs noticed, even with their
attention locked on the other side of the ridge. The Colonist army had afair assortment of uniforms, but
none of their units wore round helmets, blue jackets, maroon pants. . . or carried abanner with a
Starburst topping the pole.

BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM. The 7th Rangers rose from the edge of the scrub and
caught the flank of the column surging up toward the ridge.

BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM. Men running cheering to victory shuddered to a halt,
even though safety now lay ahead of them. Shouts turned to screams; the impact of unexpected danger is
aways greater than that of one aman has steled himsdlf to face. And they sent in the best troops on
this flank first, Katin thought coldly, astheriflesbarked again. These are the ones they kept back to
feed in and give weight to a successful push. Got to keep moving, don't let them realize what's

happening.

BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM. A gun on theridge ahead turned and fired toward the Civil
Government force which had appeared, impossibly, where no enemy could be.

"Mount!" Kaltin shouted. The 7th scrambled into the saddles of their crouching dogs, dinging the
rifles over their shoulders for want of time to scabbard them. Stedl hissed free, flashing al dong theline.

"Trumpeter, sound charge.” Dogs howled, thunder-loud, over the shouts of their riders. "Hell or
plunder, dog-brothers—now!"

"UPAND AT 'EM."

-=Q=-***_=Q=-



"Now! Commander says now!"

Barton Foley sarted violently at the hand on his shoulder; he had been standing just behind the
forward line as they stepped up onto the parapet and volley-fired to the left. The forward section of the
redoubt could rake the whole first rank of the Colonist advance now, they were so close to the Civil
Government trenches; shots from the Skinners on the roof were killing three and four men at atime.

He pulled his eyes from the hypnotizing clamor; the other platoon-commanders and noncoms
could handleit aswell. Barton stepped back with the front rank; the second pushed past him, leveling
their rifles asthey braced to thefiring dits. Foley turned; the two troopers assigned to it were aready
pumping at the arms of the portable generator with agrinding of iron gears and arising whine from the
clumsy hand-wound armatures. Three scissor-switches were tacked to an improvised board, each of
them running back to three copper wires. The wires fanned out, disappearing between sandbags and into
the meter depth of dirt that covered each of them.

The young man braced his hand against the wooden handle of the first switch. | hope nothing
cut the lines, hethought. | really, really do.

His palm dapped down, and afat blue spark snapped.

-=Q=-***_=Q=-

The explosion from the Colonist gun line was loud enough to carry even over the noise of the
bettle; a pae sphere of fire rose behind the silent guns and flung things that might have been human into
theair. That's an ammunition dump going off, Rg thought, with sudden wild relief. Kaltin. Running
figures gppeared among the guns, and others among them, on dogback, swords glittering asthey cuit.

A pompom round from one of the armored cars dapped into the sandbags of the observation
post, with enough force to toll againgt theiron core below. Rg felt something well up from his chest past
his neck, white and cold; it cleared his grit-filled eyes, and made the world go sharply clear. He walked
to the barred door at the rear of the pillbox and kicked it open.

"Signaller, standard-bearer, follow me," he said, stepping out over the body of adead Skinner.
Live onesraised awhoop to see him, their fireraking the Colonist line. It had reached the edge of the
Civil Government's|eft flank now, and the foremost men in jdllabas were sticking the muzzles of their
carbines up into the firing dits from the dead ground immediately below, working the levers and firing
blind into the trenches. Bayonets probed back for them, and vanished again as the armored cars came
forward to pound point-blank. The Colonia attack might yet succeed, smply because the first wave
were too busy to notice what was happening.

"Look back, you stupid wog bastards,” Rg roared, as he strode to the edge of the blockhouse.
Bulletswent by with acontinuous crack-crack, and the standard bearer fdll to his kneeswith a coughing
grunt. Another of the color-party snatched the pole beforeit could fal and followed. A woman'svoice
behind him, "Rg, no—"

That didn't matter now. "Behind you, you raghead idiots! Behind you!" His sword chopped
toward the Settler's banner on the hill to the south. "L ook south, they're behind you."

A few men actudly looked up. It wasthe explosion of thefirst armored car that really caught
their attention, however; it shattered noisily, spattering hot metal and burning fuel dong a hundred meters
of thetrenchlineto ether side, catching the men it had been supporting. Rg looked north, and saw the
second and third of the 75's galloping out from behind the mounds that sheltered the communications
road, dowing and whedling into firing positions level with the cavary bunkers afew score meters behind



the trenchline. One went over from atoo-sharp turn, bouncing and flipping end-over-end as the crew
flew off in screaming arcs and the dogs twisted in their harness under the inertia of atonne of moving
metal. But the others were firing, bel ching knives of orange flame over open sights asthey cameto bear
on the Colonia armor. Another armored car blew up, and then another.

A fougassefired, far to the left. The bursting charge was not large, only ten kilos of powder, but
it was enough to spray a huge fan of burning oil and naphtha across the hillsde into the faces of the
Colonist second wave. The sound was aloud diffuse fffumph, as men ran screaming and burning across
the barren earth. Ffumph, asthe next went, then fifteen more, spaced at intervasall acrosstheleft flank,
two hundred meters out. Not many men were actudly caught in the flames, but the sight of human torches
running back towards them was the last unbearable thing for the follow-up waves; they turned and ran,
screaming, shooting or hacking down the officers who tried to sop them. Even then, the Colonids who
had made it beyond the line of flame-weapons hesitated. Another armored car went up in acrash,
sending apillar of smoke like nothing else on the battlefield into the sky; the rest began to pull back
asrapidly asthey could, and the soldiersfollowed, throwing down their rifles and running.

"Sound Cavalry, general advance!" Rg shouted. "Get my dog, somebody get my fucking dog!
Runner, tell the armored carsto get out of their holes and attack, moveit, now."

-=Q=-***_=Q=-

The carbine bullet cracked past Katin Gruder'sear. A second later his saber punched through
the Colonia gunner's somach with the weight of man and dog behind it; he wrenched it free with atwig,
reining in suddenly enough to make the dog rear. Others were surrounding the pompom, tossing their
lariats over the breech and snubbing them to their pommelsto drag the weapon away.

He wiped aforearm across his eyes, the left; his right was sodden to the elbow. Gunners were
running west dong theline, back to the intact and uncommitted Colonid right where it waited behind the
ridge; unitswere forming up, wheeling to face what had been their own right wing moments before.

"Lieutenant Ynez," he barked. "Whee some of those cannon around to bear, here. Fire a the
wogs whao're running, and pepper the gunstoo far to reach over west there. | want athree-company
firing line, ready to back and valley."

