CHARTER ONC

Vi sager

K2l AJ=. (After the Fall)
30S YJO (Year of the Qath)

Conmodore Maurice Fair lifted the uniformcap fromhis head and wi ped at the
sweat on his forehead with a handkerchief. He was standing on the |liner docks
on the north shore of Cathtaking' s superb C shaped harbor. Behind himwere the
broad quiet streets of Ad Town, running out from Monunment Square behind his
back. There the bronze figures of the Founders stood, raised weapons in their
hands—the cutl asses and flintl ocks conmon three centuries ago. The
Empire-Alliance war had ended an overwhehning I nperial victory. The first
thing the Alliance refugees had done was swear a solemm oath of vengeance

agai nst those who'd broken their anbitions and sl aughtered everyone of their
fell ows who hadn't fled the nmainland.

After three years in the Land of die Chosen as a naval attach”, Farr was
certain of two things: their descendants still neant it, and they' d extended
the future field of attack fromthe Enpire to everyone el se on the pl anet

Vi sager. Perhaps to the entire universe.

West and south around the bay ran the nodern city of Oathtaking, built of

bl ack basalt and gray tufa fromthe quarries nearby. Rail sidings, shipyards,
steel mlls, factories, warehouses, the endl ess tenenent bl ocks that housed
the Protggg | aborers. A cluster of huge buil dings marked the conmerci al
center; six and even eight
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stories tafl, their girder franes sheathed in granite carved in the severe
col umar style of Chosen architecture. A pall of coal snoke |ay over npst of
the town bel ow the | eafy suburbs on the hill slopes, giving the hot tropica
air a sulfurous taste. A racket of shod hooves sounded on stone-bl ock
paverent, die squeal of iron on iron and a hiss of steam the hoot of factory
sirens. Ships thronged di e docks and harbor, everything from ol d-fashi oned

wi ndj anmers in with cargoes of grain fromthe Enpire to nodern steel-hulled
steaners of Land or Republic build.

Qut in die mddle of the harbor a circle of islands finked by causeways marked
the site of an ancient cal dera and the nodem navy basin. Near it noved the | ow
hul k-1 og gray shape of a battl ewagon, spew ng bl ack snoke fromits stacks. Hi s
m nd categorized it automatically: Ezerherzoe G ufan, nane-ship of her class,

| aunched | ast year. Twel ve thousand tons displacenment, four 250-mmrifles in
twin turrets fore and aft, eight 175mmin four twi n-tube wing turrets, eight
155mm in barbette nounts on either side, 200mm main belt, face-hardened all oy
steel Four-stacker with triple expansi on engines, eighteen thousand

hor sepower, ei ghteen knots.

Til e biggest, baddest thing on the water, or at least it would be until the
Republic launched its first of the Ifenocnt-class in eighteen nonths.

Fair shook his head. Enough. You're going home. He raised his eyes.

Snow capped vol canoes ringed the port city of Cathtak-ing on three sides. They
reared into the ha™ tropical air like perfect cones, their bases overl apping
in a tangle of valleys and folds coated with rain forest |ike dark-green

vel vet. Below the forest were terraced fields; Fair renenbered riding anong



them Dusty gravel -surfaced | anes between rows of eucal yptus and fl anboyants.
Alittle cooler than down here on the docks; a little less humid. Certainly
better snelling than the oily waters of die harbor. Pretty, in a way, the

gl ossy green of the coffee
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bushes and the orange orchards. He'd gone up there a couple of tinmes, invited
up to the manors of family estates by Chosen navy types eager to get to know
the Republic's naval attachel. Not bad oscos, sone of dienm good sailors,
terrible spies, and given to asking questions that reveal ed nuch nore than

t hey i nt ended.

Al so, tiiat meant he got a travel pass for die Caditak-ing District. There
were some spots where a good pair of binoculars could get you a glinpse at die
base if you were quick and di screet. Nothing earthshaking, just what was in
port and what was in drydock and what was buil ding on the slipways. Confirmng
what Intelligence got out of its contacts anpng die Protege"” workers in die
shi pyard. That was how you built up a picture of capabilities, bit by bit.
He' d been here diree years now, he'd done a pretty good job—gotten die specs
on die steamturbine experiments—and it was time to go hone.

For nore reasons than one. He dropped his eyes to die nan and wonan tal ki ng
not far away.

What did | ever see in hinP Sally Hosten thought.

Her husband—soon to be ex-husband-stood at parade rest, hands cl asped behind
his back. Karl Hosten was a tall nman even for one of die Chosen

br oad- shoul dered and narrow wai sted, as trimat durty-five as he had been
twel ve years ago when they married. Hs face was square and so deeply tanned
di at die turquoise-blue eyes glowed |like jewels by contrast; his cropped hair
was white-blond. He wore undress uniform gray shorts and short-sleeved tunic
and gunbel t.

"This parting is not of my will," he said in crisp Chosen-accented Landi sch

"No, it's mine," Sally agreed, in English

She' d spoken Landi sch for a long time, her voice had been a little rusty when
she went to die Santander enbassy to see about getting her Republican
citizenship back. She'd nmet Maurice nere. And she didn't intend to speak
Karl's | anguage again, if she could help it.
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"WIl you not reconsider?" he said.

Twel ve years together had nmade it easy for her to read the enotions behind a

Chosen nask-face. The sorrow she sensed put a bubble of anger at the back of

her nouth, hard and bitter

"WIl you give John back his children?" she said.

A brief glance aside showed that her son John wasn't nearby anynore. Where
twenty feet or so, bending over a cargo net w th another boy of about the

same twel ve years. Jeffrey Fair, Maurice's son

Karl Hosten stiffened and ran a hand over his stubbled scalp. "The law is the
| aw; genetic defects must be—=



"A clubfoQt is not a genetic defect!" Sally said with quiet deadliness. "It's
a result of carriage during pregnanc/*—a spear of guilt stabbed her—which can
be, was, corrected surgically. And you didn't even tell ne you were having him
sterilized in the delivery room | didn't find out until he was el even years

ol d!"

"Wul d you have been happier if you knew? Wul d he?"
"How happy woul d he be when he found out he couldn't be Chosen?"

Karl swal | owed and | ooked very slightly away. He is nmy son too, he didn't say.
Al oud: "There are many fine careers open to Probationers-Enmeritus. Johan is an
intelligent boy. The University—

"As a Washout" Sally said, using the cruel slang termfor those jvho failed
the exacting Trial of Life at eighteen after being born to or selected for the
training system It was far better than Prote' ge' status, anything was, but in
di e Land of the Chosen

"We've had this conversation too many tines," she said.

Karl sighed. "Correct. Let us get this over with."
She | ooked around. "John!"

John Hosten felt prickly, as if his owm skin were too tij~ht and bel onged to
somebody el se. Everyone had been
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too quiet in the steantar, after they picked himup at the school. He'd
al ready said good-bye to his friends—he didn't have many—and packed. \Wulf,
his dog, was already on board the ship.

/ don't ttxtnt to listen to themfight, he thought, and began drifting away
from his nother and father

That put hi m near another boy about his own age. Johns eyes slid back to him
curiosity driving his msery anway a little. The stranger was skinny and tall,
red-haired and freckled. H s hair was oddly cut, short at the sides and fl oppy
on top, conbed—a foreigner's style, different fromboth the Chosen crop and
the bowl -cut of a Proti. He wore a thin fabric pullover printed in bizarre
colorful patterns, baggy shorts, |laced shoes with rubber soles, and a
ridicul ous [ ooking billed cap

"Hi," he said, holding out a hand. Then: "Ah, guddag."

"I speak English,"” John said, shaking with the brief hard clanmp of tne Land.
English and I nperial were compul sory subjects at school, and he'd practiced
with his nother.

The other boy flexed his fingers. "Better'n | speak Landisch," he said,
grinning. "lI'mJeffrey Fair. Tliat's ny dad over there."

He nodded towards a tall slender man in a white uni formwho was standing a
careful twenty neters fromthe Hosten party. John recogni zed the uniformfrom
fam liarization lectures and slides: Republic of Santan-der Navy, officer's

i ghtwei ght summer garrison version. It nust be Captain Farr, the officer Mm
had been seeing at the consul ate about the citizenship stuff.



7 wish stie'd tell me the truth. I"'mnot a little kid or an idiot, he thought.
That wasn't the only reason she was talking to Maurice Farr so nuch. "John
Host en, Probationer-hereditary,” he replied al oud.

A Probationer-hereditary was born to the Chosen and automatically entitled to
the training and the Test of Life; only a few children of Protege's were
adopted into the course. Then he flushed. He wasn't going to be a
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Probati oner 1ong, and he coul d never have passed the Test, not the genetic
portions. Not with his foot. He couldn't be anything but a Washout,
second-cl ass citizen

"You don't have to worry about all that crap any nore," Jeffrey said
cheerfully, jerking a thumb over his shoulder at the liner Pride of Bosson
"We're all going back to civilization."

The Bag that fluttered fromher signal mast had a blue triangle in the left
field with fifteen white stars, and two broad stripes of red and white to the
right. The Republic of Santander's banner

John opened his mouth in automatic reflex to defend die Land, then closed it
again. He was going to Santan-der hinmself. To live.

"Y#, we're going,"
not her ?"

he said. They both | ooked over towards their parents. "Your

"She died when | was a baby," Jeffrey said.

There was a crash behind them The boys turned, both relieved at the

di straction. One of the steam cranes on the Bosson's deck had slipped a gear
whi | e unl oading a final cargo net on the dock. The Protege" foreman of the
docker gang went white under his tan-he'd be held responsi bl e—and turned to
yell insults and conplaints up at the liner's deck, shaking his fist. Then he
turned and whi pped his | ead-wei ghted truncheon across the side of one docker's
head. There was a sound |ike a nelon dropping on pavenent; the dockers face
seened to distort like a rubber mask. He fell to the cracked uneven pavenent
with alinmp finality, as if soneone had cut all his tendons.

"Shit," Jeffrey whispered.

The foreman nmade an angry gesture with his baton, and two of the dockers took
their injured fellow by the arns and dragged hi moff towards a warehouse. H s
head was roll ed back, eyes disappeared in the whites, bubbles of bl ood
whi stling out of his nose. The foreman turned back to the ship and called up
to the seamen on the railing, calling for an officer. They | ooked back
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at himfor a nmonent, then one silently turned away and wal ked towards the
nearest hatch . . . slowy.

The gang instantly squatted on their heels when the foreman's attention went

el sewhere. A few lit up stubs of cigarette; John could smell the rmusky scent
of hemp mingled with the tobacco. A few smirked at the foreman's back, but

nost were expressionless in a different way from Chosen, their faces bl ank and
doughy under sweat and stubble. They were wearing cotton overalls w th broad
arrows on them | abor-canp i nmates' cl ot hing.



"Hey, that crate's busted," Jeffrey said.

John | ooked. One wood-and-iron box about three neters on a side had sprung
along its top. The stencils on the side read Museum of Hi story and Nat ure/
Copernik. He felt a stir of curiosity. Copernik was capital of the Land, and
die Museum was nore than a storehouse; it was the primary research center of
di e nost advanced nation on Visager. He'd had daydreans of working there
hinself, of finally figuring out sonme of the nysterious artifacts of the
Ancestors, the star-spanning colonizers fromEarth. The Federation had fallen
over a thousand years ago—t was 1221 A F. right now-and nobody coul d
understand the enigmatic constructs of ceram c and unknown nmetals. Not even
now, despite the way technol ogy had been advancing in the past hundred years.
They were as inconprehensible as a steamengine or a dirigible would be to one
of the arctic savages.

"What's inside?" he said eagerly.
"Cnon, let's take a | ook."

The | aborers ignored them John was in a Probationer's school uniform and
Jeffrey was an obvi ous forei gner—an upper-class boy could go where he

pl eased, and the Fourth Bureau would be lethally interested if they heard of
Prot 6g6s tal king to an auzlander. Even in the canps, there was al ways

somepl ace worse. The foreman was still trading cusswords with the liner's
petty officer.

John grabbed at the heavy Abaca henmp of the net and clinbed; it was easy,
conpared to the obstacle courses
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at school. Jeffrey followed in an awkward scranble, all el bows and knees.

"It's just a rock," he said in disappointment, peering through the sprung
panel s.

"No, it's a neteorite," John said.

The [ unpy rock was about a neter across, suspended in an elastic cradle in the
center of the crate. It hadn't taken any damage when the net dropped—unlike a
keg of brandy, which they could snell |eaking—but then, fromdie slagged and
pitted appearance, it had survived an incandescent journey through the

at nosphere. John was surprised that it was being sent to the nuseum
neteorites were conmon. You saw dozens in the sky, any night. There nust be
somet hi ng unusual about this one, maybe its chenical conposition. He reached

t hrough and touched it.

"Sort of cold," he said. Not quite icy, but not natural, either. "Feel it.
Jeffrey stretched a long thin armthrough the crack. "Yeah, |ike—=

The uni verse vani shed

Sally | ooked over her shoul der. Wiere was John? Then she saw him scranbling
over the cargo net with another boy. Wth Maurices son. She opened her nouth
to call them back, then closed it. It's inportant that they get along. Maurice

hadn't made a formal proposal yet, but . . . She turned back

Karl had his witnesses to either side: his legal children, Heinrich and Certa,



adopted in the fashion of the Chosen. Heinrich was the son of a friend who'd
died in an expedition to the Far Wst |slands; they were dangerous, and the
seas between, with their abundant and vicious native |life, even nore so. The
ot her had been born to Protege" |aborers on the Hosten estates and chri st ened
G tana. Karl had sponsored her; she was a bright active youngster and her
parents were John's nurse and attendant val et/ bodyguard, respectively.
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Maria and Angel o stood at a respectful distance; their daughter ignored them
Ex- daughter; no Chosen were as strict as those Chosen from Prote' ge' ranks.
She was Gerta Hosten now, not G tana Pesal ozi

A Chosen attorney exchanged papers with the plunp little Santander consul
then turned to Sarah.

"Sarah Hosten, ne'e Kingman, do you hereby irrevocably renounce connubial ties
with Karl Hosten, Chosen of the Land?"

"1 do."
"Karl Hosten, do you acknow edge this renunciation?"
"1 do."

"Do you al so acknowl edge Sarah Hosten as bearing full parental rights to John
Hosten, issue of this union?"

"Excepting that John Hosten may continue to claimny nane if he w shes, | do."
Karl swal | owed, but his face m ght have been carved fromthe basalt of the
vol canoes.

"Heinrich Hosten, Gerta Hosten, Probationers-adoptee of the |line of Hosten, do
you w t ness?"

"W do."

"Al'l parties will now sign, fingerprint and list their geburtsnumero on this
docunent . "

Sally complied, although unlike anyone born in the Land of the Chosen she
didn't have a birth-nunmber tattooed on her right shoul derbl ade and nenori zed
like her name. The ink fromthe fingerprinting stained her handkerchief as she
wi ped her hands.

The consul stepped forward. "Sarah Jennings Kingman, as representative of the
Republic of Santander, | hereby officially certify that your |apsed
citizenship in the Republic is fully restored with all rights and duties
appertaining thereunto; and that your son John Hosten as issue of your body is
accordingly entitled to Santander citizenship also. . . . \Were is the boy?"

The uni verse vani shed. John found hinself in a ... place. It seemed to be the
inside of a perfectly reflective
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sphere, like being inside a bubble made of mirror glass. He tried to scream

Not hi ng happened. That was when he realized that he had no throat, and no
nmout h. No body.

No body no body nobodynobody—

The hysteria danmped down suddenly, as if he'd been slipped a tranquilizer
Then he becane consci ous of weight, breath, hinself. For a nonment he wanted to
weep with relief.

"Excuse ne," a voice said behind him

He turned, and the nmirrored sphere had vani shed. Instead he saw a room The
furni shings were fam liar, and wong. A fireplace, rugs, deep arnthairs,
books, table, decanters, but none of them quite as he renenbered. A man was
standing by a table, in uniform but none he knew baggy maroon pants, a blue
swal l owt ai | jacket, a belt with a saber; a pistol was thrown on the table
besi de the gl asses. He was dark, darker than a tan could be, with short very
bl ack hair and gray eyes. A tall man, standing like a soldier

"Where . . . what. . ." John began.
"Attention!" die man said.

"Sir!l" John barked, bracing. Six years of Probationer schooling had made t hat
a reflex.

"At ease, son," the dark man said, and smiled. "Just hel ping you get a grip on
yourself. First, don't worry. This is real"-he gestured around at the

room—but it isn't physical. You're still touching the meteorite in the crate.
Virtually no time is passing in die . . . the outside world. Wen we've
finished tal king, you'll be back on the dock and none the worse for wear."

"Am | crazy?" John blurted.

"No. You've just had sonething very strange happen.” The smile grew wy.
"Pretty much the sanme thing happened to me, lad. A long tine ago, when |

wasn't all that nuch ol der than you are now. Sit."

John sank gingerly into one of the chairs. It was confortable, old |eather
t hat sighed under his weight. He
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sat with his feet on the floor and his hands on the arns of the chair.

"My names Raj Witehall, by the way. And this"—he waved a hand at the
room—=is Center. A conputer."

Despite the terror that boiled somewhere at the back of his mnd, John shaped
a silent whistle. "A conputer? Like the Ancestors had, the Federation? |I've
read a | ot about them sir."

Raj Wiitehall chuckled. "Well, that's a good start. My peopl e thought they
were angels. Yes, Center's a holdover fromthe First Federation. Mlitary
conput er, Command and Control type. Don't ask nme any of the details. Were
was brought up, experts understood steamengines, a little. Look there."



John turned his head to look at the mirrored surface. Instead, he was staring
out into a landscape. It wasn't a picture; there was depth and texture to it.
Subtly different fromanything he'd ever seen, the noons in the faded bl ue sky
were the wong size and nunber, the sunlight was a different shade. It cast

bl ack shadows across eroded gullies in creamwhite silt. Qut of the badl ands
cane a colum of nmen in unifornms like Raj's. They were riding, but not on
horses. On dogs, giant dogs five feet high at the shoul der. They | ooked a | ot
like Vulf, except their I egs were thicker in proportion, John whistled again,
this tine al oud.

The colum of nen went by, and a clunsy-1ooking field gun pulled by six nore
of the giant dogs. Then Raj Witehall pulled up his ... well, his giant hound.
A woman rode beside him not in uniform Her face was dusty and streaked with
sweat, and beautiful. Slanted green eyes gl owed out of it.

The vision faded, back to the absolutely perfect mrror. John | ooked back to
Raj . "Were was that?" he said. Then, slowy: "Wen was that?"

Raj nodded, |eaning his hips back against the table and crossing his arns.
"That was Bel |l evue, the planet where | was born. About a hundred and fifty
years ago."
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"You're ... a ghost?"

"A ghost in a machine. A recording that thinks it's a man. It's a convinci ng
illusion, even to ne."

John sat silently for what felt like a mnute. "Wy are you talking to ne?"

"Good lad," Raj said. John felt an obscure jolt of pride at the praise. Raj
went on. "Now, listen carefully. You know how t he Federation coll apsed?"