He stood in the tirrups and looked back; the last of the Colonial armored cars was burning
hafway up the dope towards him; the Civil Government machines were lurching out of the front of the
redoubt, and he could see men swarming out of the trenchline, mounting up before the cavalry bunkers
behind it. Clots and masses of Colonia soldiers were streaming across the field, retreating in a.diagona
towardsthe part of the ridge still held by their forces;, masking their own guns, he saw with ahammering
glee, as smoke belched dl dong the trenchline and raked the fleeing men. More than enough of them to
come straight back and siwamp the 7th, but the fight was out of them for thisday at least.

"l think—" and something dedgehammered him out of the saddle. But we won, hismind
whispered. The ground struck him.

-=0=-***_=Q=-

Barton Foley dashed back to thefiring dit asthe last of the fougassesfired; one hand went to the
back of hisneck under the chainmail flap, unconscioudy kneading againgt the tension of suspense. The
nearest Colonists were wavering, flinching away from the Skinner'sfire astheir armored cars reversed
and left them.

They're going to run, he decided. If they're pushed. It was calm and rather remote, as hisright



hand lifted the pistol from its holster. He thumbed back the hammer and braced his|eft on the sandbags
ahead of him; remote, like a description of tacticsin one of Gerrin's books.

"Follow me" he said, and levered himsdf up. The troopers did, with ahowl that burst out of the
bunker like the cries of wolves.

-=Q=-***_=Q=-

"The Merciful, the Beneficent,” Fatimawhispered to hersdlf, pausing as she came back down the
gairsfrom the upper gdlery of the Temple and paused. A bell wasringing, signal that more carriages and
wagons had come through the city gates with wounded.

She had washed her upper body and changed her blouse while she fed her son, but the skirt
swung sodden and ill-smelling againgt her legs. The skinall over felt prickly, asif grains of cold sand had
been shaken againgt it; her ssomach heaved again, but she clenched her teeth againgt the taste. The
sguare outside the windows was carpeted with pallets and stretchers and bodies; men were loading the
dead onto wagons, rough in their haste because the till-living needed the room. Doctors ran through the
outskirts, among the latest wave, making the quick judgments that sorted the incoming. For thosetoo far
goneto save, amassive dose of opium for the conscious, and they were taken to the side Street of the
hopel ess cases; worst was when they knew what had happened, and stretched out imploring handsto the
priest-physicians asthey were carried away. Thelightly wounded were left with their field-dressingsin
the square, to be dedt with astime alowed.

Fatima swallowed, and walked down the last of the stairs toward the table to which shewas
assigned. The cleanly order of the dawn had vanished, leaving afetid chaosthat had only the minimum
structure necessary to keep from completely seizing up. Men with stretchers shouted and cursed asthey
elbowed past the men and women dragging out the bodies of those who had died on the tables that
crowded the great room, or tubs full of shattered pieces of those who lived. Physicians and volunteers
called for medicines, water, bandages, wounded men shouted or moaned or wept. The floor was
dippery-gticky on the soles of her feet as she descended the last stepsinto ablast of stench and noise.

Almost, she did not recognize the man on the table; Damans pushed past her for her rest period,
garing with ablank stiff expression Fatimarecognized from the fed of her own. The patient was
chak-paewith loss of blood, under anatura light brown; an officer, from the pistol holster and epaulets,
andyoung. ..

"Get away from me, you bitches, not my arm, bitches al of you get away get away—" The
doctor's aide staggered back, amost dropping the glassfull of liquid opium and rum she had been trying
to feed to the Struggling man.

Fatimamoved in and gripped the wounded limb below the elbow joint; the tourniquet was on the
upper left forearm, and what had happened to hand and wrist was enough to make her look away even
now. Especidly as she knew that hand well . . .

"Barton!" she said, leaning over so that he could see her face. The wildness|eft hiseyes, alittle.
"Barton, you die unlesslet doctor help. Gerrin left all doneif you dig; | left alone. Y ou brave soldier, act
likeit!"

The straining body dumped back, and the young man closed his eyeswith asigh. Fatimaraised
his head and gave him the sedative hersdif.

"Arewe retreating?’ she asked, distracting him as he drank and the doctor picked up a probe.

"No," he said wearily. "Wewon. Thisisvictory."



-=0=-***_=(Q=-
"Most Sacred Avatars,” Rg whispered hoarsdly. "It's only an hour past noon.”

The otherswith him sat equally stunned, watching as the Colonias removed their deed and
wounded from the dope; Tewfik's envoy had pleaded for it, and the pause was as much to the Civil
Government army’'s advantage.

"How many, do you think?' Dinnasyn said, passing a canteen.
"Five thousand dead, maybe six,” Gerrin Staenbridge said quietly, taking aswig.

"And ours?' Rg said, beginning amoation to wipe the spout on his deeve; he stopped it asthe
wet heaviness of the cloth dragged the arm, and took three quick swallows himsdlf. The water was cut
one-third with nun, and the burning put alittle strength back into his ssomach.

The Colonigtslay in along swath down from their starting point, curving away to the left likea
wave that shears away from a subsurface breakwater. They were thicker just in front of thetrench line,
like afrozen surf of deeth; the miasmaroseinto the hot afternoon sun, along with the lingering stink of
powder and the continuous low moaning of the injured asthey waited to be carried back up the hill they
had charged over so confidently.

"Eighteen hundred, two thousand, mostly in the counter-attack,” Gerrin said.

"Damn Tewfik," Rg nodded. It had dmost been arout, but the Colonist |eft had not run; they
had wheel ed about, presenting afront that the Civil Government troops were too few to break; asingle
push had shown that. He looked out at the still-burning armored cars, adozen of the Colony's and four
of his. "Heknew we till couldn't win abattle of maneuver. .. ."

"What do you think helll do?' Menyez asked. Of al of them helooked the least worn. "Hisown
force wasn't committed for long; they're fill fresh.”

"So'sour right, and they saw Jama's men run today,” Rg said. He looked up; another nine hours
of light, but then it would be dark-black for most of the night.

"Dinndsyn," he continued. "How many enemy guns did we bring back?'

"Twenty, pompoms,” the artilleryman said. "Destroyed about the same, but our gun linés going to
be weaker tomorrow, too."

"That doesn't matter, if it's strong whereit counts,” Rgj said. "Menyez, pull . .. six .. . . no, four
battalions out of theright flank; it'd be suspiciousif there were more, march them over to the left and
have them help with the cleaning up. Then," he continued, "after dark, trickle them back, and every
second battalion from the | eft, too; the least-hurt ones. Dinnasyn, leave those guns on the left and make
likeyou're digging them in. Then bring them dl back to theright, and dl the mobile guns originaly onthe
left aswell.”

They dl looked at him; Rgj let hishandsfall between his knees, watching the smoke of his
cigarettetrickle up. "We can't be strong everywhere," he said. "They've ill got more men, and more
weight of metal; and the left was our stronger flank. Well just have to bet that they won't lead off with the
sameformationsagain.”

Even for an army as large as the one the Settler had brought up the Drangosh, the losses had
been gruesome. Still, those were brave men, well-disciplined; they had proven it today.



"What if Tewfik shiftsfront, too?" da Cruz asked. Even the veteran noncom waslooking alittle
shaken; nobody in the Civil Government's forces had seen carnage like today's, not in twenty years. The
Colonists had, of course, inthe Zanj wars . . .

"He might, | don't think Jama will," Rg said. "And thisistwo amieswerefacing; I'm betting
with the confusion back there, itll be too much trouble to redirect everything. Jama will do the
sraightforward thing, hit uswith the other hammer on the other sde of the head.”

"Andif yourewrong?' Menyez said, looking a him curioudly.

"Weadl die" Rg said. The only consolation being | won't see it, hethought.
" ... will fall and wind will blow—

Lost men die in the mountain snow

Souls break their wings on Heaven's wall

Dark night must come, come to us all—"

Soirit-damned cheerful folksongs the Sialwarts have, Rg thought, leaning his head back
againg Suzette's knees. The plangent slver strings of her gittar tinkled as she played, singing the ancient
songs a nurse from the western tribes had taught her as a child. The troopers seemed to like it; a hundred
or so had come from their own firesto listen, here behind the redoubt. Nobody wanted to deep in the
redoubt, if it could be avoided. For that matter, nobody seemed to want to deep, much. . . . He had
been able to get them ahot meal, sent out from Sandora on wagons, at least. More than the enemy had,
from what the prisoners said; evidently they had come north with nothing but hardtack and jerky, enough
to see them through into the fertile lands north of the city, but no more. And it would be acold camp over
there, not enough firewood left around here to roast an avocat.

One more time, he had told the men, doing the rounds of the fires. One more time, and they'll
break. Nobody could take what we dished out today more than once more. The question was,
could his men take it once more?

A burgt of firing out of the night brought men rolling to their feet.

"Stand easy," Ry cdled, hearing it being echoed through the long jewe -chain string of campfires
behind the trench line. Not enough firing to be an attack, and he had Skinner and Descotter scoutsin
plenty on the dope. Suzette followed him as he climbed to the roof of the redoubt and watched the
spiteful fire-tongues flickering through the dark, frowning.

"Fucking Tewfik!" Rg said with sudden anger. " Fucking Tewfik!" Shaking hisheadin
admiration.

"What?' Suzette said.

"The fougasses, he's not leaving anything he can to chance either,” Rg said. "They'reredly not as
dangerous as around of cannister, but they've got lots of mental impact. On our men aswell ashis,
seeing them go off would beabig plus. At aguess. . . yes, fromwherethey are. . . he'sgoing for the
fougasse detonator lines. Messenger!™ A trooper ran up. " Off to the scouts, and tell them to concentrate
on the fougasses, don't let the enemy damage them.”

"Can you replace the lines?' Suzette asked, standing closer and hugging hisarm.

"No," he said, returning the embrace. "But I've got atrick or two like that mysdlf." He looked



down into her face, and thought of trying to persuade her to leave again. No, hethought. Useless.
Begdes, there were limitsto aman's unsalfishness.

"Meanwhile, | don't much fed like deeping,” he said.

"And we have awhole bunker, dl to oursalves. . . ."

-=Q=-***_=Q=-
"We're not going to stop them," Menyez said flatly.

Rg looked out the dit of the observation pillbox. It waslike one of those horrible recurring
dreams, where you die over and over again, never ableto vary your actions. The same hammering
cannonade back and forth, the same stinking clouds of smoke . . .

Of course, there were differences. The gun lines on both sides had thickened up from yesterday;
dawn had shown him most of the remaining tubes on the ridge above shifted over to positionsfacing the
Civil Government'sright. Fucking Tewfik, Rg thought with weary irony. That's becoming my motto.
Although I'm the one who's getting screwed. The attack had been different, too, faster and alittle
looser. These were Tewfik's own men, the Coloniad Army of the South, and they had been with the
prince-genera during the Zanj warsin the lands beyond the Colonid Gulf. They had come with the same
legpfrog tactics, but sprinting rather than trotting, and their rifle-fire was damnably accurate.

"Wewouldn't have held them thislong if we hadn't stripped the left flank,” Rg said.

"Which won't hold ether, not if they come down," Menyez said. Theridgeto the left was quiet,
but the reformed battalions of the Settler's Army of the North had marched alittle past it, and their ranks
had held under the light shelling of the muzzle loadersin the Civil Government gun line opposite. The
lanky Kelden County man sighed; the battle on the right wing was turning into a short-range firefight, the
front lines of Tewfik'sriflemen only two hundred and fifty yards from the trenches.

"Y ou can probably get most of the cavalry back to Sandora,” Menyez said, turning to go. He
stopped when Rg touched his shoulder.

"Suzette" Ry said, "what was that toast the Brigade ambassador gave, last year?"
She stood beside him. "Hefears his fate too much, and hisreward is small—"

He finished the words. "—who will not put it to the touch, towin or loseit al," he continued.
"Battlesarewon or logt inthemindsof men.. . . sgndler, therocket.”

A singletrail of smoke rose from the redoubt, above the wreathing smoke of ten thousand rifles
and two hundred guns. Behind the trenchline cava rymen jumped up and ran to the captured pompoms,
jerked the lanyards. They did not attempt to aim, nor could they have even if the front was not blanketed
with heavy smoke. The Colonist weapons had asingle clip each . . . and only one target; each had been
boresighted on afougasse that morning, before Dinndsyn's gunners were caled to serve their own
wegpons. The pompoms hammered . . .

... and the flame-arcs erupted, not in a smooth progression but al within fifteen seconds of one
another. Men jumped and ran, screaming, struck by aweapon their leader had told them was disarmed.
The snapping of carbines fatered for amoment.

"Signdler,” Rg cdled: "All left-flank units, generd advance. All cavary, prepare for pursuit.”