John nodded. Vi sager had preserved the records; he'd seen themin school
Expansion fromEarth, then rivalries and civil war. Cvil war that continued
until the Tanaki Nets were destroyed and interstellar travel cut off, and then
on Visager itself until civilization was thoroughly sjnashed. After that a

| ong process of rebirth, slow and pai nful

"That happened all over the human-settled gal axy. On Bell evue, the coll apse
was even worse than here. Center was left in the rubble underneath the

pl anetary governor's nmansion. Center waited a long, long time for die tine to
be right. Mre than a thousand years; then it found me. Bell evue's probl em was
internal division. W were set to slag ourselves down again, this tinme right
back to stone hatchets, all the nore surely because we were doing it with
rifles and not nukes. | was a soldier, an officer. Wth Center's hel p—and sone
very brave nen—+ reunited the planet. Bellevue's the capital of the Second
Federati on, now "

"You want nme to unite Visager?" John felt his nmouth drop open. "Me?" Hi s voice
br oke enbarrassingly, the way it had taken to doing lately, and he flushed.

Raj shook his head. "Not exactly. Mdire to prevent it being unified, at |east
by the wong people." He |leaned forward slightly. "Tell ne honestly, John
What do you think of the Chosen?"



John opened his mouth, then closed it. Menories flickered through his m nd
ending with the bl ank, caved-in faces of the dockers as the unconsci ous nman
was carried away.
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"Honestly, sir—not rmuch. Mom doesn't, either. | tried talking to Dad about it
once, but..." He shrugged and | ooked away.

Raj nodded. "Center can foresee things. Not the future always, but what will
pr obably happen, and how probable it is. Don't ask me to explain it—+'ve had
three lifetimes, and | still can't understand it. But | know it works."

mai nt enance of your personality matrix is inconpatible with the nodifications
necessary to conprehend stochastic anal ysis.

John started and put his hands to his ears. The voice had cone from everywhere
and nowhere. It felt heavy, sonmehow, as if the words held a greater freight of
meani ng than any he'd ever heard. The sound of themin his head had been
entirely flat and even, but there were undertones that resonated like a
guitar's strings after the player's fingers left them The voice felt

sad.

"Center means that if | was changed that rmuch, I wouldn't be ne," Raj said.

John hosten, the ancient, inpersonal voice said, in the absence of exterior
intervention, there is a 51% probability 6% that the chosen wifl establish
conpl ete domi nance of visager within 34 years. observe

John | ooked toward the mrrored wall.

An endless line of nen in tattered green unifornms marched past a machi ne-gun
nest manned by Land troops, Prote' ge' infantry, and a Chosen officer. Two

pl ai n-cl ot hes police agents stood by, in long | eather coats and w de-bri nmed
hats, heavy pistols in their hands. Every now and then they would flick their
hands, and the soldiers would drag a nan out of the line of prisoners, force
hi m down to his knees. The Fourth Bureau nmen would step up and put the nuzzles
of their guns to the back of the kneeling nan s head

conquest of the empire, Center said, observe:

A montage followed: cities burning, with their nanes
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and | ocations sonmehow in his mnd. Ships crowded with slave | aborers arriving
in Qathtaking and Pillars and Dorst A group of Chosen engineers tal king over
papers and plans, while a line of |aborers that stretched beyond sight worked
on a railway enmbanknent.

consol i dation, further expansion.

A burning warship sank, in an ocean littered with oily guttering fl anes,

wr eckage, bodies, and nen who still tried to nove. Hundreds of them were

sucked backwards and down as the ship upended and sank |ike a | ead penci
dropped into a pool, its huge bronze propellers still whirling as it took the



final plunge. Through the snmoke came a |ine of battlewagons, with the

bl ack- and- eol d banner of the Chosen at their nmasts. Their main batteries were
scorched and blistered with heavy firing, but silent; their secondary guns and
qui ck-firers stabbed out into the waters.

destructi on of santander.

Even without Centers information, he recognized the next scene. It was
Republic Hall in Santander City. The “reat red-granite dome was shattered; a
man in the black frock coat and tall hat of Republican formality stood before
a Chosen general and handed over the Constitution of the Republic in its

gl ass-cased box. The general threw it down and ground the heel of his boot
into it while the troops behind hi mcheered.

consequences.

A shabby tenenent street in a Chosen city. Figures clustered about the steps,
talking, falling silent as a strange-|ooking steanctar bristling with weapons
humed by.

"But those are Chosen," John excl ai ned.

Raj spoke: "Wat do carnivores do when they've finished off the ganme?"

nmet aphorical but correct, Center's passionless non-voi ce said, once
consolidation is conplete, die chosen lines would fall out with each other
t he planet cannot support so large a lading class In
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conditions of intense competition, not indefinitely; and the social system
resulting from conquest and slavery cannot be rationally adjusted to naximn ze
productivity, internal reorganization would lead to the creation of a noble
caste and the exclusion of nost chosen |ines.

Arm es clashed, armed with strange, powerful weapons. Machi nes swarned through
the air, ran in sleek | owslung deadliness over the earth. Men died, Prote'ge'
sol diers, civilians.

the new nobility would fight anong thensel ves, first with protege arnies,
rivalry would build

A long sl eek shape dropped on a pillar of white fire into a desert |andscape.
Landi ng | egs extended, and a hat chway opened.

t echnol ogi cal progress would continue to an interplanetary-transport |evel,
then fossilize, none of the contending factions on visager could afford to
divert sufficient resources to reestablish stardr-ive.

A huge city, buildings reaching for the sun. It took a nmoment for John to
recogni ze it as QCathtaking, and then only by the shape of the circul ar harbor
and the vol canoes that ringed it. Suddenly one of the gant towers vani shed in
an eye-searing flash.

one party anong the nobility attenpts to use the fallen chosen |ines agai nst
die other, instead they rise against the nobility planet-wi de, attenpting to
restore the old system the proteges revolt, naxi mumentropy results.



Rings of violet fire expanded over the sites of cities, rising until the
fireballs spread out against the top of the atnosphere.

probability 87% 6% Center added.

John sat, shaken. |I'mjust a kid, he thought. Not even good enough to nake the
Test of Life, a ginp. What'm | supposed to do about aU, this?

"Why can't you do sonethi ng?" he asked. "You cane
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fromthe stars, you' ve got another Federati on—+and a starship and tell people
what to do!"

"W can't," Raj said. "First, we don't have the resources. There are only four
worlds in the Federation, so far. There are thousands needing attention. And
even if we could, that would just set us up for another cycle of enpire,
decline and war like the First Federation. The new worlds have to clinb out on
their owmn with mnimal interference, and do so in the right way."

correct, Center said, a true federation may achieve stability in an dynamc
and nobil e sense, a hegenmony inposed fromw thout could not.

"You want nme to ... sonehow to stop the Chosen fromtaking things over," John
sai d.

He felt a flush of excitenent. It was a little Iike what he'd felt |ast week,
when the housemai d | ooked back over her shoul der at himas she plunped the
pillows and sniled, and he knew he could right there and then if he wanted to.
But it was stronger, deeper. He could affect the destiny of a whole planet.
Save the whole world. He, John Hosten with a pinple on his nose and a foot

that still ached when he used it too hard, despite all the surgeons coul d do.
specifically, you will act to strengthen the republic of santander, Center
said, with ny advice and that of raj Witehall, you will rise quickly and be
in a position to influence policy, such intervention will drastically increase
the probability of the republic energing as the dom nant factor in the cycle
of wars which will begin in the next two decades.

"The Republic will conquer . . . unite the world?"

no. that probability is |ess than 12% +3. observe:

Troops in the brown unifornms and round hats of the Republic marched out of a
city: Arena, in the Sierra. Cowds lined the streets, hooting and whistling.
Sonetimes they threw things.

sant ander | acks the organizational infrastructure to forcefully integrate
foreign territories.
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"No staying power," Raj amplified. "They can get into wars, and if you push

themto the wall they can nmobilize like hell, but when it's less vital than
that, they don't |ike paying the butcher's bill or die nobney either. They'l



get into wars occasionally, and piss away nen and equi pnent and then decide
it's no fun and go hone."

correct, santander wll exercise a general hegenony, increasingly cultural and
econom c rather than mlitary, this will inaugurate a period of intense
conpetition within a framework of nininmal government, such episodes are
unstabl e but tend to rapid technol ogi cal innovation

"The Republic will go into space because it gives you as much glory as war and
it's less frustrating," Raj expl ai ned.

obser ve:

A cylinder taller than a building lifted into the air in a blue-white

di scharge. The next view was strange: a white-streaked blue disk floating in
utter blackness, ringed by unwi nking stars. It wasn't until John saw the
outline of a continent that he realized he was seeing Visa-ger from space.

From space! he thought. A construct of girders floated across the vision. Men
in spacesuits flitted around it and inconprehensible nachines with arns |ike
crabs.

a tanaki displacenment net, Center said in this scenario, visager would enter
di e second federation without prior political unification, an unusua
devel oprent .

The visions ceased, leaving only a mirrored wall at the end of a strange
st udy.

Raj handed hima glass and sat in the chair facing him John took a cautious
sip of the sweet w ne.

"Lad, you can |leave here with no nenories of what you've seen and heard," he
said calmy- "Or you can | eave here as Center's agent—as | was Center's
agent—+to he" get this planet out of the dead-end it's trapped in ani set its
people free."
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"I'"ll doit," John blurted, then flushed again.

The words seenmed to have come directly fromhis nmouth without passing through
hi s brain.

Raj shook his head. 'This isn't a game, John. You could die. You quite
probably wiU die."

The mirrored wall dissolved into its inpossibly real pictures. This time they
were nmuch nore personal. John-an ol der John—tay beside a hedgerow. H s face
was sl ack, eyes unblinking in the thin gray mist of rain. One hand lay on his
stomach, a blue bul ge of intestine showi ng around the fingers.

John sat stripped to the waist in a netal chair, waist and |linbs and neck held
by padded cl anps; another device of |evers and screws held his nouth open. A
single bulb shone down fromthe ceiling. A Fourth-Bureau specialist dressed in
a shiny bib apron stepped up to himwith a curved tool in his hands.

"Shane, Hosten, shane," he said. "You have neglected your teeth. Still, |
think this nerve is still sensitive."



The curved shape of stainless steel probed and then thrust. The body in the
chair convul sed and screaned a fine mst of blood into the cellar's dark air.

Anot her John stood in the dock of a courtroom The Republic's flag stood on
the wall behind the panel of judges. They whi spered together, and then one of
them rai sed his head:

"John Hosten, this court finds you guilty as charged of treason and espi onage.
You will be taken fromthis place to the National Prison, and there hung by
the neck until dead. May God have nercy on your soul."

The visions died. John touched his tongue to his lips. "I'"'mnot afraid to
die," he whispered. Then aloud: "I'mnot afraid, and | know ny duty. 1'll do
what you ask, no matter how |l ong ft takes, no matter what the risks."

"Good lad," Raj said quietly, and gripped his shoulder. "You and your brother
will both do your best."

THE CHOSEN
19

Jeffrey Fair |ooked at the mirrored sphere. "Seens like |'mgoing to be in
action a lot," he said.

He tried to sound calm but the quaver was in his voice again. Those scenes of
hi nsel f dyi ng—gut - shot, burned, drowned, the Chosen executioners w th whips
made of steel-hook chai ns—+they were nore real than anything he'd ever seen. He
could feel it.

"If you say yes," Raj said. "I'mnot going to lie to you, son. Soldiering
isn't a safe profession; andif you refuse, the final war between die Land and
your country may not be for a generation or nore, possibly two."

"Yeah, and the horse might learn to sing," Jeffrey said. He was a little
surprised at Raj's chuckle. "And if | had | ads, they'd be around when it
happened, anyway. I'll do it. Sonebody's got to. A Fair does what has to be
done. ™

Unconsci ously, his voice took on another tone with the |last words; Raj nodded
approvingly and handed himthe balloon snifter

"Cood | ad."

"There's just one thing," Jeffrey said. He | ooked up; the . . . conputer
wasn't there—wasn't anywhere, specifically, while he was in its m nd—but that
hel ped.

"Just one thing. If, ah, Center can predict things, and mani pul ate themthe
way you're saying, couldn't you change the Chosen? You showed ne what woul d
happen i f the Chosen took over by thenselves, didn't you? Left to thensel ves,
on their own."

correct. Raj nodded.

"So, you could help them and sort of twi st things around so that they built a
star-transport systen®? It'd be easy enough, with you showing all the technica
stuff they had to do every step of the way, not like reinventing it, not
really. And you coul d get whoever you picked to the top in Chosen politics,
couldn't you? Make 'emnext thing to a living god."



Raj | eaned back in bis chair. "Smart lad," he said
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admringly. "But then, you' ve got a different perspective on it than your
br ot her —your brother to be, |

nmean.

probability of mediumterm success with such a course of action is 62% =10
Center said, unusually high degree of uncertainty due to stochastic factors,
we cannot be certain of coming into contact with a suitable chosen
representative, this course of action is contraindicated by other factors,
however .

Raj nodded, his hard dark face bleak. "It might be possible to get Visager
back into interstellar space with die Chosen running things," he said. "But
you couldn't change theminto sonething we'd want in interstell ar space—not
wi t hout redesigning their society fromthe ground up, and that woul d be

i mpossibly difficult."

i mpressionistic but correct, observe:

The bl ank heni sphere cl eared. Once again Jeffrey saw the bl ue-white shape of a
pl anet from space, but this time it was not Visager. A shinmrering appeared,
and spots blinked into existence in the darkness above the planet, tiny unti

t he perspective snapped closer. That showed huge netal shapes—spaceshi ps, he
supposed—wai th the sunburst of the Land on their flanks. Doors opened in their
sides, and smaller shapes fell towards the cloud-streaked blue world, shapes
with wings and a sl eek shark-shape to them The viewpoint followed them down
in a dizzying plunge, through atnosphere and cherry heat, down to the ground.
They | anded anid flanes and rubbl e, burning vegetation, and shattered
bui | di ngs. Ranps slid down, and gun-tubs in the assault transports fired bolts
that cut paths of thunderous vacuumthrough the air to clear the perineter of
the I andi ng zone. War nachines slid down the ranps on cushions of air, their
massi ve arnor bristling with weapons and sensors.

A head appeared in the turret of one of the war machines as it slid to earth
and nosed up, dirt howing fromaround its skirts. The man's hel met visor was
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flipped up, and his grin was |ike sonething out of the deep oceans.

"Let's do it, people," he said. "Let's go."

probability of successful redesign of chosen culture is 12% 6, Center said.

"We could put themon top; we could even get themout to the stars,"” Raj said.
"But they'd still attack any-tiling that noved—t's their basic inperative."
"Yeah, | can see that," Jeffrey said, linking and cracking bis fingers—then
| ooki ng down suddenly, conscious that his real hands weren't noving at all
somewhere he couldn't see. Raj nodded wyly. And for him it's like this att
the tine. It felt real, but.



"Yeah," he went on. "They've got to be stopped, here and now "
"You and your brother will do it," Raj said. "Wth our help."
—and the nmeteorite was snmooth under his fingers.

John Hosten half fell to the dock. Raj? he thought. Center? Was this sone sort
of crazy dreanf? Maybe he was really back in his bunk at school, waiting for
reveille.

The dockers were looking at him dull curiosity, or sinply noting that he was
somet hing nmoving. Jeffrey Farr three-quarters fell down the net after him his
face stunned and sl ack. John caught him automatically, pushing the linp form
agai nst the cargo net so that he could cling and support hinmself. You too?

do not show di stress, the machi ne-voice said in his mnd

Putt yoursel ves together, lads, Raj continued. The voice was equally silent,
but it had the nodul ati on of human speech, w thout the sense of cold
bottom ess depth that Center's carried

"John! Jeffrey!"

There was anger in the adult's voices. Jeffrey's face was pal e enough that the
freckl es stood out l|ike birthmarks, but he sniled his gap-toothed grin.
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"Hey, we're in some shit now, man." "Let's go."

"Say good-bye to your father," Sally Hosten said.

John stepped forward. "Sir."

Karf gave a tiny forward jerk of his head. "Mm sohn"

He extended his hand; John stared at it in surprise for an instant. That was
the greeting anong equals. Then he bowed and took it. The inpersonal power
clanped briefly on his. A servant cane forward at Karl's signal

"Here," Karl said. He handed John a cloth-wapped bundle. Wthin was a gunbelt
and revolver. "This was nmy father's. You should have it. This and ny nane are
all that Fate allows ne to | eave you."

™hh . . . thank you, sir," John said.

H s eyes prickled, but he fought the feeling down. Wiy now? Even by Chosen
standards, Karl had never been a denonstrative nan.

"You are a boy of good character," Karl said. "If |I have ever been less than a
father to you, the fault is mne. Your nother and | have parted but for
reasons each thinks honorable. Cbey your nother; work hard, be disciplined, be
brave. "

"Yes sir," John said.

Karl hesitated for an instant, began to turn away. Then he swal |l owed and
continued: "You will always be wel cone anong t he Chosen, boy, while | live."



He saluted, fist outstretched. John answered it for the first tinme—for the
last tinme, he realized, as his father strode away with the sane stiff-backed
carri age.

"Good-bye, sib," CGerta Hosten said. She drew himinto a brief hug, |eaving him
speechl ess at the display of enotion. "Watch your back anong the Santies.”

Hei nrich cl asped hands and thunped himon the shoul der. "The Land's | oss but
maybe your gain," he said "Cone visit sonetime, sprout, when you're rich and
fanous. "
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John wat ched them | eave and took a deep breath. "Good-bye, Maria," he said to
t he Prot 6g6 nursenaid.

She folded himto her broad bosom "Good-bye, little master. Call Maria if you
ever need her," she said in her slurred | ower-class Landi sch

Her husband bowed and touched John's hand to his forehead. He was a bear- broad
man with grizzled black hair. "I, too, young master. Now, go. Your nother
waits for you."

John did an about-face and began wal ki ng towards the gangpl ank, his face
rigid. H's mother's hand took his; he squeezed it for a nonment, then freed
hi nmsel f.

No nore tears, he thought. That's for kids. | have to be a nan,, now
CWARTSR TWO
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"People are going to think we're weird," Jeffrey said, panting.

"Hell, we are weird, Jeff,"” John replied.

They fell silent as they raced up the slopes of Signal Hll, past picnicking
fam lies and students—+t was part of the University Park. The sw tchbacks were
rough enough, but John cut between them whenever there weren't any fl owerbeds
on the slopes. At last they stood on the paved sumit, amd planters and trees
in big pots and sightseers paying twenty-five centines api ece to | ook through
pi vot - mount ed bi nocul ars at the fanous view over Santander City. Jeffrey threw
hi s Hand-wei ghts to a bench and groaned, ducking his head into a fountain and
bl owi ng |i ke a grampus before he drank

John stobd, concentrating on ignoring the ache in his right foot, drinking
slowy froma water bottle he carried at his waist. Signal H Il was two
hundred neters, the highest land in the city and right above a bend in the
Sant ander River. From here he could see nost of the capital of the Republic:
Capitol Square to the northwest, and the cathedral beyond it; the executive
mansion with its pillars and green copper roof off to the east, at the end of
enbassy row. The Basin District, the ancient beginnings of Santander City, was
bel ow the hill in an oxbow curve of the river, and the canal basin was on the
south bank, amid the factories and worKking-cl ass
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districts. Southward the urban spraw vanished in haze; northward you coul d
just nmake out the wooded hills that carried the elite suburbs.