"Tewfik's men won't break, we haven't hurt them enough,” Menyez protested. Below them came



the pig-snarl of armored car engines, and al aong the lft flank of the Civil Government line men were
clambering out of their trenches, forming line for a sweep into the Colonist flanks. ™Y ou can't do that,
Jama's men il outnumber us and they'll take usintherear!”

"No, they won't,” Rgj said softly. His binoculars were trained on the motionless units on the
heights, battalions cut to the strength of companies. A banner wavered and then dropped; he could see
the officer behind it pistol the soldier who had thrown it aside, then fly back as a dozen riflesfired with
their muzzles pressed dmost to hisflesh. "They'll run . . . from their own memories. Why do you think |
alowed them atruce, yesterday? They spent four hoursin hell, then ten picking up the results and burying
them.”

Hedrew his pistol; Horace had been led up to the edge of the redoubt, whining with eagerness
after aday spent bridle-chained to the floor of abunker.

-=0=-***_=(Q=-
"Fucking Tewfik," Rg said. |'ve got to stop that. "Damned if | don't like the man,” he continued.

One of the 75's beside him on the ridge crashed, and a spout of water flashed up white and black
besde the giant bridge. It had been an impressive structure under congtruction; from the hills aboveits
terminus on the western shore it was even more mgjestic. A blossom of flame came from the
entrenchments on the eastern bank, adow earthquake rumble that ended in amassive gout of dirt on the
plain below. The surface of the road across the Drangosh was red with fleeing Colonist soldiers, most in
disorder; the shrinking semicircle around the head of the bridge traded damming volleyswith Civil
Government cavary who had pursued them dl day.

"Why—" Menyez began, then withdrew alittle distance to cough hislungsfree. For this he had
been willing to ride adog, counting aweek'sillnessasmal priceto pay. "—do you say s0?' he
continued, face red and flushed.

"Because he wasn't concerned with anything but getting as many of his men out as he could, once
there wasn't a chance of turning things around. Not even his baggage train." The 5th guarded that now,
with apicked band of Companions about certain heavy chests. Not M'lewis, who was here; there was
no point in pushing aman too far. "Too bad for him he hasto work for that butcher Jamd," Ry
continued, Sghing.

| thought victory was supposed to bring triumph, hethought. Maybe I'mjust too tired; all |
want is Suzette and a bath and bed for a week ... slegping the first two days.

"Eh, mun ami!" Juluk Peypan wasin high good humor. " Jey ahz un caddaw per tuh!”

A gift? Rg thought. The sun was dmost down, the banks of the river in enough shade to make
the muzzle-flashes brighter than reflected sunlight; the thousand and one details of administration marched
through hismind like weary troops. Oh, well, it's certainly better than defeat, he mused.

"Yes, | gotsthisfor you!" the Skinner continued, grinning from ear to ear ashereached into a
bag tied to his saddle.

Jamal's teeth were showing aswell, but Rg would have judged the expression one of surprise. It
was difficult to tell, snce much of one Sde of the face was missing.



Chapter sixteen

"Well, it'salittle different from thelast time, isn't it?" Foley said, pausing before one of the wall
mirrorsin the seamboat's lounge. His Captain's uniform wasimmeaculate, the chain mail of the epaulets
matching the mirror polish of the hook where hisleft hand had been. The sump was actudly Hill alittle
tender for it, it had only been amonth or so, but appearances had to be kept up on avidt to court.

"All relative" Ry replied abgtractedly, watching out the window as the multicolored lights of East
Residence swam by; the Pdace waslit like day, new arc-lights throughout the grounds. The humid air felt
soft on hisskin, after the dryness of the southern border, but his gut tensed again; fear, different from the
scrotum-raising tenson of combat, but fear nevertheless. "We got alittle more time, but then again, we
won."

"Thistime" Menyez said, laying down his book. "Isheredlly planning to send usto retake the
Southern Territories?' A pause. "Y ou know, my family originaly came from there? We had estates
around Port Murchison, back when: got out just before the Squadron took the city." Another pause.
"They can keep it, frankly, asfar as1'm concerned.”

"Well, that will be the Governor's decison, won't it?" Suzette said neutraly. She wasfrowning as
she adjusted the court dress; not forma, the officia reception would not be until tomorrow, but it was
unaccustomed after so many weeksin riding clothes or uniforms.

"Maybeit's Tzetzas who wanted us back," Foley continued. "He's going to have Rg sent to the
frying polefor not turning over dl Jama's pay chests. Remember that message he sent when he found out
you'd ordered haf invested for life pensionsto the disabled?”

"Fscdly irregular, | believe the phrase was," Muzzaf said; the Komarite was itting at one of the
lounge desks, carefully blotting his pen on ascrap of paper. His new northern-style civilian trousersand
jacket were Azanian silk themselves, and aruby stud glowed in hiscravat. "Shall | tell Messer Gruder
our journey was uneventful ?* he continued, finishing the letter.

"Tell Katinto stay flat on hisback, for another four months or s0," Gerrin Staenbridge said,
gtretching cat-content. A bullet through the inner thigh and a fractured legbone were no joke, especialy
after abad infection. Of course, another inch to the right and Captain Gruder would have been the last of
the Graders, whether he survived or not. "He's used up about all hisluck asitis.. . ." He glanced eadt,
toward Sandord. "Y ou know, | hate to have loose ends, and I'm alittle anxious leaving someone
bedridden in charge back there; did they ever find that wog who murdered Reed, for example, what was
hisname, Abdullah?'

"No," Suzette said, in atone even more detached; they al looked over at her. The shuttered,
unreadable manner seemed to be inversely proportiona to the distance from Court.

"Probably intended to disorganize the militiafor the assault, had they won," Gerrin observed.
"Probably,” Rgj agreed. Suzette's eyesflickered to his, and then away.

"Well, I'll be damned!" Menyez exclaimed, from the dockside window. Therewas ablast from
thewhistle, and adight jar asthe boat was warped in to the dock. Trumpets sounded. "The 2nd



Gendarmerieis providing our escort!”
"Haf-Ass Stanson himsdf?*

"For the Spirit's sake, watch that,” Rgj laughed. "I hear he'srecruiting a better class of thug, these
days." The hundred-or-so survivors of the 2nd's mad-dash retreat from the Valey of Death had learned
something, at least. Not |east a strong determination never to leave the capital again, from what his
correspondentsin the Palace said.

-=0=-***_=Q=-

"Y ou were planning on seeing the Governor a once?' Stanson said, leaning back againgt the
cushions on the other side of the coach.