The roar of traffic was nmuted here, the hissing-spark clatter of streetcars,

t he underground rumbl e of the subway, the sound of horses and the increasing
nunber of steanctars, even the burbling roar of the odd gas-engi ne vehicle. He
could snell nothing but hot stone and the cool green snells of the park, also
a wel cone change fromnost of the city. The sun was red on the western

hori zon, still bright up here, but as he watched the streetlights came on
They traced fairy-lantern patterns of |light over the rolling cityscape, am dst
t he nel |l ow gol den gl ow of gaslights and the harsher electric glare along the
main streets.

He grew consci ous of sonmeone watching him a girl about his own age, but not a
student —her calf-length dress was too stylish, and the little hat perched on
one side of her head held a quetzal plune. She smiled as he net her eyes, then
turned to talk to her matronly conpani on

"Looki ng you over, stud," Jeff said.

John naff-grinned. Objectively, he knew he was good-| ooki ng enough; tall like
his father, with yellow blond hair and a square-chinned face. And he kept
hi nsel f in good enough shape . . . but they don't know. H s foot tw nged.

He punched his brother on the arm "Like Doreen down in the canteen?" he said.
They sat on the grass and passed a towel back and forth. 'Thank nme for it,

bro. If I hadn't gotten you into this weird Chosen stuff you'd still be a weed
and skinny. She's eating you with her eyes, ny man."

Jeffrey Farr had filled out, although he'd always be slimmer than the son of
his foster-mother. Only a trace of adol escent awkwar dness remai ned, and his
| ong bony face was firming towards adul t hood.

"Doreen? Afl she'll do is |ook. Her fol ks are Reforned
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Baptist, you know, |'ve got about as much chance of seeing her skirt up as I
do of getting die Archbishop flat. | tried pinching her butt and she mashed ny
toe so hard |I dropped ny tray."

John clucked nis tongue. "The Archbishop's butt? Hefl, | didn't know you had a
taste for older wonmen.. . . Pax, pax!"

Jeffrey lit a slightly sweat-danpened cigarette. Those things will kill you,"
John said, refusing the offered pack

"And the other Oficer's Training Corps cadets will think I'"'ma pansy if |
don't snoke," Jeffrey said, leaning his el bow on his knee and | ooki ng out over
the city. "Ill admit, the phys ed side of it is easier because of all this
exercise shit you talked me into."



"How s Maurice taking you going into die arny?"

Jeffrey shrugged. "Dad's just surprised, is all. Every Fair for five
generati ons has been navy."

"Since the days of wooden ships and iron nmen," John agreed.

The Republic hadn't had a major land war in nearly seventy years, and the arny
was tiny and ill-funded The navy was another matter, since it had al ways been
policy not to let the Enpire gain too big an edge.

"More like iron cannon and wooden heads. When do you hear fromthe diplomatic
service?"

"Next week," John said. "But |I'mpretty confident."

"You' ve got the marks for it.
Thanks to Center, he said silently.

Jeffrey's green eyes narrowed and he shook his head. Even Center cant nake a
$tik purse out of a sow s udder, he replied, dirough the relay that die

anci ent conputer provided.

correct, Center said, i have nerely shortened die period of instruction and
made possi bl e a broader-based course of study.

Thi nk we' U have enough tine before the Chosen take on the Enpire? Jeff
di ought .

chosen-inperial war within the next two years
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is a 17% 3 probability, within die next four, 53% 5. within the next six,
92% 7.

"I should have ny conmission in a year," Jeff said. "You'll be a nmenmber in
good standi ng of the striped-pant s~and-spooks brigade. ™"

"Much good it'll do die Empire,"”
bet ween his thunbs.

John said gloomly, splitting a grass stem

North lay the rest of the Republic, and die Gut—+the narrow waterway di at

di vided die mainland along nost of its width. North of the Gut was die

Uni versal Empire, largest of Visager's nations, potentially die richest, and
for centuries the nost powerful. Those centuries were generations gone.

"And we're doing fuck-all!" Jeff said. "I know politicians are supposed to be
dimvts, but the staff over at the tyranid are even worse, and die admralty
isn't much better, apart from Dad."

"We're doing all we can,"” John said calmy. "The Republic isn't doing nmuch
yet, but sone people see what's com ng—Maurice, for exanple. And he's a rear
admral, now. W ought to have sone tinme after they attack die Empire."

"I suppose so," Jeff sighed. "Hey, you keep ne on an even keel, did | ever
tell you that? Yeah, even the Chosen aren't crazy enough to take on us and the



Empire at once. \Wen diat starts, people will sit up and take notice—even
them" He nodded towards die capital building s done.

"Maurice sonetines doubts they'd notice if the Fleet of the Chosen steaned up
die river and began shelling diem" John said |ighdy.

, "Dad's a pessimst. Cnon, let's get back to die dorm shower, and grab a
hanburger. Maybe Doreen will take pfty on ne."

Teamwor k, teamwork, you norons!" Gerta Hosten gasped, hearing the others
stunbl e. "Johan, your turn OB point"
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The jungle trail was narrow and slick with mud. The inprovised stretcher of
pol es and vi nes was awkward, woul d have been awkward even wi thout the
munbl i ng, tossing formof the boy strapped to it. Hs leg was splinted with
branches; the lianas that bound it to the wood were half-buried in

swol | en-purple flesh.

Gerta dug her heels in and waited unti! the stretcher came |evel, then

sheat hed her knife and took the left front pole. The man she was relieving

wor ked his fingers for a nmonent, drew his bowi e and plunged forward to slash a
way for his conrades. She took the left frompole, Heinrich carried both rear
poles, and Elke Tirnwitz was on the right front. Johan Kl oster noved fart her
ahead, chopping his way through the vines. Etkar Summrel dorf was getting the
free ride; he'd broken a leg spearing a crocodile that tried to snack on them
while they forded a river yesterday.

They'd eaten a fair bit of the croc. You got nothing supplied in the

t eam endur ance event that concluded the Test of Life. Well, alnost nothing: a
pair of shorts, a pair of sandals, a cloth halter if you were a girl, and a
bowi e knife. Then they dropped you and four teamuates down a sliderope froma
dirigible into the Kopenrung Muntains along the north side of the Land, and
you made the best time you could to the pickup station. Nobody told you
exactly where that was, either, The Chosen of the Land didn't need to have
their hands held. If you couldn't make it, the Chosen didn't need you—and you
had better aU make it. The Chosen didn't need selfish grandstanders, either

"Leave ne," Etkar nunbled. "Leave me. Go."
"W can't |eave you, you stupid git," Elke said in a voice hoarse with worry
and fatigue—they were an item and besides, Etkar had probably saved their
lives at the river. "This is a teamevent. We'd all drop a hundred points if
we | eft you behind."

They' d aU saved each other's I|ives.

It was hot thirty-eight degrees, at |east, and steanbath

hum d. Bad even by the Land's standards. The Kopenrungs were in the far north,
nearest to the equator, that was one reason they'd never been intensively

devel oped, that and the constant steep slopes and the later-itic soils. And
the | eeches, the nosquitoes, the wild boar and wild buffal o and | eopards and



constant thunderstorns and tornadoes.

Sweat trickled down her skin, adding to the greasy filmalready there and
stinging in the insect bites and buddi ng jungle sores. The rough wood pull ed
at her armand abraded the calluses on her palm Miscles in her |ower back

conpl ai ned as she | eaned back agai nst the weight of the stretcher and the
sl ope. Branches and | eaves swatted at her face.

"Heinrich, mn brueder" Gerta said, pacing die words to the nuscul ar effort.
"Tell me again how wonderful it is to be Chosen.”

El ke made a sharp hissing sound with her teeth. The Fourth Bureau was unlikely
to be listening, but you never knew. Heinrich grunted a chuckle.

"Shays," Johan swore. "Shit." There was wonder in his tone.

""What is it?" Gerta asked. She couldn't see nore than a few paces through the
undergrowth; this section of hillside had burned off a while ago, and the
second growth was rank

"W made it.w

"What?" in three strong young voi ces.

"W made it! That was the clearing we saw back on the crest!"

None of them spoke; they didn't slow down, either. Gerta nanaged a

sweat -blurred glinpse at the m st-shrouded, jungle-covered nountains ahead.
They | ooked precisely like the m st-shrouded, jungle-clad nmountains she'd been

staring at for the entire past week.

When they broke out of the cover onto the little bench-plateau they broke into
a trot by sheer reflex. There were pavilions ahead, and a crowd of people—
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of ficers, officials, Protege* servants. A doctor ran forward at the sight of
the stretcher.

"How i s he?" El ke said.

The doctor |ooked up and frowned. The | eg doesn't | ook too bad. Now. He'd have
lost it in another twenty hours."

Proteges held out trays. Gerta grabbed at a ceramic tunbler and drank, |ong
and carefully. It was orange juice, slightly salted. She shut her eyes for an
i nstant of pure bliss.

A man cleared his throat. She opened her eyes and snapped to attention with
the other menbers of her team all but Ektar, who was out with a syringe of
nmorphine in his arm

The man was elderly, bald, stringy-nmuscular. He had colonel's pips on the
shoul ders of his sumer-wei ght uniform and a snile |ike Death in a good nood



on his wrinkl ed, bony face. She was acutely conscious of the ring on the third
finger of his left hand, an intertwined circlet of iron and gold. The Chosen
ring.

"Certa Hosten, Heinrich Hosten, Johan Kl oster, Elke Timvtz, Etlcar

Sunmel dorf. The cerenony will come later, of course, but it is ny honor to

i nformyou that each of you has achieved at |east the m ni num necessary score
in the Test of Life. Accordingly, at the age of eighteen years and six nonths,
you will be enrolled anong the Chosen of the Land. Congratul ations."

One of the others whooped. Gerta couldn't tell which; she was too busy keeping
herself erect. Six months of exam nations, tests, psychological tests, tests
of nerve, tests of intelligence, tests of ability to endure stress; all topped
off with seven hellish days in the Kopenrung jungles—end it was over.

I"mnot going to be a Washout She'd decided Iong ago to kill herself rather
than endure that; a large proportion of Washouts did Born in a Prot3g$
cottage, and |I'm Chosen of the Land.

She snapped off a salute, armoutstretched and fi st

cl enched. A bl ood-boil burst and left red running down her nmouth as she
grinned; the pain was a sharp stab, but she didn't give a dam.

"You are a very wealthy young man," the River Electric Conpany executive said,
| ooki ng down at the statement in surprise.

"I had sone seed noney fromny stepfather,” John explained. "The rest of it
cones fromcommodities deals, mainly." Courtesy of Center's analysis; that
made things childishly easy. "And investnent in Western Petrol eum"

H's formal neckcloth felt a little tight; he suppressed an inpulse to fiddle
with it. The roomwas on the seventh story of one of the new office buildings
bet ween the Eastern Hi ghway and the river, with an overhead fan and shuttered
wi ndows that made it cool even on the hot sumrer's day. The River Electric
exec had very little on the broad ebony expanse of his desk, just a blotter
and a tel ephone with a sea-ivory handset. And the plans John had sent in.

This. .."

"Mercury-arc rectifier,” John supplied hel pfully.

"Rectifier, yes, seens to be very ingenious," the executive said.

He was a plunmp little man with bifocals, wearing a rather dandified
cream col ored jacket and bl ue neckcloth. There was a parrot's feather in the
band of his trilby where it hung on the rack by the door

"However," he went on, "at present die River Electric Company is engaged in an
extensive, a very extensive, investnment programin primary generating
capacity. Wiy should we undertake a risky new venture which will require tying
up capital in new manufacturing plant?"

John | eaned forward "That's just it, M. Henforth. The rectifier will save
capital by reducing transm ssion | osses. Hi e expense of installing themw |
be considerably I ess than the savings in raw generating capacity. And the
construction can be subcontracted There are a lot of firns
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here in the capital, or anywhere in the Eastern Provi nces—Fonsville, say, or
Ensburg—ho could handle this. River Electrics primary focus on hydraulic
turbi nes and turbogenerators woul dn't be affected.”

Henforth steepled his fingers and waited.

"And, " John went on after the silence stretched, "1'd be willing to buy say,
five hundred thousand shares of River Electric at par. Also |licensing fees
fromdie patent would be assignee!."’

"It's definitely an interesting proposition,” Henforth said, smling. "Coneg,
we'll go up to the executive |ounge on die roof and discuss ms further with
some of our technical people."” He shook his head. "A young man of your
capacities is wasted in the diplomatic service, M. Hosten. Wasted."

"Skirm sh order!"”

The infantry platoon fanned out, three neters between each man, in two |ong
lines. The first line jogged forward across the rocky pasture, their fixed
bayonets glittering in the chilly upland ak. Fifty neters forward they went to
ground, taking cover behind ridges and boul ders. The second |ine noved up and
| eapfrogged forward in turn

Ensign Jeffrey Farr watched carefully through his field-glasses. The novenent
was carried out with precision. Good nen, he thought. The Republic's arny
wasn't large, only seventy thousand men. It wasn't particularly well-paid or
equi pped, either, the men nostly enlisted because ft was me enpl oyer of | ast
resort Bottle troubles, wife troubles, farmkids bored beyond endurance with
wat chi ng the south end of a northbound pl owhorse, sheer inability to cope with
the chaotic demands of civilian life in the Republic's fast-growing cities.
They could still nake good soldiers if you gave themthe right training, and
trai ned men woul d be inval uabl e when di e balloon went up. The provincial
mlitias were supposed to be federalized in time of war, but as they stood he
had little confidence in diem
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He raised his hand in a signal. The pl atoon sergeant Hew a sharp blast on his
whistle and die nen rose fromthe field, slapping at die dust on their brown
tunic jackets. Their stubbled faces | ooked inpassive and tired after the nonth
of field exercises through di e nountains.

"Good work, Ensign," his conmpany commander nodded. Captain Daniels was a

t hi ckset man of forty—pronotion was slow in die peacetinme army—with a scar
across one cheek where a Union bullet had just m ssed taking off his face in a
skirm sh twenty years ago.

"Very good work," die staff observer said. "I notice you' re spreading die
skirm sh line thinner."

"Yes, sir," Jeff said. He nodded at an infantryman jogging by wi di his weapon
at die trail. It was a bolt-action nodel with six cartridges in a tube
magazi ne bel ow die barrel. "Everyone's getting magazine rifles these days,
except die Inperials, and new designs are conm ng fast and furious. W' ve got
to disperse fornmations nore."



Al t hough to hear sone of die fogies talk, they expected to fight in
shoul der -t o-shoul der ranks like Civil War troops equi pped widi rifle-nuskets.

"Yes, | read diat article of yours in die Arned Forces Quarterly" die staff
type said. "You diink nitro powders will be adopted for small arnms?"

maj or bel nody, Center said. A list of biographical data foll owed.

The maj or | ooked pretty sharp, if alitde elegant for field in his greatcoat
and red diroat-tabs and polished Sam Browne. And bei ng a younger son of die
Bel nody M 11|s Benodys probably hadn't hurt his rise through the officer corps
eidier; tiiirty-two was dammed young to get that high

"I"'mcertain of it, sir," Jeff said. The Bel nodys were big in chem cals and

m ni ng expl osives. "No snoke, |ess folding, and nuch hi gher nmuzzle velocities,
flatter trajectories, smaller calibers so die troops can carry nore amo.'*

Captai n Dani el s spoke unexpectedly. "I don't trust
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jacketed bullets,"” he said. "They have a tendency to strip and then tunble
when the barrel's hot."

"Sir, that's just a devel opment problem G lding metal can't take the
tenmperatures of high-velocity rounds. Cupronickel, or straight copper, that's
what needed. "

The ol der officer smled. "Ensign, | wish | was half as confident about
anyt hing as you are about everything."

"God knows we could use sone young firebrands in this man's arny," Major
Bel nody said. "lIn any case, you and Ensign Farr nust dine with nme tonight."

"After | see the nmen settled in, sir," Jeff said. The major raised an eyebrow
and nodded, returning his juniors' salutes.

"You'll do, Farr," Captain Daniels said, grinning when die staff officer's car
had bounced away over the pasture with an occasional chuff of waste steam
"You' fl go far, too, if you can learn to be a little nmore diplomatic about who
you deliver lectures to."

Li eutenant Gerta Hosten | eaned back agai nst the uphol stery of the seat and
wat ched out theTial f-open window as the train clacked its way across die
central plateau. The air coming in was clean; this close to Copernik the line
had been electrified, and the | ack of coal snmoke and the poundi ng, chuffing
sound of a steam |l oconotive was a little eerie. There was plenty of traffic on
t he broad concrete-surfaced road that flanked the railway, too, steam or

ani mal -drawn. This was the nost pleasant part of the Land, a rolling vol canic
upl and at a thousand neters above sea level, cooler and a little drier. The
capital had been noved here from Cathtaking only a generation after the first
wave of Alliance refugees arrived. Copernik's beginnings went back before the
com ng of the Chosen, right back to the initial settlement of Visager, but
not hi ng remai ned of the pre-conquest city. Over the past generation as

geot hermal steam and t hen hydropower suppl enmented coal, it had al so becone a
maj or manufacturing center.
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Gerta watched with interest as rolling contour-plowed fields of sugar cane,
rice, soya, and mai ze gave way to huge factory conmpounds. One of them held an
ai rship assenbly shed, a hundred-neter skeletal structure like a

Brobcti ngnagi an barn. The cigar-shaped hull was still a franmework of girders,
with only patches of hull-claddi ng where al um nunrsheet was being riveted to
the structure.

She buttoned the collar of her field-gray wal ki ng-out uniform buckled on her
gunbelt with the shoul der-strap, and took up her attach” case. Normally she'd
have | et her batman carry that, but there were eyes-only docunents in it.
Not hi ng ultra-secret, or she wouldn't be carrying themon a train, but
procedure was procedure.

Behfel ist Behfel, she recited to herself: orders are orders. She also had a
letter fromJohn Hosten in there. Evidently he was doing wefl down in the
Republic; he'd gotten sone sort of posting in their diplomatic service.

It was a pity about John
"Wake up,jel dwebel " she said.

Her bat man blinked open his eyes and stood, taking down the two bags fromthe
overhead rack. Pedro was a thickset nuscular man in his thirties, strong and
qui ck and apparently | oyal as a Doberman guard dog. Al so about as bright; in
fact, she'd owned dogs with nore nother-wit and | arger vocabularies. It was
policy to exclude the upper two-thirds of the intelligence gradi ent when
recruiting soldiers and gendarmes fromthe Proteg” caste. She had her doubts
about that, and she'd always preferred bright ones as personal servants. Mre
ri sk, but greater potential gain.

Behfel ist behf el.

H e train lurched slightly as it slowed. |ne pantograph on die |oconotive
clicked amd a shower of sparks as they pulled into the Northwest Station
There were many tall blond young nen in uniformthere, but not the one she
instinctively sought. Heinrich wouldn't be waiting

36 S.M Stirling b David Drake

for her; that wouldn't be seemy, and anyway she had to report to Intelligence
HQ for debriefing.