Rg blinked, glancing asde a Des Poplanich. It wasirregular that his old friend's brother should
have come to meet them with the escort, being persona extremely non grata at Court, and the way
Stanson had insisted on taking Rgj donein the lead coach was even more suspicious.

"Well, yes, of course," Rg said, suddenly conscious of the pistal at his side and the sword lying
across hislap.

Don't beridiculous, hetold himsdlf, glancing out the window. A crowd was |eaving athegter,
laughing women in gowns and feathered hats and jewels, men in brilliant uniforms handing them up into
light town coaches, lacy things of crysta and stedd and glass. The bright gedights glittered on the jewels
and metawork, the marble of the buildings, the embroidered liveries of daveswho held the bridles of
coach teams whose coats were brushed to a shine as perfect asthe ladies wigs. Maxilunawas full,
hovering over the palace; the streets were loud with the sound of iron wheels on the cobbles, the cries of
pushcart-vendors. Nothing's going to happen; except a lot of tedious parades and speeches, when
the troops get here. And maybe a war next year, but the Southern Territories are our rightful
possession.

He glanced back; Des seemed embarrassed, but there was a bright tension to Stanson's posture.
Ra remembered the way he had handled his pistolsin the surprise attack last year, like extensions of his
hands; this was Stanson's home territory, and here he was as much at home as Rg) was on a battlefield
with aclear enemy in front of him.

"It would redlly be better . . . very much better,” Stanson said quietly, "if you would send a
message saying you weretired, and that you'd see the Governor at the morning levee." A silence, broken
only by therattle of the wheelsthat changed to arumble asthey neared the Pdace and the surface of the
street switched from cobblestones to more recent concrete. The soft thudding of the dogs paws
remained, and their panting.

"Better dill," the 2nd's commander continued, "if you'd taken aday or so longer getting back
from thefrontier; | understand some of your people are ill recovering from their injuries.”

Unspoken threat; Rg looked out the window again. The 2nd's new uniforms were beautifully
tailored, but the jackets were a sand-colored khaki now, and they were riding with the butts of their rifles
onthar thighs.

"Wadl," he sad after aminute. "l suppose you're to be the new Governor, Des?'

Des Poplanich stuttered; he was plumper than his older brother had been—is, Rg thought he's
not dead, just . . . out of circulation—but had much of the same well-meaning earnestness. Ry had
adwaysrather liked him; Deswas very much what his brother might have been, without the force of will



and with only nine-tenths of the brains.

"Rgj, you know I'm not an ambitious man,” he began. Rg nodded; that was the only reason Des
was il dive, that and Barholm's thorough-going contempt. Des continued:

"But this. . . it'sfor the good of the State. Barholm'samadman, and he's. . . Rg, you've been
away from Court, but he's getting worse. Thisreligious policy, it'sinsane! Yes, we can't dlow outright
heathens like the Christos equal rights, but that's no excuse for confiscating their property or denying
them all basic liberties. Thetaxesare grinding haf of what's left of the free-farmer classinto
debt-peonage, and where'sit going? Where is every penny going? To line Tzetzas pockets, and
creatures like him, and what's | eft over is squandered on new temples and crazy schemeslikethis
cross-country railway to Sandoral, and foreign wars that enrich nobody but mercenaries and
contractors—Tzetzas again . . .

"He hasto go, Raj; him and that whore he had the effrontery to make Governor's Lady. Did you
know," he continued bitterly, with the offended pride of fifteen generations of patricians, "that he's had her
face put on acoin? That respectable Messas have been banished from court—even
imprisoned—because they wouldn't treat a common prostitute like one of themsdves?"

Raj nodded; because that was dl true, yes, and because he needed to know as much as he
could. Although most of those Ladies . . . at least Anne probably always gave value for money.

"Barholm's a son-of-a-bitch, right enough,”" he said. Stanson watched him with ditted sauroid
eyes. Careful, he'sno fool. "And Tzetzasisworse; he's not just robbing the treasury, he'stried to rob
men under my command.” A dight relaxation; his own clashes with the Chancellor were legendary, by
now. "But | swore Barholm an oath, and I'll not be party to his murder.”

"Ra!" Dessaid, genuine wonder and offensein histone. "Y ou know me better than that!
Barholm, and even his. .. woman . . . well, they'll be kept under heavy guard, of course, and we couldn't
alow them back into Descott County—no offense—"

Ra nodded; the County had gotten used to having one of its own on the Chair, and agood
quarter of the Civil Government's native cavalry were recruited there.

"—hell be taken to Chongwe Idand, one of his estates. He can drink himsdlf to deeth in hisown
time, or indulgein religious dementia—I think he's dready haf convinced he'san Avatar—or whatever.
That'll be enough vengeance for Thom, and my grandfather.”

Stanson had coughed and covered his face with his hand, but the reflection in the window behind
Des head had worn an expression more suitable for a hunting sauroid in the unguarded instant before;
one of the smdler, nimbler kindsthat killed by biting hunks out of their prey on the run. Rgj thought he
detected a change in the other man's posture, aswell; he had probably been prepared to shoot Rgj on
the spot if hefdl inwith the plan suspicioudy easily, and damn the complications. Perhapsit would be
worth the trouble to become a fast-draw artist himsalf, and Suzette could study poisons—Des, Des, Rg
thought. You should have stayed in your townhouse, or better still gone to your estates and written
philosophy and plays and spent your time being a good Messer to your tenants. Hefelt adeep
sadness; covered his own eyes and sighed wearily. Because when you run with the sicklefeet, you'd
better be equipped with claws.

"Who's behind this?' he said aloud. "Because Stanson, I'm not stupid enough to think you could
bring it off by yoursdlf. Y ou don't have enough influencein the Army."

The other officer leaned forward and began redling off names; Rg| nodded at the progression.



Severd million acres of land, including most of the rich Hemmar Valey—Trahn Minhwasin onit, no
surprise—and another million or so FedCreds worth of East Residence shipping and manufacturing. Men
who were not likely to rejoice elther at the taxes necessary to pay for reconquestsin the western
territories, or a the disruption of the export-import trade it implied.

"Well, that'simpressive enough,” Rg said. "I'm. . . not asuicidal man, whatever the
newsmongers say. |'ve got eight men, mysdlf and Suzette—"

Stanson winced dightly.

"—which isscarcely enough for afirefight; and | don't think you're stupid enough to try it without
putting the 2nd in control of the Palace, ether, Stanson. It's not asif Barholm were the best Governor
weve ever had'—just essential to the purposes of the Spirit of Man, somehow—"so aslong asI'm
not expected to participate in anything against my oath," he shrugged, "what can | do?'