My lovely Heinrich, she thought. 1'djuck you even if you were ny
birth-brother. An exaggeration, but he was a dear, and of course incest taboos
didn't apply to adoptee-kin. And this time when you ask me to marry you, |I'm
going to say yes.

The inplications of die docunents in her attache" case were clear, if you
could read between the paragraphs. It was tine to do her eugenic duty to the
Chosen; even with servants, infants took up a lot of tine and effort. Best do
it while there was tine.

In a couple of years, they were all going to be very, very busy.
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Looks different froma Protege's point of view, John Hosten thought, carefully
sl unmpi ng hi s shoul ders.

He was wal king the streets of Gathtaking in the drab cotton coat and breeches
of some middling Protege* worker. He coul d have been a warehouse clerk, or a
store-checker; his hair had been dyed brown, but the best protection was sheer
swar m ng nunbers and the fact that nobody | ooked at an average Proti.

He'd forgotten how hot the damed pl ace was, too. Hot, the air thick and wet
and saturated with coal snoke and snells. Bigger than he remenbered fromhis
clul d-hood; the villas went further up the slopes of the vol canoes, the
factories were | arger and the snokestacks higher, there were nore overhead
power |ines, workers hanging out the sides of the overburdened trolley cars.
And many, many nore powered vehicles on the streets. Mst of themwere in arny
gray, steam powered trucks and haulers built to half a dozen standard nodel s.
A fair number of luxury cars, too, sonme of theminported nodels fromthe
Republic. Half a dozen Proteges went by on a gang-bicycle, which was a very

G ever invention, when you thought about it.

Too heavy for one to pedal —+t takes six. Factory workers can use themto
conmut e, but they don't get personal nobtiity.

Gl everness wasn't a wholly positive quality.
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He ducked into die brothel's front door; ft wasn't hard to find, having
BROTHEL #22A7-B, PROT*"G‘, CLASS 6-b printed on the front door, with a graphic
synmbol for illiterates. Inside was a depressingly bare waiting roomw th a
brick floor and girls sitting around the wafis on wood-sl at benches, naked
save for cotton briefc, folded towels beside them and a nunber on the wall
above each head below a lightbulb. They didn't |ook as run-down as you'd
expect, but then few of them were professionals. Tenporary service in a place
like this was a standard penalty for mnor infractions of workplace

regul ations. A staircase led to cubicles above, and a clerk sat behind an iron
grille just inside the door; the place snelled of sweat, harsh disinfectant,
and spilled peer.

A hul k stood nearby, an iron-bound club thonged to bis massive wist, picking
at his teeth with the thunbnail of his other hand. Probably a retired
pol i ceman; he | ooked John over once, and tapped die head of the club waraingly
agai nst die stucco. John cringed realistically, turning and ducki ng his head.

Trices are posted,"” the clerk said in a nonotone; she was in her fifties,
flabby with a starchy diet and | ack of exercise. "You want | should read 'en®
Booze is extra."

John pushed iron counters across the table and through the scoop trough
beneath the iron grille. Fingers arranged themin a pattern; they were fronj
Zei zi n Shipbuil ding AG one of the bigger firns.

recogni tion, Center said. Pointers dropped across the clerks pasty face
indicating pupil dilation and tenperature differentials. 97% *2.

That was about as definite as- it got; now the question was whether this was



his real contact, or whener the Fourth Bureau had penetrated the ring and was
waiting for him H's palns were danp, and he swal |l owed sour bile, eyes
flickering to the doors. He wasn't carrying a weapon; it would have been

i nsanely risky, here—a Protege" caught armed would be lucky to be executed on
di e spot. And when they found his geburtsnumero ..
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subject is contact, Center reassured him anxiety |levels are conpatible. 73%
15.

A whole hell of a lot Iess certain than the first projection, but stil
reassuring. Alittle.

The cl erk nodded and pressed a button on her side of the counter. A light went
on with a tick over the girl closest to the stair; she stood with a mechanica
smle and picked up her towel.

The upper corridor was fairly quiet, in mdafternoon; a row of cubicles stood
on either side, with curtains hung before themon rings and a shower at one
end. John's

tide pulled aside a nunbered curtain and ducked

He followed Wthin was a single cot, a washstand and tap, and a jar of
antiseptic soap . . . and crouched in a coner, the burly formof Angelo
Pesal ozi. He stood, bear-burly, nore gray than John renenbered.

"Young Master Johan," he runbl ed.

John extended his hand. "No man's master now, Angelo," he said, smling.
The hand of Karl Hosten's driver and personal factotumclosed on his with
controll ed strength. John matched it, and Angel o grinned.

"You have not grown soft," he said. "Cone, we should do our business quickly."
The girl put her foot on the cot and began to push on ft, irregularly at first
and then rhythmically; with vocal acconpaninent, it was a remarkably
convi nci ng chorus of squeaks and groans.

"A mnute," John said. "My life is at risk here, too, and will be again, and
must understand. Karl Host en is a good master, and your own daughter is one
of the Chosen. Wy are you ready to work agai nst thenf"

Brown eyes net his sonberly. "He is a good naster, but | would have no master
at all, and be ny own man. | have four children; because one is a lord, should
the others be slaves, and my grandchil dren? There are nore bad masters than
good. "
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He jerked his head towards the girl. "She dropped a tray of insulator parts,
and so she nmust whore nere for a nmonth—+s this justice? If a nan speaks

agai nst the nmasters when they send his wife to another plantation, or take his
children for soldiers, his brother for the mnes, he is hung in an iron cage



at the crossroads to die—+s this justice? No, the rule of the Chosen is an
of fense against God. It must cease, even if | die for it."

John met his eyes for a long noment, subject is sincere; probability—He
silenced the conputer with a thought. | know

And Angel o had al ways been kind to a boy with a crippled foot
"Yes," John said. "That is so, Angelo."

H e Protege" nodded and produced fol ded papers frominside his jacket; they
were danp with sweat, but |egible.

These | took fromthe wastebasket, before the daily burning," he said. "Here

is an order, concerning five airships—=

"I worry about that boy," Sally Farr said.

"I don't," Maurice Farr replied.

They were sitting on the terrace of the naval commandant's quarters,
over | ooki ng Charsson and its port. This was the northernnmost part of the
Republ i ¢ of Santander, hence the hottest; the shores of the Gut were warner
still, protected fromcontinental breezes by nountains on both sides. The hot,
dry sumer had just begun; flowers gl eaned about the big whitewashed house,
and the tessellated brick paverment of the terrace was dappled by the shade of
the royal palns and evergreen oak planted around it. The road ran down the
nount ai nside in dramatic sw tchbacks; there were villas on either side,

of ficers' quarters and niddl e-class suburbs up out of the heat of the old city
around the J-shaped har bor

The roofs down there were nostly | ow pitched and
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of reddish clay tile; it |looked more Iike an Inperial city fromthe | ands just
north of the Gut than like the rest of Sanfander. Mich of the popul ati on was

| mperial, too—there had been a steady drift of migrant |aborers in the past
coupl e of generations, looking for better-paid work in the growi ng mnes and
factories and irrigation farns.

Fair's eyes went to the dockyards. One of his arnored cruisers was in the
graving dock, with a cracked shaft on her central screw. The other four ships
of the squadron were refitting as well; when everything was ready he'd take
themup the Gut on a showthe-flag cruise.

"John," he continued, "is on his way to beconm ng a very weal thy young man. And

he's doing well in the diplomatic service.

"Thank you," he went on to the steward bringing himhis afternoon gin and

tonic. Sally rattled the ice hi hers.

"He has no social life," she said. "I keep introducing himto nice girls, and

not hi ng happens. Al he does is study and work. The doctors say he shoul d be
umm functional . . . but | worry."

Maurice turned his head to hide a quick snmle. Fromwhat Jeffrey told him
John had been seen occasionally with girls who weren't particularly nice.



Enough to prove that die infant vasectomnmy the Chosen doctors had done hadn't
caused any irreparable harmin that respect, at |east.

"Do you know sonething | don't?" Sally said sharply. , "Let's put it this way,
nmy dear: there are certain things that a young man does not generally discuss
with his nother."

n O,]. "

Smart, Maurice thought fondly. Pretty, too.

Sally was | ooking remarkably cool and elegant in her white and cream i nen
outfit and broad straw hat, the pleated skirt daringly an inch above the
ankle. Only a tittle gray in the long brown hair, no nmore than in his. You'd
never know she'd had four children.
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"Besides," he went on, "he's been assigned to the enbassy in C ano. From what
| know of the tailcoat squadron there, social life is about all he'll have
time for—+t's a diplomat's main function. Count on it, he'll meet plenty of

nice girls there."

"Ch." Sally's tone wavered a little at the thought "Nice Inperial girls. Wll
| suppose . " She shrugged.

She | ooked downsl ope in her turn. There were fortifications there, everything
fromthe bastion-and-ravelin systems set up centuries ago to defend agai nst
roundshot to nodern concrete-and-steel bunkers with heavy naval guns.

"John seens to think that there's going to be war," she said. "Jeffrey, too.
Mauri ce nodded somberly. "I wouldn't be surprised, War between the Chosen and
the Enpire, at least."

"But surely we wouldn't be involved!" Salty protested.
"Not at first," Maurice said slowy. "Not tor a while."

Thank goodness Jeffrey's in the army, then," she said. The Republic of

Sant ander had no | and border with either of the two contendi ng powers. "And
John's safe in the diplomatic corps.”

"You dance divinely, Govanni," Pia del'Cuono said. "It is not fair. You are
tall, you are handsone, you are clever, you are rich, and you dance so wel |
Beware, test God send you a misfortune."

I've already had a few fromH m" John Hosten said, keeping his tone light and
whirling the girl through the waltz. The ballroomwas full of graceful
swirling noverment, gowns and uniforms and bl ack formal suits, jewels and
flowers and fans. "But He brought me to G ano to neet you, so he can't be
really angry with nme."

Pia was just twenty, old for an Inperial wonman of noble birth to be unnmarried,
and four years younger than him Al so unlike nost Inperials of her sex and
station, she didnt think giggles and inanities were the only way to talk to a
man. She was very pretty indeed, besides,
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;' Somet hi ng he was acutely conscious of with their hands ' Bnked and one arm
around her narrow waist. , "No, not pretty—beautiful, he thought.

Bi g russet-col ored eyes, heart-shaped face, creany skin showi ng to advant age
inthe glittering lowcut, |ong-skirted white ballgown, and gl ossy brown hair
pil ed up under a dianond tiara. Best of all, she seemed to like him

, The music cane to a stop, and they stood for a nonent sniling at each ot her
whil e the crowd appl auded the orchestra.

Tf jeal ous eyes were daggers, | would be stabbed to death,” Pia said with a

trace of satisfaction. "It is entertaining, after being an old maid for years.
My father has been nuttering that if | w shed to do nothing but read books and
live single, | should have found a vocation before | left the convent school."

John snorted. "Not likely."

"I would have made a very poor nun, it is true," Pia said denurely. "And then
I could not have gone on to 30 many picnics and balls and to the opera with a

handsome young officer of the Santander enbassy. . . ." , "A gl ass of
punch?" he said.

Pia put her hand on his armas he led her to the punch table. The white-coated
steward handed them glasses; it was a fruit punch with white wi ne, cool and

"You are worried, John," she said in English. Hers was nearly as good as his
I mperial, and her voice had turned serious.

"Yes," he sighed.

.?¢ "Your conversations with nmy father, they have not gpne well?"

Even for an Inperial commander, Count Benito |I del' Cuonb was a blinkered,

hi debound. . . . Wth an effort, John pushed the inmage of the white nuttonchop
whi skers out of his mnd.

"No," he said. "He doesn't take the Chosen seriously."
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Pi a sipped at her punch and.nodded to her chaperone where she sat with the

ot her matrons agai nst one wall. The ol der woman—sone sort of poor-relation
hanger-on of the derCuomos—rowned when she saw that Pia was still talking
with the Republics young charg6 d' affaires. They began wal ki ng sl oW y towards
t he bal cony.

"Fat her does not think the Land will dare to attack us," she said

t houghtfully. "We have so many nore soldiers, so many nore ships of war. Their
island is tiny next to the Empire."



"Pia— He didn't really want to talk politics, but she had reason to be
concerned. "Pia, their note demanded extraterritorial rights in Corona and
hal f a dozen other ports, control of grain exports, and excl usive investnent
rights in Inperial railroads."

Pia checked half a step. She was the daughter of the Mnister of War. "That
that is an ultimatum " she said. "And an inpossible one.™

John nodded grimy. "An excuse for war. Even if your enperor and senatori al
council were to agree to it, and you're right, they couldn't, then the Chosen
woul d find sone new denand. "

"Why do they warn us, then? Surety they are not, so scrupul ous that they
hesitate at a surprise attack."

"Scarcely. | have a horrible suspicion that they uxm the Enpire to be
prepared, so you'll have nore forces in big concentrati ons where they can get
at them" John said.

They wal ked out into the cooler air and hal f-darkness of the great veranda.
Little Adele and huge Mra were both up and full, flooding the black-and-white
checker-work marble with pale blue light, turning the giant vases tilled with
ol eander and jessani ne and bougainvillea into a pastel wonderland. The terrace
ended in a fretted granite bal ustrade and broad steps |eading down to gardens
whose gravel ed paths glowed white am d the fl owerbanks and trees. Beyond the
estate wall, w dely spaced lights showed where the townhouses of the nobility
stood am d

wal | ed acres, with an occasional pair of yellowierosene-lanp headlights
marking a carriage or steamjf”car. Wstward reached a denser web of |ights,
nostly $MJnegiilar—€i ano had a street plan originally laid out by '& cows,
except for a few avenues driven through in recent 4:, generations. Those
centered on the Inperial palace comf plex, a tunble of floodlit white and

gil ded dones. :-];*e's From here they could just nake out the glittering
sur-rfece of the broad Pada River; the dockyards and ware-;,' houses and sl uns
about it were jagged bl ack shapes, no : gaslights there. Above themtwo lights
nmoved t hrough , me sky, with a |l ow throbbing of propellers. An airship,
Soaking for the west and the great ocean port of Corona ; at the nouth of the
Pada.

- "Chosen-made, " John said, nodding towards it. "Pia, your soldiers are
brave, but they have no conception of ; \ what they face."

-. Pia |l eaned one hip against the balustrade, turning her f~Afcn in her
fingers. "My father ... ny father is an intel-;*iligent man. But he ... he
t hi nks often that because 'e¢- things were as they were when he was young, SO
they J nust remain."

A Tm not surprised. My own governnent tends to think ||:the sane way." If not
to quite the sane degree, he added fj'to hinself.

I/; - They were silent for a few mnutes. John felt the ten-~$%$z sfon buil di ng,
nmostly in his stomach, it seened. Pia was 4 -looking at himout of the corner
of her eyes, the begin-,;%ning of a frown of disappointment marking her
brows. >£ "Ah . . . that is ..." John said. "Ah, | was thinking calling on
your father again."

Pia turned to face him "Concerning political matters?" she asked, her face
calm



Aa”excuse trenbled on his lips. Yes. O course. That ;*rould be all he needed,
to add cowardice to his list of | failings. A crippled soul to join the foot.

No," he said. "About something personal . . . if you; would like me to."
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The smile H up her eyes before it reached her nouth. "I would |like that very
much," she said, and | eaned forward slightly to brush her |ips against his.

probability of sincerity is 92% +3, with notivations breakdown as
fol | ons—Cent er began.

Shut the fuck up! John thought.
He could hear Raj's amusenent at the back of his nmind. Dammed Hgto, I ad.

Jeff's voice: God, but that one's a |ooker, isn't she? He must be getting
vi sual feed from Center, through John's eyes.

WU you aU kindly get the hell out of ny love life?

"G ovanni, there are tines when | think you are talking to God, or the saints,
or anyone but the person you are with!"

John munbl ed an apol ogy. Pia's eyes were still glowing. "The only question is,
wi Il he consent?"

"He'd better," John said. Pia blinked in surprise and slight alarmat the
expression his face took for a nonment He forced relaxation and snil ed.

"Why shoul dn't he?" he said. "He knows |I'mnot a fortune hunter"—+the dePCuonps
were fabul ously wealthy, but he'd managed to discreetly let the Count know the
size of his own portfolio—and if he didn't Iike ne personally, he'd have
forbidden me to see you."

Pia nodded. "Well, | do have three younger sisters," she said with sudden
har d- headed shrewdness. "It isn't seemy for themto nany before me—and al so,
my love, | think Father thinks he can beat you down on the dowy by pretending
that the marriage is inpossible because you are not of the Inperial Church."

John grinned. "He's right. He can beat ne down."

Sone cold part of his mind added that Inperial properties weren't likely to be
worth much in alittle while.

He took a deep breath. It was like diving off a high board: once you were
committed, there was no point in thinking about the drop

"Pia, there is something | must tell you." She net his

eyes steadily. "1 am. . . | was born with a defornmty.'
slightly. "A clubfoot."

He averted his eyes



She |l et out her breath sharply. H s glance snapped back to her face. She was
sm ling.

"Is it nothing nore than that? The surgeons nmust have done well, then—you
dance, you ride, you play the .. . what is the name? Tenni s?" She flicked a
nand. "It is nothing."

Breath he hadn't been conscious of holding sighed out of him "It's why ny
fattier never accepted ne," he said quietly.

She put a hand up along his face. "And if he had, you would be in the Land,
preparing to attack the Enpire," die said. "Al so, you would not be the man I

| ove. | have net Chosen fromtheir enbassy here, and beneath their stiff
manners they are pigs. They |l ook at me hke a piece of kebab. You are not such
a man."

He took the hand and kissed it "There is nore."
cannot have children."

John cl osed his eyes. "l

Pia's fingers clenched over his. He | ooked up and found her eyes brinmng, die
unshed tears bright in the starlight—and realized, with a shock like cold
water, that they were for him

" But —
He nodded jerkily. "On, I'm. . . functional. Sterile, though, and there's
not hi ng that can be done about ft." He turned his head aside. "It was done,

ah, when | was very young."

*Tnen you too have reason to hate the Chosen," Pia said softly. "Look at ne,
G ovanni . "

He did. "You are the man for whom| have waited. That is all | have to say."
Jeffrey Fair smled.
"You find our ships amusing?" the Inperial officer asked sharply.

H e steam | aunch chuffed rhythmcally along the |line of anchored battl ewagons.
He' d noticed the sane
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attitude often in Inperial naval officers. Unlike the Army—er the squabbling
conmittees in G ano who set policy and budgets—they had to have sone idea of
what was goi ng on abroad. Not that they'd admt the state their service was

in, of course. It came out in a prickly defensiveness.

"Quite the contrary,"” Fair said smoothly. "I smiled because | recently
recei ved news that my brother, ny foster-brother, is going to be married. To a
| ady by the name of Pia del'Cuono."

And | don't think your ships are finny. | think they're pathetic, he added to
hi nmsel f.

The Inperial officer nodded, nmoHified and i npressed. "The el dest daughter of
the Mnister of War? Your brother is a lucky man." He pointed. "And there they
are, the pride of die Passage Fleet."