Desleaned over and clasped his hand warmly, beaming. "Everyone knows you're as scrupulous
of your honor as any officer in the Army, and the most able field commander in the Civil Government.
But not one of these crazy fanatics who think we can restore the Holy Federation overnight, you care for
your men too much for that," he said. "When you accept a high command under me, al decent men will
raly tomy sde”

You'd be a puppet, Rg thought coldly, as he amiled and his mouth said words, and with
Sanson in on this, I'd be unsuspiciously dead in about a year . That could not be dlowed to matter,
but the consequences to the State which embodied Holy Federation here on Earth—

least unfavor able possibility, probability 15%, 200 year s after thisdate, plusminus 20.
observe.

-=Q=-***_=Q=-

—East Residence was burning; it wasthis street, in the city Rgj knew, but worn somehow,
buildings aged and not repaired for decades. Crass grew through patchy cobbles, and the harbor was
empty. The clothing styles on the men and women who lay in the streets were atogether strange, those
who were not naked or in rags. A motley line of infantry stormed a barricade; the people behind it
looked to be ordinary East Residence types, but the troops were black Zanj in Civil Government
uniforms,

highest probability. 83%, plusminus4. observe.

-=0=-***_=Q=-

—East Residence was burning. A line of troops retreated down the street outside; he recogni zed
the banners of the 7th Descott Rangers and his own 5th. Cannister plowed gruesomely through their
ranks, and other men in Civil Government uniforms pursued; Rogor Sashers, Kelden Foot, and the odd
short jackets of Brigade soldiers mixed in. Citizens on the roofs above threw tiles and chamberpots, until
the Kelden infantry turned and fired avolley upward—

-=Q=-***_=0=-

Civil war, Rg thought. At best, centuriesin the future when all hope had rotted away. More
probably within the year; he knew his Descott gentry, they were not going to stand for aregime
dominated by cityman merchants and worse, the Hemmar Valley counties and their lords. The lowlanders
had money in plenty, but were unlikely to trust their peonswith arms; they would hire outsiders, which
meant both sideswould be forced to seek help abroad. He shivered.



-=0=-***_=(Q=-

"And?' Stanson prompted. They were through the outer wall of the Palace didtrict. Rg met his
eyes, turned up his hands.

"Anything is better than civil war," hesaid. "Anything at dl."
Belief, because Stanson was a good judge of men in hisway, and he was hearing absol ute truth.

"But it'd be very suspiciousindeed, if | don't at least pay acourtesy cal on the Governor.”
Stanson'sfingersflexed, moving with an independent life.

"Alone?" hesadflatly. Theinflection implied aquestion, but the face did not; Des Poplanich
looked from one man to the other, puzzled.

"No, that'd arouse questions, too," Rgj replied. "A man of my rank can't move about without the
dignity of an escort, even if he'sknown not to stand on ceremony. But of course," he continued, " Suzette
mustn't be dlowed near Lady Anne.”

Stanson nodded vigoroudly. " Of course not,” he said.

"Right,” Rg said, tapping one thumb againgt his chin. ™Y ou could detach afew of your men,
escort her to her quarters—an honor guard, that'll sound right, and I'll take two of my men and just drop
in briefly on Barholm. Then I'll rgjoin Suzette in our apartments—" considerably larger ones, the message
from Lady Anne had said "—and welll lock the doors while you do what you haveto.”

Stanson thought for long seconds, then nodded. Rg was offering hiswife as ahostage. Himself,
too, for that matter, taking only two men into the Governor's quarters; if worst came to worst, Des could
amply betold that hisfriend was unfortunately caught in the crosfire,

"Y es, that would be perfect,” Stanson said, cutting across Des Poplanich's thanks.
Shows you how much authority held have as Governor, Rg thought.

"Perfect. We do haveto be careful that no harm comesto Lady Suzette—"
That's Lady Whitehall, you son of a bitch—

"—at any cogt. I, ah," he hesitated, "I remember very well that she saved my life. Whatever other
disagreements we'd had, the wog was coming for me, my guns were empty and there wasn't any time
and then she shot him—"

"Yes, | remember it, t0o," Rg said. A pity, but then Suzette's like that. "Whatever happened to
Merta?" he continued; remembering himsalf, how the girl had thrown hersdlf between her man and the
stedl. Better to put things on aman-to-man basis, and keep Stanson's uncomfortably acute
treachery-antennae numbed by memories that brought arim of swest-beadsto his brow.

"Merta?' Stanson said; then hisface cleared. "Oh, the redhead. | married her off to one of my
farrier-sergeants, and got them arent-freefarm,” he said.

Rg blinked dightly in surprise. Rather decent, for—
"It was Lady Suzette who suggested it, in fact.”

—Stanson.



Q= ** ==
"What'sgoing on, Rg?" Suzette whispered furioudy.

Ra stepped back; Stanson was watching with the same unblinking reptile stare.
"Warrant M'lewis," he said. "Messer Staenbridge.”

They both looked up, alerted by the form of address as much as the tone. The Companionswere
al out of their carriages now, and the twenty troopers of the 2nd were formed up on foot as Palace
servants led their dogs away. Thiswasthe Old Harbor courtyard, near the Apartments of Honor; ancient
buildings about three stories high, the most prestigious section of the residentia wing. Behind them bulked
the Governor's Tower, fused stone from before the Fall, as dabaster-perfect asit had been amillennium
before.

"Y ou'll be accompanying mewhile| report to the Governor,” he said, drawing off hisgloves.
"Meanwhile, these fellow-soldiers—" heindicated the men of the 2nd, and saw severa of the
Companions blink"—uwill form an escort to accompany Lady Whitehd| to our gpartments, and will
remanuntil | joinyou."

Their eyeswere on him, aflat dertnessthat showed nothing in face or body. Foley stroked his
hook aong the jaw of hisyoung-old face; the outer curve, since theinner was sharp enough to shave
with.

"I have full confidence inyou," he said, in the same loud parade-ground voice. "There have been
rumors of disturbancesin the city," he continued, "and Messer Captain Stanson has kindly offered these
Gendarmerie troopers as additional protection for our gpartments and Lady Whitehall."

"Rg, I'm coming with you—" Suzette began.

"—and you will see that she goesthere a once and remains there, restraining her if necessary. |
hold you six responsible for her safety. Isthat understood?!

Foley sduted. " Entirely understood, my lord," he said. Da Cruz had stepped up to Suzette's side
and laid awarning hand on her arm; the other men had quietly moved to see that the rifles and persond
wesponsin their baggage were within their perimeter, plucking them out of the hands of the Palace
servants with unobtrusive speed.