Ten of the battleships floated in the m |l pond-quiet bay of the mlitary
harbor, flanked by the great fortresses. Lighters were carrying out supplies,
much of it coal that had to be |aboriously shovel ed into crane-borne buckets
and hoi sted again to the decks for transfer to the fuel bunkers. The ships
wer e nedi um si zed, about el even thousand tons burden, with | ong ram bows and a
pronounced tunbl ehonme that made them nuch narrower at the deck than the
waterline. They each carried a heavy, stubby single 350mmgun in a round
cheesebox-style turret fore and aft, and their secondary batteries in a string
of smaller one-gun turrets that rose pulpit-style fromthe sides. Each had a
string of four short snokestacks, and a wi |l derness upperworks of flying

bri dges, cranes, and signal masts.

They' d been perfectly good ships in their day. The problemwas that the Enpire
was still building themabout twenty years after their day had passed.

correct, Center observed, roughly equivalent to british battleships of the
1880s peri od.

Eighteen . ., an. Center used die Christian cal endar, which nobody on Vi sager
did except for religious
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pur poses. For one thing, it was based on Earth's twel venonth year, nearly
thirty days shorter than this planet's rotation around its sun. For another
t he nunbers were inconveniently high

Jeffrey shivered slightly. Hi e period Center nanmed was two thousand years past
Interstellar civilization had been born, spread, and fallen in the interim
and a new cycl e was begi nni ng.
"You're loading coal, | see," he said to the Inperial officer . . . Comopdore
Bragati, that was his name. "Steam up yet?"

"No, we expect to be ready in about a week," Bragati said. "Then we'll cruise
down the Passage, and show those upstarts in the Land who rul es those waters."

Tfcco weeks to get ready far a showthe-flag cruise? Raj thought with disgust.
I'd say these inbeciles deserve what's probably going to happen to them if so
many civilians weren't going to be caught tn it.

"The main guns are larger than anything the Land has built,"” Bragati said
| owvel ocity weapons with bl ack-powder propel-lant, Center noted with its
usual clinical detachnent. tike chosen weapons are |ong-barrel ed,

hi gh-vel ocity rifles using nitrocellul ose powders.

He thought he detected a trace of interest, though, as well. Jeffrey sniled
i nwardly; the sentient conputer wasn't all that nuch different fromhis
grandf at her and (he croni es who hung around himsilitary history bufls and
weapons fanciers to a man. Center was a hobbyist, in its way.

"And the main arnor belt is twelve inches thick!"
| am nated wought iron and cast steel plate, Center went on. radically

inferior to face-hardened aDoy. \Wich both the Land and the Republic were
using for their major warships.



None of the battl eships | ooked ready for sea. Less excusably, neither did the
scout cruisers tied up three-deep at the naval wharves, or the torpedo-boat

50
S.M Stirling it David Drake

destroyers. Or even the harbor's own torpedo boats, turtle-backed little
craft.

On the other hand .. . "Well, the fleet certainly |ooks in good fettle,"
Jeffrey said diplomatically.

So they were, painted in black and dark blue with creamtrim Sailors were
scrubbing coal dust off the latter even as he watched. He shuddered to think
of the amount of labor it nust take to repair the paintwork after a practice
firing. If they did have practice firings; he had a strong suspicion that sone
| mperial captains mght sinply throw their quota of practice anmmunition
overboard to spare the trouble.

"Thank you for your courtesy,"” he said fornmally to the Inperial conmodore.

At least he'd learned one tiling. Bragati wasn't the sort of man he wanted to
recruit into the stay-behind cells he and John were setting up. Too brittle to
survive, given his high rank. *

"Dam, | hate dying," John said as the scene blinked back to normal cy.

O Centers idea of normalcy, which in this scenario was a street in a Chosen
city—€opem k, to be specific—during the rainy season. There was no way to tel
it fromthe real thing; every sensation was there, down to the snell of die
wet rubberized rain cape over his shoulders and the slight roughness of the
checked grip of the pistol he held underneath it. Watery rainy-season |ight
probed through the dull clouds overhead, giving a pearly sheen to the granite
pavi ng bl ocks of the street. Buildings of brick and stone reached to the

wal kways on either side, shuttered and dark, franes of iron bars over their

wi ndows.

John | ooked down for a second at his unmarked stonmach. There hadn't been any
way to tell the inpact of the hollowpoint rifle bullet fromthe real thing,
either—Center's neural input gave an exact duplicate of the sensation of
havi ng your spl een punched out and an exit wound the size of a woman's fist in
your | ower back.
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The machine had let the scenario play through to the final blackout. H s nouth
still felt sour and dry.

"Do you have to make it quite that realistic?" he nuttered, sidling down the
street, eyes scanni ng.

"For your own good, lad." Raj's voice was "audi bl e" here. "Pricel ess training,
really. You can't get nore rigorous than this; and outside, you won't be able
to get up and start again."

"I still—=



A sound alerted him He whirled, drawing the pistol fromthe holster on his
right hip and firing under his own left arm into the planks of the door. His
wei ght crashed into it before the ringing of die shots had died, smashing it
back into the room and knocki ng the coll apsing corpse of the Fourth Bureau
agent into his conpani ons. That gave John just enough time to snapshoot, and
the secret policeman's weapon flew out of a nervel ess hand as the bull et
smashed his collarbone . . . . . . blackness.

The street refornmed. "I still really hate dying. One behind ne?"

correct. Center did not bother with amenities |ike speaking aloud, scanning to
your right as you entered the roomwas the optimm alternative.

"I hated it, too," Raj said unexpectedly.
The street scene faded to the study where they'd first . . . John supposed

"met" was as good a word as any. Raj puffea alight a cheroot and poured them
bot h brandi es.

"Hunti ng acci dent —broke my neck putting my nmount over a fence," he said.
"Quick, at least. | was an old, old man by that tine, and the bones get
brittle. Still, 1 had enough time to know I'd screwed the pooch in a major
way. The real surprise was waking up— He indicated the construct. "I was
expecting the afterlife, the real afterlife.” He frowned. "Although this isn't
precisely ny soul, cone to think of it. Maybe I'min two heavens ... or
hells."
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"At | east you got to see your own funeral," John said.

H s body-image still carried the revolver. He opened the cylinder and worked

the ejector to renpve the spent brass, then rel oaded and clicked the weapon
closed with his thunb. The action was wholly automatic, after thousands of
hours of Center's instruction—and Raj's, too. The personality of the genera
gave the training an i mediacy that the machine intelligence could never quite
mat ch, one that renenbered the flesh and the unpleasant realities to which it
was subj ect.

"My grandchildren were touchingly grief-stricken," Raj said, his grin white in
the dark face. "And now, back to work."

"This is play?" John asked.

H s own bedroomin the enbassy conpl ex snapped back into view, it was private,
wi th the door |ocked, and big enough for his body to | eap and nove in
puppet - obedi ence to what his m nd perceived in Center's training program
Experi ence had to be ground into the nerves and nuscles, as well as the mnd
and nenory. The rest of the staff thought he had an eccentric taste for
calisthenics perfornmed in solitude.

The phone rang, the distinctive two long and three short that nmeant it was
from the anmbassador.

John sighed silently as he picked it up. There were tinmes when tt was easier
to deal with the Chosen; they were nore straightforward.



CGerta found the enbassy of the Land of the Chosen in die Inperial capital of
Ci ano reassuringly famliar, down to die turtle helnmets and gray uniforns and
brand-new nagazine rifles of die guards at the gate. They snapped to present
as her car halted; an officer checked her papers and waved her dirough, past
two outward-bound trucks. In die main courtyard, staff were setting up fue
drunms and shoveling in a mxture of file folders and kerosene distillate. The
snoke was rank and bl ack, towering up into tile sly over die pollarded trees
and
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die slate-roofed buildings. The guards at die entrance gave her a nore
det ai | ed goi ng-over.

"Captain CGerta Hosten, Intelligence Section, General Staff Ofice,
geburtsnumero 77-A-11-44221," she said.

"Sir," die enbassy clerk said, after a nonent's check of die tallysheet before
him "Col onel von Kleuron will see you inmmediately."

/ shoul d hope so, CGerta thought with perfectly controlled anger as she wal ked
di rough di e basalt-paved | obby of die main enbassy building. After draggi ng ne
out here for Fate-knows-what when the baUoon's about to go up

It was busy enough that several times she had to dodge wheel ed carts full of
docunents being taken down to die incinerators. Not so busy that severa
passersby in civilian dress didn't to a slight check and doubl e-take at her
Intelligence flashes; probably die Fourth Bureau spooks were about as happy to
see her here as diey would be to invite Santander Intelligence Bureau
operatives in. The air was scented widi the snell of paper and cardboard
burning, and witii fear-sweat.

She repeated die identification procedure at die Intelligence chiefs office.
This time it was a Chosen NCO who checked her against "a list.

"Wl come to G ano, Captain," he said. "No problens at die airship port?"

"Wal ked straight through, barely | ooked at mnmy passport,"” she said. "The

col onel ?"

The NCO hopped up fromhis desk—+t was covered widi files being sorted—epened
tile door and spoke through it, then opened it fully and stepped aside.

CGerta marched dirough, tucked her peaked cap precisely under her left arm Her
heel s clicked, and her right armshot out at shoul der-height with fist
cl enched

"Sirl"

Col onel von Kl euron turned out to be a nmi ddl e-aged woman with a | ong face and
pouches under her eyes.
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Her office, with its metal filing cabinets, table with a keyboard-style codi ng
machi ne, and pl ai n wooden desk, seemed to still be in fall operation. Ahl in
mlitary gray, nothing personal except a photograph of several teenage
children on the desk



"At ease, Captain." She |ooked at Gerta with a slight raise of her eyebrow.
"You seemto be throttling a considerable head of steam Hosten."

"Sir, Operation Overfall is scheduled to commence shortly. My unit is tasked
with an inportant objective, and we've been training for nearly a year.
Nobody' s i ndi spensable, but 1'll be mssed."

"W shoul d have you back shortly, Captain,” von Kl eu-ron said. "Not to waste
time: give ne your appraisal of Johan—John—Hosten, your foster-brother."

CGerta blinked in surprise. That she had not expected. Von Kl euron tapped the
fol der open before her; a picture of John was clipped to the front sheet.
Gerta recognized it; it was a duplicate of one she'd gotten fromhim She also
recogni zed the correspondence tucked into die inner jacket of the file; of
course, she'd submitted all her letters for approval before sending, and
turned over copies of all his inmediately. Plus, the Fourth Bureau woul d have
their owmn fromthe censors in the postal system but that was anot her

depart ment .

"As in ny reports, Colonel. Intelligent and resourceful, and, as | renenber
himas a boy, with considerable nerve and determ nation. Certainly he overcane
hi s handi cap well. From what he's acconplished in the Republic over the | ast

twel ve years, he's becone a form dable man."

"His attitude towards the Chosen?" "I think he had reservations even as a boy.
Now?" She shrugged. "Inpossible to say. We don't discuss politics, only famly
matters." "~Waknesses?"

"Sentimentality." Hie Landisch word she used could al so mean "squeamni shness."
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"Are you aware that Johan Hosten has becone an operative for the Republic's
Foreign Intelligence Service? As well as a diplomat." The last was a little
pedantic; in Landisch, diplomat and spy were rel ated words.

CGerta's eyebrows went up slightly. "No, sir, | wasn't aware of that. |'m not
surprised. "

"I't has been decided at a high level to attenpt to enlist the subject as a
doubl e agent. W are authorized to waive Testing and of fer Chosen status, and
appropriate, rank."

Gerta frowned. It smacked of an inprovisation, not a good idea on the eve of a
maj or war. On the other hand, John would be an asset if he could be turned

and it would be pleasant to have himon-side. If possible. It was obvious
why she'd been brought in; she was the only Chosen intelligence operative with
a personal link to John. Heinrich had known himas well, but he was a
straight-leg, an infantry officer. And far nore conspicuous in C ano; her
hei ght and physical type was far nore conmon in the Enpire than his.

On the other hand, wonmen who coul d bench-press twice their own weight were not
common here, and she hoped very much she wouldn't have to try | ooking like an
Imperial belle in a lowcut dress. She didn't even know howto walk in a
skirt.

Behfel ist Behfel. "How am| tasked, sir?"



John tapped his wal king stick against the front of the cab. "Driver, pull up."

The horses clattered to a halt, and the driver set the brake and junped to the
cobbl estones to open the door

"Si gnore?" he said, |ooking around.

They were in a district of upper-m ddle-class homes, about hal fway between the
theater district north of die main railway station and the apartnment John kept
near the Santander enbassy.

"I"ve changed ny mind, |I'mgoing to wal k home," he said.
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Shanel ess sdf -i ndul gence, he thought. He shoul d make up for taking an evening
off at the opera with Pia by going straight honme and reading files. On the

ot her hand, he had his cover as a effete diplomat to maintain. The Sant ander
di pl omati c service was supposed to be a harm ess dumpi ng ground for

wel | nxmmect ed upper-cl ass pl ayboys. Many of themwere, and the rest found it
useful canoufl age.

He paid the cabbie the full value of his intended trip, and the horses
clattered off through the dark

C ano was a pleasant city to walk through, this part at |east, on a warm
spring night. The sidewal k was brick, with trees at four-neter interval s—eaks,
he thought—and cast-iron | anpstands rather |ess frequently. Mst of the
houses on either side had wought-iron railings separating themfromthe
street, often overgrown with clinmbing roses or honeysuckle. The gaslights gave
a diffuse glowto the scene, soft yellow light on toe undersides of the trees;
the street had a nelancholy feel, |ike nost of the Inperial capital, a dreany
sense of past glories and a long sleep filled with reverie.

John twirled the wal king stick and strolled, unclasping his opera cloak and
throwing it over his left arm It was very quiet, the air snelling of dew and
roses. Quiet enough that he heard the footsteps not |ong after Centers
war ni ng.

four follow ng, the conputer said, there are two nore at the junction ahead.

John was suddenly, acutely conscious of the feel of the brick beneath his
feet, the slight touch of the wind on his face beneath the gl ossy bl ack
topper. Twelve years of Centers scenarios and Raj's drill had $ven him a
trai ni ng nobody on the planet could match, but he'd never had anyone try to
kill himbefore. Odd, I'mnot really frightened. More |ike being extrenely
alert and irritated at the sane tine.

There was a doubl e- edged steel blade inside his wal king stick, the gold head
made a very effective bl udgeon
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and a small six-shot revol ver nestled under one arnpit. It didn't seemlike

much, right now, but it would probably be enough if these were street toughs
out toroll a toff.



The wall by his side was brick. John turned casually and set his back against
it, like a man pausing to admre tile viewtoward the north and the | nperial
Pal ace.

Four nmen cane up the sidewal k behind him They were dressed in doubl e-breasted
j ackets and bag- hats, peg-leg trousers and ankl e-boots; m ddl e-cl ass
streetwear for C ano. Their faces were unremarkably Inperial as well, rather
swart hy and bl ue-stubbled for the nost part. There was sonethi ng about the way
t hey noved, though, the expressions on the faces—er rather the lack of them
Bi g men, thick-shouldered. Wth flat bulges under their left armpits; one of
them was hol ding his right hand down by his side, as if sonmething was resting
in the loosely curled fingertips The hilt of a knife, perhaps, or a

| ead- wei ght ed cosh

Prote' ges, he thought. Tough ones, at that. Operatives. Fourth Bureau, or
Mlitary Intelligence.

correct, Center said. 97% =%2.
Wll, it was sone confort to know his judgnent was good
The nmen halted and spread out, waiting with a tense wariness. One spoke:

- "Excuse, sir. You will please to come with us." A guttural accent in the
| mperial, one natural to soneone who'd grown up speaking Landi sch

Four of them and two nore waiting close by. Not good odds. And if they'd
want ed hi m dead, he'd be dead. A steantar and a couple of shotguns, no problem
and no fuss. O soneone waiting in his apartnent, the Chosen could certainly
find a good shooter when they needed one. This was a snhatch team not hitters.

"AH right," he said, turning and wal ki ng ahead of them

Two closed in on either side. One quietly relieved himof the walking stick
Anot her | eaned over, put a hand
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under his jacket and took his revolver, dropping it into his own coat pocket A
few seconds later, fingers plucked the little punch-dagger out of the collar

of his dress coat. There was a soundat that, sonething like a very qui et
chuckl e snothered before it began. The nen closed in on either side of

hi maobody in front, of course. This |ot had been fairly well-trained.

They all halted under the streetlight at the T-shaped intersection. The two
men waiting there both threw their cigarettes into the center of the road.
Seconds | ater a quiet hum of rubber tires sounded as a steantar cane down the
road and hal ted—a bi g Sant ander - made four-door W/l kens in plain blue paint
with wire-spoke wheels and two sofa-style seats facing each other in the rear
conpartnent Tne head of the snatch team signaled John to enter

There was a wonan sitting in the front seat, with her back to the driver's
conpartnent. The interior of the Wlkens was fairly dark, only the reflected
light of the streetlanps. That was enough to show the oily blued sheen of a
weapon in her hand; it gestured himback to the rear of trie vehicle. He
obeyed silently. Two of the Prote' ge' gunmen sat on either side of him
wedgi ng himinto position. The front door chunked cl osed. Just for insurance,
the Prote' ge' beside John had a short doubl e-edged bl ade in his hand, under



the Iinp hat H at put the point not nore than a couple of mllineters fromhis
short ribs, John's lips quirked. They certainly weren't taking any chances
with him but then, the preferred Chosen nethod of dealing with ants was to
drop an anvil on them

The wonman | eaned out die wi ndow and spoke to the other nenbers of the team
"Report to the safe house," she said. Gray uniformtunic, Captain's rank-tabs,
red General Staff flashes, Mlitary Intelligence insignia.

The notion left the Iight on her face for a second. She was in her l|ate
twenties, not nuch older than he; a dark brunette, black hair cropped to a

pl ush sabl e cap
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bl ack eyes, high cheekbones, and a rather full mouth. An Inperial face or

Si erran, except for the hardness to it, the body beneath cl ose-coupl ed and
muscul ar but full-bosomed. He blinked, surprise tugging at his mind

"Certal" he blurted.

probability subject identity not gerta hosten is too |ow to be nmeaningfully
cal cul ated, Center noted, overlaying the woman's face with a series of
regressions that took it back to the teenager who' d sai d good-bye to himon

t he docks of Oathtaking twelve years ago.

She sat back and let the pistol rest on her knee; it was a massive, chunky,
squared-of f thing, not a revol ver

recoil -operated automatic, magazine in the grip, Center said, Ilnmcaliber
six to eight rounds.

"Hi, Johnnie," she said in Landisch. "Nice to see you again."

John took a deep breath. "If you wanted to talk, you could have invited ne
nore politely,"” he said in a neutral tone.

"Behfel ist behfel, Johnnie."

"I'"'mnot under Chosen orders."

She sm | ed and waggl ed the automati c.

"Al'l right, |I grant that | presume you're not going to kill mer™
"I"d really regret having to do that, John," she said.

veracity 95% *3, Center observed. A brief flash

showed pupil dilation and heat patterns on Gerta's face.

O course, the way she phrased it inmplied that she

m ght have to loll himanyway. Looking at her, he didn't

have the | east doubt she'd do it—egrets or no.

"How*re the children?" he asked after a nonent.



"Erika's just starting school, and Johan's at the stage where his favorite
word is no," she said. "W've adopted two nore, as well. Prote"g6 kids, a boy
and a girl. The boy's a bybl ow, probably one of Heinrich's."

"Two?" John said, raising his eyebrows.

"Policy."

Whi ch was information, of a sort The Chosen Counci
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nmust be anticipating casualties . . . and not just in the upcom ng war with
the Enpire, either.

He didn't try to | ook out the wi ndows as the wheel s hanmered over the
cobbl est ones, then humred on snoother main street pavenment of asphalt or stone
bl ocks. Gerta uncorked a silver flask. John took it and sipped: banana brandy,
somet hing he hadn't tasted in a long tine.

"Danke," he said. "Anything you can tell nme?"
The colonel will brief you, Johnnie. Just... be reasonable, eh?"
"Reasonabl e depends on where you're sitting,*1 he said, returning the flask.

"No it doesn't When soneone el se holds all the cards, reasonable is whatever
they say it is."

He | ooked at die pistol. She shook her head.

"Not just this. The Chosen hold all the cards on Visa-ger; it'd be smart to
keep that in mnd."

He was al nost relieved when they pulled into a side entrance to the Chosen
enbassy conpound. The W kens was as inconspicuous as a steantar in G ano
could be—powered vehciles weren't all that common here, even now-and the rear
wi ndows were tinted. The enbassy itself was fairly large, a severe bl ock of
dark granite fromthe outside, the only ornanentation a gil ded-bronze sunbur st
above die ironwork gates. The area within was |arger than di e Santander

| egation, mainly because all the Land's diplomatic personnel lived on the

del egation's own extraterritorial ground. It mght have been sone-thing out of
Coperni k or Gathtaking inside, boxlike buildings with tall w ndows and snooth
colums, lowrelief cataryids beside die doors. Fires were burning in iron
drunms in die open spaces between, while clerks dunped in nore docunents and
stirred die ashes w di pokers and broonsticks.

Christ, he tiiought. The sight hit himin die belly like a fist, nore than die
clanger to himself had. War was dose if die enbassy was torching their

cl assifi ed papers.
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He was hustl ed dirough a doorway, down corridors, finally into a wi ndow ess
roomw di a single overhead light. It shone into his eyes as he sat in the



steel -frane chair beneadi it, obscuring die two figures at a table in front of
him One of them spoke in Landisch

"Let's dispose witii die tricks, shall we, Colonel?" Gerta said. "This isn't
an interrogation."

The overhead |ight di med. He blinked and | ooked at the two Chosen officers.
Bot h wonmen—not hi ng unusual widi that, in die Land's forces—n gray Arny
uniforms. Intelligence Section badges. A middl e-aged colonel widi gray in her
bl ond brushcut and a face |ike a starved houad.

"Johan Hosten," the senior officer said. "W have arranged to speak w di you
on a matter of some inportance."

John nodded. He coul d guess what was com ng
"The Land of die Chosen has need of your services, Johan Hosten."

"The Land of die Chosen rejected ne radier dior-oughly when I was twelve," he
pointed out. Tin a citizen of die Republic of Santander."

"The Republic is a denocracy with universal suffrage,"” the col onel said.
"Hence, weak and corrupt, widi no real claimon your allegiance." She spoke in
a flat, matter-of-fact tone, as if comenting on the [aw of gravity. "Your
father is second assistant of the general staff of die Land and a nenber of
die Council. The inplications are, | think, plain."

They certainly were. "I'mnot Chosen and not qualified to be so," he said.

Think, think. If he rolled over too quickly, they'd be suspicious.

"The regul ati ons governing adnm ttance have been waived or nodified before,"”
the intelligence officer said. "I amaudiorized to informyou that they will
be again, " in your case. Full Chosen status, and appropriate rank."

"You want ne to defect?" he said slowy.

"OfF course not. You will remain as an agent in place
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within the Santander intelligence apparat—ef course, we know that your
di plomatic status is a cover—and provide us with information, and your nomi na

superiors with disinformati on which will be furnished. W can feed you genui ne
data of sufficient inportance so that you will rise rapidly in rank. At the
appropriate nonment, we will bring you in fromthe cold."

She nodded towards CGerta. Ah. They sent Gerta al ong as an earnest cf good
faith. The offer probably was genuine. And to the Chosen s way of |ooking at
it, perfectly natural Perhaps if he'd never been contacted by Center, it m ght
even have been tenpting.

There were tinmes he woke up at night sweating, fromdreans of the man he m ght
have becone in the Land.

"Let me think," he said.

"Agreed. But not for long."



He dropped his head into his hands. Jeff, youfoHow ng this?
You bet, brother. You going to ask themfor something in witing?

Qut of character, he answered. A Chosen officer's word is supposed to be good.
| don't have nuch tine.

Al t hough surety they knew that he knew he'd never |eave the roomalive if he
refused. The enbassy could be relied upon to have a way of disposing of
bodi es.

He rai sed his head again. No problemin showing a little worry, and he could
snell his own sweat, heavy with the peculiar rankness of stress.

"I"mengaged to be married to an Inperial,'' he said.

The col onel shrugged. "Marriage is out of the question, of course, but after
t he conquest, you can have your pick for pleasure. Take the bitch as you
pl ease, or a dozen others."

CGerta winced and touched her superior on the sleeve, whispering in her ear.

John shook his head. "Anything that applies to nme, applies to Ra. O no deal .’
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The col onel's eyes narrowed. "You have already been offered nore than is
customary, " she war ned.

"No. Pia, or nothing."

CGerta touched the colonel's sleeve again. "W should discuss this, sir," she

sai d.
"Agreed. Hosten, retire to the end of the room please."

He obeyed, facing away fromthe table. The two Chosen | eaned toget her
speaki ng in whispers. Far too softly for anyone to overhear . . . anyone

wi t hout Centers processing power, that was. The conmputer was limted to the
i nput of John's senses, but it could do far nore with themthan his unai ded
br ai n.

"What do you make of it, captain?" the col onel asked.

"I"'mnot sure, sir. If he'd agreed without insisting on the woman, |'d have
said we should kill himinmedi atel y—+hat woul d be an obvi ous fake. The wonan .

that makes it possible he's sincere . . . but he'd also know that | know
himwell."

Thanks a | ot, Certa.

"As it is, | still suspect he's lying. Imrediate term nation would be the
lowrisk option here."

"I was under the inpression that you thought highly of this Johan Hosten."

"I do. Henrich and | naned a son after him | respect his courage and
intelligence; which is why he's too dangerous to |live unless he's on our



side. "

"He seens inclined to agree to the proposition."

"He'd have to anyway, woul dn't he?"

"\What evi dence do you have to suppose he |lies?"

"Cestalt. | lived with himuntil he was twelve and

we' ve corresponded since. He's conmitted to the Repub-

; fic, absurd though that may sound. He believes. And John

Host en woul d never betray a cause in which he

bel i eved. "

A long silence. "As you say, the Republics ideology ,is absurd—and he is, from
the records, not a stupid or .irrational man. Term nation is always an option
but it
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is irrevocable once exercised. W will test him his position is potentially a
priceless asset. And we are offering himthe ultimte reward, after all."

"Col onel, please record my objection and reconmendation.'
"Captain, this is noted" Al oud: "Johan Hosten, attend"

When he was standing beside the chair, she continued: "W will concede this
woman Probationer-Eneritus status.”

Second-cl ass citizenship, but if married to one of tile Chosen her children
woul d be automatically entitled to take the Test of Life. A though they'd know
he could sire no children. He blinked, keeping his face carefully neutral. Pia
had wept when he told her that, and he'd been afraid, really afraid.

"This is ..." He stopped and began again. "You understand, |'ve been grow ng
nore and nore frustrated with Santander. You nust know that, if your sources
inside the Foreign Ofice are as good as | suspect. | keep telling themthe

risks, and they ignore them" He shrugged. "As you said, it makes no sense to
fight for those who won't fight for themselves." He stood, and gave the Chosen
salute. "I agree. Conmand ne, col onel!"

The col onel returned the gesture. Gerta stared at himwi th col d apprai sal
biting at her lip thoughtfully. Then she shook her head and made a small
gesture to the senior officer, a thunb-pull, much the same as one woul d nmake
to cock a pistol before shooting sonmeone in the back of the head.

Col onel von Kl euron | ooked at them both and t hen shook her head.

John fought back an inpulse to let out a long sigh of relief. They aren't
going to M ne now. Thanks, CGerta, thanks a |ot.

Al t hough he shoul d have expected it. He'd always known his foster-sister was
smart, and she did know himwell.
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"Johan Hosten."

The basset-hound face of the colonel allowed itself a slight smle.

"You have made a wise decision. You will be dropped at sone distance, and
cont act ed when appropriate. My your service to the Chosen be |ong and

successful . "

"Wl come back, Jonnnie," CGerta said. "lI'msure you'll make a first-class
operative. You' ve got natural talent.”

Lucky bastard, Jeffrey said silently.
No, it's Chosen arrogance, John replied fromhalf a continent away. A faint
overlay of the controls of a road steanmer cane through the link, beyond it a

| ong dusty country road.

Jeffrey smiled, inmagining serious expression and the slight frown on his
stepbrother's face.

Have they contacted you since? he said/thought.

No. It's only been three days, and they're very busy. The whol e Land enbassy
staff left on the last (ferigi-ble.

Jeffrey lifted his coffee cup. It was norning, but some of the other patrons
in the streetside cafe had already nmade a start on sonething stronger. Many of
them were settling in with piles of newspapers or books, or just enjoying die
perenni al Imnperial sport of peoples-watching. The coffee was excellent, and
the platter of pastries extremely tenpting; you had to admt, there were sone
things the Inperials did very well. His contact should be show ng up any

m nut e.

Gve me a look at the activity in the harbor, John requested. Jeffrey turned
slightly in his seat and | ooked downhill; Center would be supplying the visua
i nput to John.

Aw ul ot of Chosen shipping still there, his stepbrother comented.

They're stiU delivering coal, Jeffrey replied. To the naval stockpiles, no
| ess.

My esteened prospective father-in-law, John thought
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dryly, assures ne that the Inperial armed forces are ready down to the | ast
gaiter button. Quote unquote.

Is the man a natural -born damed fool ?

No, he just can't afford to face the truth. | think he wishes he'd died before
this . . . and he's glad Pia will be safe in Santander



Speaki ng of which, we shoul d—Jeffrey began. Then: Wiit.

A dirigible was showi ng over the horizon, just barely. Jeffrey was in

of ficer's garrison dress, which included a case for a small pair of binocul ars
as well as a service revolver. He drew the gl asses and stood, |ooking down the
long street leading to the harbor. The airship wasn't in Land Air Service
colors, just a neutral silvery shade with a Landi sch Luftanza company | ogo on
the big sharkfin control surfaces at the rear. A |large nodel, two hundred
nmeters in length and a quarter that in maxi rum dianeter. One of the |atest
types, with the gondola built into the hull and six engines in streanlined
pods held out fromthe sides by struts covered in wi ng-like farings.

"That isn't a scheduled carrier,"” he said to hinself.

correct vessel is land air service heavy mlitary transport design. A brief
flash of a report he'd read several nonths ago. sharkwhal e cl ass.

"I have a bad feeling about this,"
while."

he said. "John, 1'mgoing to be busy for a

| suspect we all are, his brother answered. Better try and nake it to the
| egati on.

CHAPTSR ROUR

"Coming up on Ciano. Airspeed one hundred and four kil oneters per hour
altitude one thousand four hundred. Wndspeea ten KPH, north-northwest.
Fifteen kilonmeters to target."

The bridge of the war dirigible Steg was a semicircle under the bows, with
slanting wi ndows that gave a 180-degree view forward and down. Gerta Hosten
was the only one present not in the blue-trimed gray of die Landisch Air
Service; she was in arny conbat kit, stone-gray tunic and pants, webbing gear
and steel helmet. Her boots felt a little insecure on the stanped al umi num
panel s of the airship's decking, unlike the rubber-sol ed shoes the crew wore.
The conmmandi ng of fi cer, Horst Raske, stood by the crewran who held the tal
wheel that controlled the vertical rudders. Another wheel at right-angles
turned the horizontal control surfaces. Ballast, gas, and engines all had
their own stations, although each engine pod also held two crewnen for repairs
or energenci es.

"OFf superheat," Raske said.

A muted whunp went through the huge but lightly built hufl of the airship.
Vents on the upper surface of the ship were opening, releasing hot air from
the ball onets that hung in the center of the hydrogen cells. The dirigible
felt slower and heavier under her feet, and the surface of the water began to
grow closer. Land was a thick line of surf ahead, studded with tiny dofl-Bke
buil dings. H e broad estuary of the Pada Ri ver lay southward, to the right;
just inside it were the deep
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dr edged-out harbors of Corona, swarm ng with shipping.



"Al'l engines three-quarter, come about to one-two-five.'' Ranke's voice was as
calmand crisp as it had been on the practice runs on the nockup. Nobody had
ever flown a dirigible into a real conbat situation like this before; airships
had only existed for about forty years. "Commencing final run."

He turned to Gerta. 'Thirty minutes to target," he said "The observer"—n a
bubble on top of the airship—"reports the rest of the air-landing force is
foll ow ng on schedule. Good | uck."

Gerta returned his salute. "And to you, Mjor."

You' |l need U, she thought. She was getting off this floating bonmb; into a
firefight, granted, But at |east she wouldn't have a million cubic neters of
hydr ogen w apped around her while she did it.

The catwal k behind the bridge | ed down through crew quarters, past the radio
shack, and into the hold. That was a huge darkened box across the belly of the
Si eg, spanned with girders higher up; the only vertical menbers were severa
dozen ropes fastened to the roof supports and ending in coils on segnents of
floor planking. Crouched on the framework floor were her troops, three hundred
of the Intelligence Service Commando, special forces, reporting directly to
the general staff and tasked with the very first assault. Mst of the
dirigibles and surface ships following were crowded with line troops, Prote"g3
sl ave-sol di ers under Chosen officers. The Protege" infantrymen were getting
four ounces of raw cane spirit each about now The IS Commando were

al | - Chosen, only one candidate in ten making the grade.

The sergeant of the headquarters section handed her a Koegel nann
machi ne- carbi ne. Half the comando was armed with them or punp-acti on shot guns
rather than rifles, for close-in firepower. She slapped a flat disk drum on
top of the weapon and ran the sling through the
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epaul et strap on her right shoulder so that it would hang with the pistol grip
ready to hand.

"Right," she said in a voice just loud enough to cany. "This is what we've al
been training for. We're the first in, because we're the best. It |ooks I|ike

the Inperials are sitting with their thunbs up their butts .. . but once we
| and, even they'll realize what's going on. Renmenber the training: hit hard,
hold hard, and by this time tomorrow Corona will belong to the Chosen. Corona,

and then the Empire. Then die world. And for a thousand years, they'l
remenber that we struck die first blow "

A short growl rippled over the watching faces, not quite a cheer; the sort of
sound a pack of dires would nake, closing in on a eland herd. The conpany and
pl at oon | eaders grouped around her as she knelt.

"No clouds, not much wind, unlimted visibility," she told them "And no
| ast-m nute screwups fromlintelligence, either."

"Meani ng either everything's as per, or the reports were totally fucked in the
first place and nobody's found out better," Fedrika Bl unmer said.

"Exactly. Fedrika, remenber, don't get tied up in the scrimmge. CGet those
Haagens set up on the perimeter, or the Inperials will swanp us before the
main force arrives. Kurt, Mkel, Wlhelm all of you remenber this—we're



going to be heavily outnumbered. The only way we can pull this off is if we
hit so hard and so fast they never suspect what's coming down. Go through them
i ke grass through a goose and don't | eave anyone standing."

"Ya," WIhelmTernmot said. The others nodded.

"Let's do it, then."

Jeffrey Farr dunped the papers in the cast-iron bathtub and sprinkled them
with lanmp oil He flicked a match on his thunb and dropped it onto the surface.
The mass of docunents flared up in a gout of orange flane and
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bl ack snbke and a coarse acrid snell. He retreated fromthe bathroominto the
bedr oom
Jeffrey began throwing things into a satchel —his camera, spare anmunition

for his revolver —and checked the bathroom It was full of snoke, but the
papers were burning nicely. They held die details of the network he'd been
setting up here in Corona —but Center was the perfect recording device, and
one that couldn't be tapped. For that matter, he'd carefully refrained from
menori zing them hinself. Wiat he didn't know he couldn't tell, and Center
could always furnish himwith the details. It put need-to-know in a whole
different category. He waited until the tub held nothing but flaky ash, then
guenched it with a jug of water fromthe basin before he jogged up to the flat
roof of the apartnment building. It was four stories tall, and the roof was set
with chairs and planters; nothing but the best in this neighborhood.

He got out the heavier pair of binoculars and focused on the dirigible. It was
cl ose now, slow ng. Heading for Fort Calucci at the outer armof the mlitary
harbor, fromthe | ooks of it.

What in the hell are they going to try there? he thought. That was HQ for die
whol e Corona MIlitary District.

an assault with air-transported troops, Center said. probability 78% 3.
observe:

—and troops in gray Land uniforns slid down ropes on to the roof of tne HQ
conpl ex —

Looks like it, Raj said. The bastardos have nerve, Ftt grant themthat.
"Ch, shit," he whispered a nonent |ater

Wiat's the matter? John's voice

"Lucretzia," he said.

"I know, | know, she's not the girl you bring home to nother —but she's down
by the portside."

the I egation would be the | owest-risk area for tenporary relocation, Center
hi nt ed.
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"Yeah, but |'ve got to do sonething about her,’
and besi des, she's a good contact."

Jeffrey said. "It's personal

Good | uck, John said.

And wat ch your back, |ad, Raj added.

The fabric of the Sieg groaned and shivered with a | owtoned roar
Val ving gas, Gerta thought. Negative buoyancy.

As if to confirmit, the falling-elevator sensation grew stronger. The nose of
the dirigible tilted upwards and the engines roared as the captain controlled
die rate of fall with the dynamic lift of air rushing under die great hull

She tasted salt fromthe sweat running down her face. Any second now.

"Ready for it!"

The conmmandos were bracing thensel ves with | oops set into the al um num deck
pl anki ng. Gerta snugged the carrying strap of the carbine tight and ran both
arms and a foot dirough die braces. The engi ne roar died suddenly, down to
idle. Into the nonment of silence that followed came a grinding, tearing

cl angor. The ship wenched brutally, struck, bounced, struck, flinging her
body back and forth. Then it came to a queasy, rocking halt with the floor at
an angle. The bellow of valv-ing gas continued.

"Now! Co, go, go!"

Boot ed feet slammed agai nst qui ck-rel ease catches. Two dozen segnments of floor
plating fell out of the belly carrying the coils of rope with diem 1ight
broke into the gl oomof the hold, blinding. Men and wonmen noved despite it, in
notions trained so long that they were reflex. Twenty-four junped, w apped
arms and | egs around the sisal cables, and dropped out of sight. Cdiers
followed themw di the regular precision of a metronome. Certa and the
headquarters section went in die third wave, precisely diirty-tive seconds
after the first.