"And avery pleasant goodnight to you, Messer Captain Stanson,” Rgj said, squeezing his hand.
"I expect we won't see each other until morning?*

"No doubt, Messer Brigadier Whitehdl," Stanson replied.
-=0=-***_=0=-

"Y our Supremacy, therésaplot againgt your life, don't look up,” Rg whispered, smiling brightly.
"Invite me and these two men into the Sanctum, now my lord, thereés no time.”

Barholm gtiffened as he pulled him into the embrace of equals. Therewas not ahint of disbelief.
Governorswho died of old age were not precisdly in the two-headed calf category of probabilities, but
not in the mgority by any means.

"No formdity between me and my best commander!" he said, grinning. Moisture sprang out on
hisupper lip. "Y ou must join mefor anightcap at least: | wouldn't hear of anything dse.”



Barholm turned, tucking his hand under Rg's arm; the Gendarmerie detachment at the door to
the persona gpartments could do nothing. Rg gave ther officer adight helpless shrug; one did not refuse
such aninvitation from the absolute ruler of the State.

"And these two vadiant soulswith you aswell," Barholm continued smoothly. "Asthe Spirit of
Man's Viceregent on Earth, I'd like very much to hear how they've served It againgt the Spirit-Deniers.”

The door of the outer gpartments swung closed; it was ebony with asted core. Barholm swung
handle closed with his own hands, pushing aside a horrified servant; by the time he had turned around
M'lewis and Staenbridge were dready hauling agreat cast-bronze couch across the Al-Kebir carpet to
wedge beneath it.

His eyeswere glazed as he turned to Rg). " Can these two be trusted?' he said.

"Absolutely, my lord," Rg replied. The Governor's hands were making dight unconscious
gestures, the outward expression of adiaogue he conducted with himself.

"Save me and I'll make you both the richest lordsin the Civil Government,” he blurted.
Staenbridge and M'lewis both gave him abrief bow, hiding disdain under peasant acquisitiveness and
aristocratic blandness respectively.

"Comeon, comeon,” Barholm said. "Weve. . . the Old Tower, it'simpregnable. Quickly!

The servant was till sanding there, her mouth making the open-and-close motions of afeeding
fish. "Get Lady Anne" Rg told her, smply and forcefully. "Get her now.

"My lord," he continued to Barholm, "these are the details I've been able to uncover—"

-=Q=-***_=Q=-

The innermost apartments of the Old Tower were preFa|, oddly shaped and sized by modern
standards, despite al that had been done to modernize them since; the fireplaces were of an dabaster as
closeto the ancient fusemelt as could be found, but somehow they still clashed violently. The cellings
glowed with acool light that had not varied in al the years snce the Fall, and there were no windows
bel ow the hundred-meter crown of stone far above. Rgj saw the rooms only as a series of tactical
obstacles, details discarded by a consciousness focused down to the width of agunsight. Staenbridge
stood beside him, arms crossed and pistol dangling negligently; M'lewiswas quivering-dert with the
ornamenta shotgun he had sei zed from a blubbering manservant, but not too preoccupied to dip afew
atidlesinto hispockets . . .

"They'vedl turned against me!" Barholm said, sitting dumped in achair of slver and rock-crysta
and slk. "Even Stanson, he was abroken man and | raised him up from nothing, do you hear, nothing,
| paid his debts that would have ruined him and this is how he repays me!" There weretearsin the
Governor's eyes, of terror or real grief, perhaps.

"My lord," Ry said, using patience like atool that would grind results out of rock, giventime
enough. His mind showed him Suzette's body torn by avolley from the Gendarmerie troopers, asthe
conspirators found Barholm'sinner apartments barred and locked; he forced it away with amonstrous
effort of will. You've made your decisions, hetold himsdf. Now don't waste it. "My lord, weve very
littletime. | presume the armored car istill in readiness?’

Barholm drew a deep breath, nodded. "In the level above the subbasement,” he said. "There are,
therearejewelsand . . . it'sfueled for 100 kilometers, the gate there gives directly onto the corniche
road.” The Old Tower had originally been the heart of East Residence's defenses, and it was ill onthe



seaward edge of the city proper. "We can, we can get away to the Settler, held, ah, there's. . . ah, heldd
protect us, I've done him favorsin the past and—"

"My lord, the Settler is dead," Rg said tightly. "Y ou may recdll, | sent you his head packed in
acohol about amonth ago? But we can—"

"Stay exactly wherewe are!™

Anne, Lady Clerett, knew the vaue of an entrance. She had taken thetime to dressin the full
regaiaof a Governor's Lady, down to the high tiaraand the skirt split at the front and trailing behind half
adozen paces, she blazed with the jewels of her date .. . . and Rg could see no fear in her face, no fear
at al. An anger ashuge as any he had ever seen, yes.

"Barholm Clerett," she continued. "1 didn't claw my way out of the gutter—or marry you—to
wear avell and livein avillaon the Colonia Gulf. Or to run away! That's dwaysyour answer, isnt it,
Barholm; whenever something goes wrong suddenly, you run. My protector found usin bed, and you
jumped out the window and ran naked into the Street, for al the city to see and laugh! The maob tried to
throw you out and put one of those Poplanich worms on the Chair, and you wanted to run then; you'd be
running dill, if | hadn't locked you in your room until you gave the order to send in the troops. And now
you want to run again, you worm, well I'll show you how a Governor should die, you coward, because
I'll die hereinthe Palace, I'll set it on fire to be my funera pyre beforeI'll lose everything again!”

Bravo, curtain call, Rg thought; but there was aquality in Anne'sface that was as daunting asa
Colonist charge, initsway. The pistol she waved was atoy, agold and nielo orchid in stedl, but there
was amogt certainly around up the spout . . . and she might just decideto kill Barholm and hersdf; this
was the sort of trembling intensity of spirit capable of anything.

"And you!" she said, whedling on Rg. "I—" The frenzy drained out of her expression, replaced
by asmile. "Wdll, of course you don't mean to run away, Generd Whitehdl. Y ou know we can win, the
Army can'tbeadl inonit. .. thesewalsareimpregnable, we can hold out for aweek or more, they'd
haveto blagt the Old Tower off itsfoundationsto harm it." Which was true enough. "The heliograph on
the roof, we can summon loya battaions from, oh, the coast provinces, from Descott if we haveto.”

And there will be civil war anyway, Rg thought sickly. If the plotters were given timeto
consolidate their hold on the Palace. Wait a minute, though, he thought suddenly. They must have
thought of that, they know Anne, too—

observe.