Noi se hit her as she slid out of die hold, into die giant
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shadow of the huge structure overhead. The Sieg was shifting, beginning to bob
up a little as the weight left it. The pavenent of the tower's flat roof was
only eight meters down, less than a third the distance the teans sliding down
into the fortress courtyard had to cover. There were half a dozen Inperials
bel ow her, gaping and pointing at the dirigible overhead. They didn't start to
nove until shots and screans broke out below. There was a nonment of controlled
fall and she struck the ground, rolling off the segnment of decking and
reachi ng under the horizontal drum magazine of the Koegel mann to jack the
slide back. The bl owback weapon was new, it had a grip safety that was
supposed to keep the bolt fromracking forward.

She'd found that the safety wasn't conpletely reliable. Areally sharp jar
could send it forward, chanbering and firing a round. Not a good idea to arm
it just before you junped down a rope.



Gerta came down in a perfect four-point prone position and stroked the
carbine's trigger. It roared and hammered backward into her shoul der, spent
brass tinkling on the painted metal surface of the tower's top. The bullets
were pistol-caliber but heavy, Ilmm and they were H section wadcutters. They
punched into the Inperials with the inpact of so many soggy mnedi ci ne balls,

bl asting out exit wounds the size of teaplates. The rest of the section was
firing as well. Seconds later, the area was clear of |iving enenies.

Sonet hi ng whirled by overhead, towards the heavy disk-shaped netal hatch that
led fromthe rooftop down into the main section of the tower. A man was
standing on the | adder below. H's face was gray with shock, but he was
struggling with the massive covering. The stick grenade struck his hands where
they rested on the | ocking wheel of the hatch. He screaned and sprang
backwards off the | adder, falling out of sight. The grenade hit the lip of the
entryway, spun tw ce and then toppled out of sight down the shaft after the

| mperial soldier.
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The hatch fell, too, pulled past its bal ance point before the Inperial noticed
the grenade. Gerta cane off the ground like a spring-launched mssile, diving
forward to try and jamthe butt of her carbine into the gap. Hal fway through

t he noverent the grenade went off bel ow, but though dust and grit bill owed
out, the pressure wasn't enough to slow the several hundred kilos of mass. It
whunped down into the [ocking collar and the butt-plate of her carbine rang
against it with a dull clank. She flipped up to her knees and reached for the
smal | cl ose-set wheel in the top of the nmushroom cap hatch. Three others
joined her, but the wheel turned irresistibly under her fingers, and she could
hear the holding bars sinking into their sheaths. The | ocki ng wheel on the

i nside was much larger than the topside equivalent, with greater |everage.

Dam, she thought, com ng erect and | ooki ng around. Sonebody down there mnust
be able to find his dick without a directory.

Water pattered down, thick as a Land thunderstormin the rainy season. The
great bulk of the Sieg was rising and turning, dunping ballast as she went for
extra lift. The dirigible seened to bounce upward, the shadow falling away
fromthe fortress, turning southward for the river estuary with a roar of

engi nes. Ropes fell away fromit like withing snakes to |lie draped across
wal | s and pavenent.

The tower roof held only Iive Chosen and dead Inperials; nostly dead, one with
a chunk of skull mssing was still sprattluig like a pithed frog. She

duckwal ked quickly to the edge of the roof, avoiding the spreading pools of

bl ood—the | ast thing she needed was slippery boots—and | ooked down. There
were a few bodies in the courtyard. Gunfire cane fromthe buildings that
ringed it: shotgun blasts, rifle fire, the distinctive burping chatter of
machi ne carbines. Then a long ripping burst; that could only be one of the

tri pod- mount ed, water-cool ed machi ne guns the heavy-weapons pl at oon had

br ought in.
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Good. Fedri ka rmust have gotten out to the perineter.
"Ri ght, El ke, Johan, pop it."

They' d cone prepared. Two years after Gerta was born, construction started on



a conplete duplicate of this fortress in the jungles of the Kopenrungs. The
Chosen believed in planning ahead. Fort Calucci had been built back when
bronze snoot hbore cannon were the nost form dabl e weapons avail able, but it
had been updated continuously since. The |ast buil ding program had been
fifteen years ago, after sone sea skirm shes between the Enpire and die
Republ i ¢ of Santander. The whol e conpl ex had been girdled with five- to
fifteen-meter thick ferroconcrete, and the tower clad with the arnor of
several scrapped battleships. Even nodern high-velocity naval rifles would
have problens with it.

Fortunately, every fortress had its weaknesses.

The two Chosen trotted over to the hatchway with the charge between them It
was a cone, broadside down, supported on stubby iron legs to give an exact

di stance fromthe target. She didn't know precisely how it worked—the
principle was suicide-before-readi ng secret—but she'd seen nodels tested. The
bonb clanged as it dropped to the center of the hatch

"Fire in the hole!" the two comandos shouted as they triggered the fuse and
dove away.

Al the force of the explosion went straight down, |like a welding-torch jet.
O almost all. The sheathing was thin nmetal and woul d disintegrate with an

al nost conplete |lack of shrapnel. Al nost was not a very conforting word, when
you were on a flat steel pie plate with no cover at all. She pressed her back
agai nst the bulwark around the rim curled her knees up agai nst her chest,
tucked her chin down to her throat and hel d t he Koegel mann over her body.

BWAAMP. Shock picked her up and sl amred her down on the decking. A spatter of
hot steel dropped across her; she cursed and scrabbled with a gl oved hand
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to get the gobbets off her clothing. The snmell of scorched hair, uniforms, and
wood added its bit to the stink; soneone yelled as a droplet struck a spot too
tender for self-control

Met al pinged and scattered. Before the noise died, the explosives experts were
on their feet and racing towards it. Snmoke was pouring out of a round

nel t ed-1 ooki ng hole in the nmiddle of the metal hatch. The wheel was frozen
either still | ocked from bel ow or warped by the blast. The sappers stuffed
rods of blasting explosive into the gap; it would have been futile to try it
agai nst the unbroken surface, since the force of the expl osion would dissipate
along the Iine of |east resistance, into the open air.

"Fire in the hole!"

A flare soared up into the air fromthe courtyard bel ow and popped green.
Certa | ooked at her watch. Five mnutes. The conpany tasked with taking the
gates and powerpl ant had succeeded. Good fast work

The bl asting sticks made the whole top of the tower flex |like a giant

tympanum Hiis tine a lot of metal went flying. Trapped inside the pierced

hat chway the fast-noving gasses of the explosion had plenty of |everage and no
pl ace el se to go. Bits and pieces went ting against the arnored rooftop, or

t he bul wark around her. Sonmebody screaned once and then fell silent. The force
pi cked her up and sl anmed her down painfully, items of equi pment ranm ng

t hensel ves into her with bruising force. She blinked watering eyes.



A few bent and twi sted remants of the hatch stood up, like the lid of a badly
opened tin can

Two grenades arched into the gap. Three seconds | ater they expl oded, and the
Chosen commandos began dropping through the way the blasting charges had
opened.

"Shit," Jeffrey Fair whispered again. He ducked into the little Sherrinford
and stanped repeatedly on the foot-punp, building pressure for the
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fuel and water feeds. \Wen the bell rang, he flicked the switch for the
spark-starter. A nuted whunp sounded as the flash boiler lit, sounding a bit
breathy without the force-punp draft that ran off the flywheel. Red fluid
began rising in the glass colums set into the dashboard that showed steam
tenmperature, boiler pressure, water, fuel, battery condition, and air

resevoir. Plenty of fuel and the battery was new, thank God. Thirty seconds

| ater another bell rang and the steamtenperature and pressure gauges rose
over the operating mninumlevel. He eased the engine into reverse with the
engagi ng | ever beside the wheel, backed out cautiously into traffic and headed
sout h.

There were dozens of big dirigibles comng in fromthe sout hwest, huge

el ongated teardrop shapes noving like clouds to a grating roar of engines. No
attenpt at disguise with these; they had the Land sunburst on their fl anks.
The first wave passed overhead at two thousand neters, heading east t”ie
second sl owed and began turning in formation over the harbor and def enses.

Sl ots opened in die bottoms of the hulls. Dark objects tunbled out. Cblong
shapes rained down, |ike torpedoes with fins.

aerial bonbs, Center said, not aerodynam cally optimm but functional

"Il say," Jeffrey muttered.

A large dirigible could carry tons of cargo; sonme of the |atest nodels had
forty or fifty tons useful lift.

Crunp. Crunpcnr npcr unpcr unp—

They probably sailed enpty fromthe Land, then took on their |oads from ships
over the horizon, Raj observed.

probability 76% 4, Center said.

"Dam. |'d better get to the—=

A long whistling roar. Jeffrey jerked at the wheel, going up on the sidewal k
with two wheel s and scattering yelling pedestrians. Dust fbuntai ned over him
t hrough the open wi ndows of the canvas-topped car, and the road seened
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to drop out fromunder himfor a second. Coughing, he saw the apartnment bl ock
three buildings dowmn fall into the street in a slow notion aval anche. That was



bad ai m ng, they were probably trying for the gasworks about a kil oneter away,
but he supposed it didn't matter if you had enough bonbs. He spat dust-col ored
saliva and watched as the shark-shape of the dirigible slid away overhead,
explosions following it like a trail of nonstrous eggs. A dozen of them and
then a huge globe of fire rising over the rooftops; they had gotten the
gas- st orage tanks.

Time to go, |ad.
"No argument."

He et the throttle out, up to fifty kilometers an hour—waell over the speed
[imt, but that was purely theoretical in Corona at the best of tines. There
were a few people mlling around, but not many. The crowds were standi ng and
poi nting, open-nouthed; a few were crowdi ng towards the broken apart ment

buil ding, but there was fire in the rubbl e-broken gas mains, and water
spurting fromsevered pipes. A horse-drawn fire engine went by with clanking
bells and sparks flying fromits hooves. An Inperial officer with gold

epaul ets and a spi ked wax nustache rode by in the other direction. He had his
pistol in his hand and he was riding towards the harbor, although what he

pl anned to do there was a nystery. The naval dockyards three kil oneters away
were a mass of fire and snmoke, with colums of fire fromthe secondary
expl osi ons showi ng red through the black clouds.

One nother was hol ding her child up to see the expl osions, apparently under
the inpression they were sonme kind of fireworks.

Not many seemed to be pani cking as yet-whi ch showed i gnorance, not steady
nerves. He could catch glances in between dodging trolley cars and
pedestrians. Half a dozen Land nerchantnen had beached e+, thenselves by the
harbor forts on either side of the
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entrance fromthe Pada estuary. It was too far away to see men, but the hulls
wer e darkened in a spiderweb pattern, boarding nets dropped over the side so
t hat enbarked troops could clinb down to the corniche road. Sections of their
hufl sides dropped open, revealing pedestal -mounted guns. The flat whunp of

t he cannon joined the rising chorus of small-arns fire.

Sonet hing eke was firing, a little like a gatling gun but not rmuch. Trotting
out aft the novelties for the party, he thought. But they' Il have to do better
than this.

The streets grew narrower as he got down onto the flats where there were ol der
bui | di ngs, sonetinmes |eaning out over the cobbles. The rough street hammrered
at the car's suspension, and he had to squeeze the bulb of the horn—and keep
his speed up—to get through the crowds. Wen he stopped, it was beneath a

| eani ng tenenment where |aundry flapped fromlines strung across the street.
The bal conies were crowded with chattering tenants pointing sout hward.

Jeffrey | eaned out the wi ndow and fl ouri shed a coin. "Eh, banbino!" he call ed.

A barefoot urchin with pants held up by a single suspender el bowed through to
him 'Tell Lucretzia Col-lossi that Jeflrey is here to see her," he said. "And
tell her to bring her jewels. Another one of these if she's here in five

m nutes. "



The boy—he was about ni ne—grinned, showi ng gaps in his teeth, and di sappeared
in a flash of bare neels. Jeffrey got out of the car and waited tensely, one
hand on the butt of his revolver. He didn't expect trouble; there were few

I mperials his size, people in this neighborhood avoi ded uniforns, even

unfam liar ones, and it wasn't really all that rough anyway. Still, no sense
i n taking chances.

The spectators were di sappearing fromthe balconies. Finally nowi ng sone
sense, he thought. A trickle of traffic appeared, heading north and uphil
away fromthe harbor. Then a wonman hurried out of the tenenent's
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front doors. She was a year or two younger than him dressed much better than
t he nei ghborhood standard, and extrenely pretty in a dark full-figured way.
She smiled at him but there was a nervous wariness in her eyes; she carried
her jewel box, and a small suitcase, noving |like a dancer even now. O course,
she was a dancer, and quite a good one. Nice girl, even if she wasn't a nice
girl, so to speak. And very useful. To recruit agents, he“had to have respect;
and to an Inperial, if Jeffrey didn't have a wonan, be wasn't manly enough to
take seriously. It generally paid to talk to people in their own | anguage,
he' d found.

Jeffrey flicked another coin to the boy and slid behind the wheel. Lucretzia
ki ssed himas she took the passenger's seat.

"Is it the war?" she said.

"It is," Jeffrey replied. "Wth a vengeance."

"Where are we goi ng?" Her voice rose.

Jeffrey did a sharp right and headed south down the alleyway. "The corniche.
It's likely to be the quickest way to the consulate, and short of getting out
of town, that's the safest place right now "

The growi ng crowd parted before the bow of the Sherrinford. The bunper rapped
sharply agai nst the wheel of a pushcart full of fruit; it spun away, showering
oranges and nelons into the crowd, and the owner screamed curses after the
car. Jeffrey slid his revolver free and held it in his lap

"Way . . ." Lucretzia licked her lips. "Wiy don't we do that, |eave town?"
"Because a big flotilla of those dirigibles went right over when this al
started," Jeffrey said grimy. "One gets you nine they dropped troops right on
the main roads and the railway to G ano."

probability 88% <2, Center said.

"But that would nmean . . . that would nmean a real war" she said.

Her voice rose a little again; Lucretzia was nobody's
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fool. She had her career path planned out, down to the dressnaking shop she



i ntended to buy, and her previous "friend" had been a post-captain in the

I mperial Navy. The Inperials had been expecting a few skirm shes in the
Passage, perhaps a raid or two, followed by sone dipl omatic chair-polishing.
That had happened before.

The scenari o had changed.
A new series of thud sounds punctuated the thought.

They came out of the narrow all eyway and onto the broad paved espl anade, and
Lucretzia crossed herself. Battleship Row was plainly visible fromhere. O
woul d have been, if the warshi ps between here and the naval docks hadn't been
spewi ng so nuch bl ack coal snoke fromtheir sharply raked funnels.

"Dam, " he said mldly. "Must be two dozen of them™

twenty-six, Center said, including two which are damaged beyond i ni nal
functionality.

They were all the sane type, slimlittle craft throw ng plumes of water back

fromtheir sharpry raked bows. Built for speed, with smooth turtl ebacks over

their forward decks to shed water; a light gun-turret behind that, and a

mul ti barrel ed weapon of sone sort aft. Al ongside the funnels were

pi vot - mount ed t or pedo | aunchers, each with four U shaped guide tubes fastened
t oget her.

None of the battl ewagons had managed to get their main or secondary batteries
into action. The heavy guns woul dn't have done much good, anyway, since they
took so much time to train and rel oad. Several of them had gotten their

qui ck-firers working; four-barreled cannon firing little two-pound shells at
one per second per barrel, worked by | ever-actions and fed from hoppers. The
i ght weapons were a continuous crackle of noise and red tongues of flane

al ong the sides of the big warships, with a pall of dirty gray smoke rising to
the sky. Two of the Land vessels were dead in the water, burning and listing,
with quick-firer shells sending up spurts of water all around them The others
bored in |i ke wol ves
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sl ashing at aurochos. Their speed was amazi ng, al nost inpossible.
thirty-one knots, Center said.

They must be turbine-powered, Jeffrey thought. He was vaguely conscious of
driving, and of Lucretria's nails digging into his shoul der. The Chosen had
been experimenting with steamturbines for nore than a decade now. Santander
was doing the sane, as a possible way to generate electric power. It was
obvi ous that the Land had had other applications in mnd

Anot her Chosen destroyer was hit. This one staggered in the water, then
vani shed in a globe of fire that sent water and steel scrap and

pr obabl y—ndoubt edl y—body parts up in a plunme hundreds of neters higfa. The
qui ck-firers must have hit the torpedo warheads. When the spray and snoke
cleared the bow and stem of the light craft were al ready di sappearing under
the water.

Now the first flotilla of destroyers was within a thousand neters of the
battl eshi ps. Tney peeled off, turning, heeling for over with di e nonentum of



their charge. As each canme to a quarter off their original course the

t or pedoes | anced overside in a hiss of steamfromthe munching cylinders. H e
| ong shapes spl ashed home into the still waters of the harbor and streaked
towards their targets. The muzzles of the quick-firers depressed, trying to
detonate the torpedoes before they struck, but they were only a few hundred
nmeters away, and the destroyers' own weapons were raking the open firing
positions. Jeffrey saw four tin fish strike the Enpress Inelda fromstern to
three-quarters of the way to her bow

Each of the warheads held over a hundred kil os of guncotton. Confined by the
wat er, the explosions would punch hol es big enough for two or three nmen to
wal k in abreast . . . and Inperial warships had | ousy interna
conpartnental i zati on. For that nmatter, safe at anchor the watertight doors
woul d be dogged open for conveni ence sake while they made ready for sea. He
let out die throttle |lever and braked to a stop
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"What are you doi ng?" Lucretzia asked.
"Taking a better |ook. Shut up for a second."

He pull ed back the fabric top of the car and stood with his binoculars,
bracing his el bows against the netal rimof the frame hol ding the w ndscreen
The Enpress rolled over as he watched, shedding ant-tiny nen. A few managed to
run up onto the bottomas the weed- and barnacl e-encrusted plates canme into
view, but the ship was settling fast as well as capsizing. Mst of the rest of
t he heavy warshi ps were listing or sinking. As he watched the Enperor Unberto
blew up with a violence that was stunning even at this distance. Jeffrey shook
his head and ignored die ringing in his ears, letting the binoculars thunp
down on his chest and sliding behind the wheel

There were Land merchantmen heading in towards the docks, w th uniformed
figures crowding out fromthe holds onto the decks. He didn't want to be here
when they arrived His watch read 10: 00. Barely an hour after the first
dirigibles arrived overhead

The Republic's legation in Corona was not far fromdie |iner docks; nost of
its business was linked to the maritine trade. The highway up fromthe
corniche was nostly enpty now, except for a couple of craters and gasfires.
Unfortunately, one of the craters occupied the site of the I egation. Fromthe
| ooks of it, at least two or three six-hundred-kilo bonbs had | anded around it
in atight group. Nothing was | eft but shattered pieces of the |inestone

bl ocks whi ch had made up the walls.

Chri st.
Hs mnd felt nunb. Everyone he'd worked with for the past year was probably
in there—nost of themat |east. The consul lived there, with his fanily.

Captain Suthers. Andy MIlson . |

The instructors were right. Masonry doesn't have nuch resistance to bl ast
danage.

"Christ," he said al oud.

He | ooked over at Lucretzia. She was |ooking at him



CHAPTSR F=I VS
Tel egraph center under control, Captain," the runner said.

CGerta nodded. The troops assigned to that task included several who could
duplicate the "fist" of the Inperial Navy signal nen.

She dabbed at the wound on her cheek with the back of her hand. Not seri ous,
just a slice froma grenade fragnent—you had to follow on quickly, to catch
t he opposition while they were still stunned fromthe blast She'd been a
little too quick, that was all. It just stung a little, no real damage, not
worth taking time to bandage.