-=Q=-***_=Q=-

—and Rgj recognized the Tower, glowing in solitary perfection. The viewpoint swooped in,
down to the basement; al the walls were glowing, now, and a dozen mysterious transparent tubes
pierced the floor. Time blurred forward; the light faded from al except the ceiling, and the transparent
pipes stood empty and dusty. Men came and dledged them out; they laid brick over the opal escent
material of the floor, over the conduits. . . that stretched down into the main sewers. Much later, and
other men came, spanning the high chamber with beamsto divideit into two stories; they laid stonetile
over the beams, and built atrapdoor through it. He was suddenly in the sewer itsalf; men crouched there,
in the uniforms of the 2nd Gendarmerie. There were pry bars and dedgesin their hands, carbide lampsto
show the circles of brick above their heads. One was setting up astepladder . . .

-=Q=-***_=Q=-

"Therésaway infrom below,” Rg said. Anne whedled to stare at him narrow-eyed. "From the



sewersinto the level below the main floor, into the storage area.” Where the armored car was kept,

ready to drive up its ramp and through the gates. "They will . . . that is, they're probably planning to break
up through the. . . bricked-in aress, into the chamber with the armored car. Therell be no stopping them
after that, the floor over that is rafters and they can break through that, too, and we can't close the
daircasesin the main section of the Tower."

"Areyou acoward, too?" Anne asked, half-raising the gun. "Use the cannon in the car, shoot
them, kill them."

"Lady Anne" Ra said desperately: how to explain to someone with no experience of actua
combat? Although her instincts can't be faulted, certainly. "My lady, that cannon, it won't depress. . .
bend down, enough to hit the floor at al. And once we've blocked the main entrances to the Tower,
when they come through the floor they'll do it ahundred strong or morewe couldn't . .. " Heheldup a
hand. "Wait. Wait. Thereisaway." Helooked over at the arc lightsthat could flood the larger rooms
with the extralight needed for spectacle.

Hope blossomed on Barholm's face as he explained, and an avidness on Anne's. Rgj kept his
own asimpersona as amachine; hismind also, focusing on the means and not what they would do.

"Comeon, Gerrin," he said after Barholm nodded furioudy. "We've got work to do and not
much timetodoitin. M'lewis, hold thefort."

-=0=-***_=0=-

The end of the pry bar struck through the bricks amost without resistance. They must have
scratched out the mortar days ago, then supported it with a circle of planks, Rg realized, and drew
hispigal.

"Gerinl" he shouted. "Time, Gerrin, time!™

The bricksfell downward, acircle of darknesslit by the flicker of lamps. He rested his hands on
the riveted hull of the armored car and fired, the flash orange in the dim light of the subbasement. A
scream from below, and the lights retreated.

"Thirty seconds more, Rg." Gerrin's voice, in the uninflected tone of aman concentrating on a
task that requires mind and hands both.

"Whitehall, it'sover!" Stanson's voice, and there was athumping all around the floor, asiron beat
on unweakened brick. A crack and clatter, and the bricks over another conduit gave, trembling and then
faling back as the mortar went to powder.

"Rgj!" Des Poplanich's voice, desperately earnest. "1 don't want you hurt; nobody will be hurt,
but you mustn't be, you belong with us, not that murdering usurper Clerett.”

"Whitehdl, don't worry, we need you," Stanson continued. " Everyone's agreed you get the Field
Force command on the western border, for aslong as you want it." More hammering, and the grinding
sound of brick shifting. "Nobody can say you didn't go the second kilometer for your oath, Whitehdl, but
it'sover."

Ra thought he heard areluctant admiration in the other man's voice, impossibleto tell whether it
wasfor Rg's courage or the skill he had used to deceive.

"Rg, it'sdone," Gerrin said.

Hefired again, and both men broke for the ladder; the trapdoor tumbled back, and so did a



servant who dropped the marble statuette in his hands with ashriek at the sight of Rgj's face, streaked
with oil and swest.

"Just what | need, to be brained by afucking butler," he snarled, as Gerrin rolled out of the
entrance. The clatter of bricks below gave way to the stamp of men'sfest, the sound of the sted!
butt-plate of arifleringing off the armored car's hull.

Have to get them into position, Rg thought. Hefired through the trapdoor, and a huge volley
answered it; there must be a hundred men or more below, al the troops Stanson and the other
congpirators could trust to actually do the deed and not just accept the results. They would be the core of
the plot; he could hear Stanson's voice, Des Poplanich's, others with Messerclass accents. Boots kicked
asdebrassshell casings.

"Messer," somebody said below. "There's something funny here. . . . | think thisisasiphon—"

"Ser?" M'lewis asked from across the room. His hand was on the knife-switch of the arc lights,
the onethat lit the subbasement below. Supernd light from the glowing ceiling shone on hisgold teeth, on
theferd tendonin hiseyes.

Gerrin's gaze met his commander's, holding an identica distaste. Rg straightened. It washis
decision, hisresponghility.

"Now," he said. M'lewisthrew the switch. Current surged, through the power leads and into the
great barrdl Rg and his Companion had tipped on its side, filled with the cod-ail fuel of the armored car,
backed with apowder charge from the ammunition of its cannon. The improvised flame fougasse sprayed
across the men packed benegath the trapdoor.

Suzette—
observe.
-=Q=-***_=Q=-

—and the troopers of the 2nd were Sitting outside the door of the apartments, hands sullenly on
their necks as the pandls swung wide and she flung hersdlf toward him—

-=0=-***_=(Q=-

—and thefirgt volley from the men he led caught the 2nd's men in the back as they sniped at the
barricade of furniture insde the gpartments, and Foley was grinning as he rose from behind it, Muzzaf by
his side and Suzette was pushing between them, her face lighting as she saw—

-=0=-***_=Q=-

probability of harm to lady Whitehall too dight for meaningful calculation. Wastherea
tinge of mercy in the implacable voice?

Rg opened hiseyes again. Barholm Clerett was standing, shaking hisfistsin the air; the fear was
gonefrom hisface, leaving atriumph that was far less pleasant to see. Lady Annewas by hisside,
reaching out one hand to touch him asif he was ataisman.

"I will ruletheworld, dl of it, all of it, the Spirit of Man has decreed it."
Y es, thought Rg sickly. And I'm sworn to conquer it for him. May my soul find mercy.
"My lord," he said, "wed better go upstairs. Thisfloor will probably collapse.”



Even with the trapdoor closed, the screams were quite audible.