A deep breath. The Inperial conmandant's office—he was an admiral
techni cal | y—was a segnent of a wedge, one |l evel down fromthe top of the
tower. A wi ndow was dogged shut; the shutter was a half-meter of arnorplate,
but it was still a silly thing to do, weakening the structural integrity of
the building that way. H ere was a fine Union rug, an ornate desk with severa
t el ephones—+nperial technology didn't run to efficient exchanges yet—and a
smal l er desk for the admral's aide. He sprawl ed backward over it, nost of his
face m ssing and his brains | eaking over the edge in a gel atinous puddle. The
thin harsh snell of the new nftro powder was heavy in the room under the
stink of death.

"Bro signalers were working at the |ocking wheel of tibe wi ndow. They got it
open, sliding it back like a pie-wedge of steel, and set up a heliograph
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"Send phases one and ttoo conpleted on schedule," Gerta said.

A tel ephone rang, three sharp clatters. She picked it up.
"Yes, Vice-Admiral del' Gaspari," she said, holding a neckerchief over the

pi ckup and pitching her voice low. Wth luck, her soprano would cone across as
a bad connection. "Admral del'Fanfani will be here shortly. Speak | ouder

pl ease, | cannot— She pushed the receiver down. It began to ring again

i medi at el y.

Her | nperial was good enough, at |east, conplete with G ano upper-cl ass
accent. But she hoped—-ah.

The adm ral cane through the door, hands bound behind him he was a tall thin
man, balding, with white wal rus nustaches. H s eyes were fixed and bl ank, the
stare of a man who is rejecting all the input his senses deliver. Behind him
was a short fat woman, and a dark slimgirl in her md-teens. Hs wife and
daughter; she recognized themfromthe files. Half a dozen troopers foll owed
t hem

"Sir. Commandant's quarters are secure."
CGerta nodded. The whol e conpl ex was in Chosen hands now. She | ooked at her
wat ch. Twenty-seven minutes fromstart to finish. Amazing; it had actually

gone better than planned. She'd expected it to take an hour at | east.

"Good work, Sergeant." Then, nore sharply: "Admiral del'Fanfani."



The old man strai ghtened and blinked. "Wat is the neaning of this?" he said.
"l demand—

Gerta gestured. A trooper slamred the butt of his rifle hone over the Inperial
of ficer's kidneys; not too hard, but the man coll apsed forward, his mouth
wor ki ng. The Chosen conmandos haul ed hi m upward. She stepped cl oser

"It is necessary that you cooperate with us," she said. O at |east be itseful
Not hi ng vital depended on it, but it would be handy. "You will speak as I
direct."”
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The adm ral drew himself up. "Never!" he said hoarsely.

CGerta shrugged. One of the ones holding the Inperial drew her knife and raise
her eyebrows.

"No, | don't think a shank will make himsufficiently cooperative,*' she said.
"W'll stick with the plan.”

Intelligence had very conplete dossiers on the Inperial comand staff, and a
fair grasp of their psychol ogy. Inperials were odd about certain bodily
functi ons.

One of her troopers swept a table clear of docunents and oddnents; they
crashed to the floor with a tinkle of glass. Two nore picked the daughter up
and sl anmed her down on it, on her back

"Papa!" she screanmed, flailing and kicking her |egs.

Then just screamed, as the troopers each grabbed a | eg and bent them back
until die knees nearly touched her shoul ders. Another stepped up and grabbed
the collar of her dress, running his dagger under it and slitting the heavy
fabric down until it peeled off her. A few nore strokes and the undergarnents
were cut. The soldier grinned, sliding the knife back into its sheath and
unbuttoning his fly. He spat into one hand Gerta spared them a gl ance—+the girl
was quite pretty, but female bodies did nothing for her eroticalry, and

besi des, this was business—and then turned back to the Inperial officer

The girl's nother hit the ground with a heavy thud, . her eyes rolling up in
her head in a dead feint The admiral was quivering |ike a racehorse in the
starting gate, opening and closing his nouth.

"I will—= he began

The girl gave a shrill cry. "Stop," Gerta said. The soldier did, which said a
good deal for Chosen discipline.

"I will speak! Leave her alone!"
CGerta made a gesture, and the commandos rel eased his daughter. The girl
jackknifed into a fetal shrinmp-curl on her side, face to knees, whinpering

quietly. Gerta put a hand on the tel ephone.
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"As long as you cooperate,” she said. "You will speak as follows .
"Dam!" Jeffrey said.

There was a barricade ahead, wagons and furniture and ri pped-up pavi ng bl ocks.
Behind it were fifty or so Inperial soldiers and sone sailors in their striped
jerseys and berets. They all had rifles, and there was a six-barrel gathng on
a field-gun nount. He | ooked up at the buildings on either side. Mre nen

t here. Sonebody around here had some faint conception of what he was supposed
to be doing, but it was probably a junior officer. He braked and began to turn
the car around.

"Alto!"

Men ran out fromeither side, pointing rifles. Single-shot rifles, but it only
took one, and there were half a dozen pointing at him

"Here's one of the Chosen dog-suckers now "

H e I nperial seaman who shouted that and poked his bayonet cl ose had probably
never seen a Land mlitary uniform On the other hand, he'd probably never
seen one fromthe Republic of Santander, either

Take me to your officer!" Jeffrey said, loudly and clearly. "Immediately."

Refl ex warred with hysteria in the young man's face. Jeffrey stepped down from
the car, keeping his novenents brisk but not threatening, and handed Lucretzia
down to the pavenment. She was a little pale, but she adjusted her hat and laid
her hand on his armin fine style. That probably pulled the sol diers out of
their combi nation of funk and bl oodl ust; their nmental picture of an invader
didn't include a young Inperial woman dressed like a | ady—not quite like a

| ady, but they wouldn't have the social skills to pick that up. They wal ked
behind the pair up to the barricade, not quite hustling them

The Inperial in charge was a naval |ieutenant, about nineteen, with INS
Enmperor Unberto on his cuff. He
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al so had acne, a pathetic attenpt at a nustache, and the fixed | ook of a man
doi ng his dammdest in a situation he knew was utterly beyond him

Lucky feUow, Jeffrey thought. For now.

"Lieutenant," he said. "Captain Jeffrey Fair, Republic of Santander Arnmny.
"Captain," the young man said, saluting. "You will excuse ne, but—=-

"I understand," Jeffrey said snmoothly. "Now, if you'll excuse ne, |I'm
responsi ble for this young lady's safety and the consul ate has been
destroyed. "

"The consul ate? The Chosen have decl ared war on the Republic?"

The young I nperial |ieutenant | ooked hopeful for a moment. Jeffrey felt
slightly guilty.



"No, |'mafraid not—accident of war, but the rest of the consular staff are

dead enough for all that. My government will doubtless | odge a conplaint, but
in the meantine, I'ma neutral."”
Then | will not detain you, sir," the lieutenant said.

Jeffrey hesitated for an instant. "Lieutenant ... as one fighting man to
another, are you in contact with your

superi ors?"

The lieutenant swallowed "No, sir, | amnot. The city tel egraph and tel ephone
| i nes appear to be inoperable or under eneny control."

The Chosen are landing in force at the docks." That was |less than half a
kil ometer away. "Lieutenant, w thout support, you haven't a prayer. |'d
strongly advise you withdraw until you do get in contact with your chain of
comand. "

It would be an even better idea to ditch the uniforns and weapons and hide in
a cellar, then pretend to be harm ess | aborers, but he didn't think the young
I mperial would take that sort of advice.

"I'f I have no orders, | have my duty; but thank you, Captain Farr. There are
better than thirty thousand Inperial mlitary personnel in Corona. If we all
do
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somet hing, the situation nmay yet be sal vaged. You'd better go, this isn't your
fight."

The neU it isn't. It wasn't his battle, though. If every Inperial officer had
this one's aggression and instincts, Corona could have been saved. That was
very unlikely.

He | ooked over his shoulder. Two of die Inperial soldiers were driving the car
up to the barricade, and others were pushing aside a cart to give it roomto
pass.

"You understand, of course,"”
vehicle."

the Iieutenant went on, "I nust commandeer your

Jeffrey hadn't understood anything of the sort—although it would be

i nval uabl e, particularly with the comunications network down. Cars weren't
common in Corona And it didn't nake nuch sense to object, not when the
Imperial had fifty or sixty arned nmen at his back. Lucretzia seenmed nore
inclined to argue; Jeffrey took her by the armarid hurried her past.

"Where can we go without the car?" she hissed.

"Where could we go with it? The main roads are blocked. I'mtrying to get to a
saf e house. Now nove."

They wal ked quickly up the street. The crowds were thicker here, but mlling
around as if they weren't sure where to go. That included nunbers in Inperial
mlitary uniforms. Colums of snoke were rising to the air from dozens of



points in the city now He |ooked at his watch. 11: 00 hours.

BAAAAMM A volley fromthe barricade a hundred neters behind them The gatling
there cut | oose with a slow braaaap . . . braaaap as the operators turned its
crank. Jeffrey hal f-turned, then recogni zed the next sound.

"Down!" he shouted, and pancaked, carrying the woman with him

The whistling screech ended in a sharp crack about twenty meters back. Soneone
fell thrashing across Jeffrey's legs. He pushed at themwith his feet, but the
body resisted with the bonel ess sl ackness of a sack of rice; he had to rol
onto his back and push with one boot
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to get the twitching weight free. That gave himan excellent view of what was
com ng up the roadway. Even at several hundred neters it |ooked huge, a
rhonmboi d shape of riveted steel arnor |eaking steamalong its flanks, with the
Land's sunburst on its bow. Endless belts of linked nmetal plates supported it
on either side. Between the top and bottomtrack each flank held a

sponson- mount ed cannon; 50mm by the | ook, light naval quick-firers. On the top
of the boxy hull was a round turret nounting two thick shapes that nust be the
new wat er - cool ed aut onmati c machi ne-guns Intelligence had been reporting.

They were. The turret sw veled and the muzzles of the automatics flashed, with
a sound like endless ripping canvas. Bullets chewed into the Inperial's
barricade in a continuous stream ripping wood into splinters and silencing
the ineffectual rifles. Men turned and ran; the |ieutenant waved his sword in
their faces, trying to rally them Then the other side-npbunted cannon in the
Chosen tank cut |oose. The shell |anded nearly at the Inperial officer's feet,
exploding in a puff of snoke with a malignant red snap at its core. One of the
lieutenant's boots was left, toppling over slowy. The rest of himwas

spl ashed across die paving blocks. In the silence that foll owed they could
hear the tooth-grating squeal of steel on stone as the Chosen fighting vehicle
ground up the slope towards them

For a | ong nonent, he was paralyzed. Instinct tugged at the small hairs al ong
his spine. He'd seen war machines far worse in Center's scenarios, but this
was here, lurching and grinding its way towards him He didn't blame the

I mperials for bugging out at all

"Come on!" Lucretzia was tugging at his sleeve.

Good idea. Jeffrey took her hand and ran.

The baserment room was hot and close, stuffy with their breath and sweat.
Jeffrey put a cautious eye to the slat-covered cellar w ndow, |ooking out. The
firing had
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stopped, the slow banging of the Inmperial rifles and die fast fiat cracks of
the Land repeaters. He could see one Inperial soldier trying to craw away in
t he kitchen-garden outside, dragging his linp |l egs. Boots stepped up behind

him jackboots with gray uniformtrousers tucked into them Arifle with a
kni f e-bayonet attached foll owed, pointed to the back of the wounded man's



head. It barked, and the body sl unped forward, hidden by the thigh-high corn

Dam. It was pure bad luck, to get right to the edge of town—they were in a
straggling suburb of market-gardens and villas—and then get caught up in a
skirm sh. The Land sol di er kneel ed and went through his victims pockets; then
he paused to Teload his rifle, pulling the bolt back and up, then thunbing in
two stripper-clips of five rounds fromthe pouches on his webbing. He was a
dar k-tanned man of medi um height, the helmet clipped to his belt revealing a
shaven skull. The face below it was beetle-browed and hard; he | ooked to be
exactly what he was, a highly-trained human pit bull. Savage, not too bright,
but abundantly deadly. He smacked the bolt forward, chanbering a round, and
turned to shout a question over his shoul der Soneone answered in the sane

Pr ot ege- accented Landi sch, and three nore joined him Unseen others pounded
away in | ockstep, a platoon colum by the sound of it.

Lucretzia had her hands | ocked over her nouth, eyes w de. Been a hard day for
her. Hell, for both of us. He sincerely hoped she wouldn't scream

They heard a door burst open above. Things .smashed, crockery, glass. There
was a sudden overpowering snell of wi ne. Bad. The Protege sol diers nust be so
wrought up they weren't even stopping to | oot nore booze. He eased the

revol ver out of his holster and slowy, quietly thunbed back the hammer. It
was a doubl e-action, but saving a fraction of a second on the pull m ght be
wort hwhile. Jeffrey swall owed t hrough a mouth gone cotton-dry. Wen they
didn't find anything upstairs, they m ght
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just nove al ong, probably they had a |lot of territory to cover . . . they

m ght not shoot at soneone in the uniformof a neutral third country .
probability 8% =2.

Thanks. Just about his own cal cul ation of the odds on Protege's understanding
what "neutral" meant, or caring if they did.

Jackboots wal ked over tlie kitchen floor above them nmaking the planking creak
and sending little trickles of dust down into the cellar. Slowy, die fight in
t he basenment took on a flat, silvery tone. Jeffrey set his teeth; he'd

experi enced what Center could do with his perceptions before, but he'd never
liked it.

Neither did I, but you use what's to hand. Raj said. To the right of the door

That stood at the top of a flight of stairs. It was dlin pine boards; if there
had been only one Land soldier, Jeffrey would have fired through them when the
knob began to turn. But there were at |east four

The catch clicked, but the door didn't open i mediately. Instead there was a
slight shink sound ... exactly what the point of a bayonet would sound Iike,
touching on dry planking. Jeffrey's hand reached out to the knob, noving with
an automatic precision diat seened detached and slow. He jerked it backward,
and the Land sol di er stunmbled through. A grid dropped down over his sight,
outlining the eneny. A green dot appeared right under the angle of the man's
jaw. Hs finger stroked the trigger, squeezing.

Cracfc



The soldier's head snapped sideways as if he'd been kicked by a horse. H's

hel met went flying off into the dimess of die cellar, dimess that nmade the
nmuzzl e flash strobe like a spear of reddish fire. It hid die flow of brain and
bone that followed, but blood spattered back into Jeffrey's face. He was
turning, turning, die pistol comng up. Ine second Land sol dier was |evelling
ner rifle, but the green dot setded on her throat
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Crack.

The wonman fell back and withed for an instant, blood spraying over
everything, him the stairs, die ceiling . . . The soldier behind her was
junpi ng back, face slack with alarm Qut of sight, alnobst, but the green dot
settled on his |eg.

Cr ack.

A scream as the Land sol dier tunbled out of sight. The grid outlined a prone
figure against the planks of die entranceway and an ai m ng-poult strobed.
Jeffrey squeezed the trigger four tines.

Ch skit. There was anot her one—

The bark of the rifle was much deeper than his pistol. The nickel-jacketed
bull et was al so nmuch heavier and faster; it punched through the thin planking
and rico-chetted, whining around the stones of the cellar like a giant |etha
wasp. Jeffrey tunbl ed back down the stairs, snapping open the cylinder of his
revol ver and shaki ng out the spent brass. He snapped the three-round

speedl oaders into the cylinder and flipped it closed—bad practice normally,
but he was in a hurry—and ski pped back two steps before firing again through
t he overhead pl anks. The soldier fired back the same way, three rounds rapid,
and Jeffrey threw hinself down again as the ricochettes spun through the
cranped confines of the basenent before thunping home into the piled-up
firewod and pot at oes.

Lueretzia was scranbling at the belt of die fallen Land sol dier. Damm, what's
she doi ng? Then: Damation, 1 should have taken his riflel

He scrabbl ed over to die corpse, ignhoring what he was craw i ng through. Just
before he reached it, Lueretzia figured out howto pull the tab on one of die
pot at o- masher grenades di e dead sol dier had been carrying in | oops at his
belt. Her toss was underhand and rather weak; die grenade | anded spi nning on
the top step of die cellar stairs and hung for a nonment before it tunbled over
die lip of the doorsill into die kitchen

three, four, five—

The confined space of the roomupstairs magnified the blast, not nearly as
much as having it go off in the cellar would have, of course. Jeffrey pounded
up the stairs on the heels of the sound, caroned off the doorway and into the
ki tchen. The Land sol dier was just staggering to her feet, blood running from
her nose and ears. The green spot setded on the bridge of her nose, and
Jeffrey's finger tightened.



Crack.

The flat brightness faded fromhis eyes. "Christ," he nuttered, staggering. |
just killed five human foetngs. He'd been in skirm shes before, minor stuff,
but diis

this is what the world will be, for the rest of your life, Center said.

"You sure?" Jeffrey said.

Lueretzi a nodded, |ooking down die street. "I ama ', danger to you. And you
to ne. Alone, | can fade into ~ the city. Al one, you can nove qui ckly—er find
an eneny officer who will respect your neutrality.”

The I nperial woman | eaned forward and ki ssed himlighdy. "I have die code.

will be in touch, Jeffrey. And thank you."
"You're wel cone," he nuttered, shaking his head.

a prudent decision, Center observed, chances of survival are optimzed for
bot h i ndi vi dual s.

"I still don't like it," Jeffrey said.
You'll Iike what comes next even less, lad, Raj said at die back of his mnd
You'd better find an officer .. and turn yourself in.

chances of personal survival roughly equivalent to attenpted flight in that
scenario, Center said, m ssion parameters—

"I know, | know, mission first," he said. "Let's do it."

Rel uctandy, he laid down the rifle he'd taken fromthe body of tile Prote"g6
trooper. Logically, he should already be inside die Chosen unit's skirmsher
screen.
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Dependi ng on how cl osely they were foll owi ng Land doctrine, and how screwed up
t hi ngs had gotten .

He began ghosting down the street, staying close to die buildings and pausing
to listen. It was late afternoon, the sun cruelly beautiful as it slanted

t hrough the hazy air. He could hear the heavy crunping of explosions fromthe
south, down towards the river basin and the factory district. And closer, a
rhyt hm c tranping.

He ducked into a doorway, the carved janb and edge providing a little cover. A
pl at oon of Land infantry were conming down the street, on alternate sides by

ei ght-trooper squads; jog-trotting effortlessly with their bay-onetted rifles
across their chests at the port. And yes, an officer with them

"CGestan!" he called out in Landisch. "Wait! N e shessn! Don't shoot!"
A whisle blew, and the platoon went to earth in trained uni son, weapons

bristling outward. He stepped forward, hands in the air and uneasily conscious
of how his testicles were trying to crawl up into his stomach.



"Attention!" he barked at the two Prote' ge' riflemen who came running up at a
crouch.

They stiffened instinctively at the bark in upper-class Landisch
Take me to your officer inmediately,"” he went on, wal king past themat a brisk
stride and tucking his swagger stick under his left arm He could hear the
silence of hesitation behind him and then the clack of hobnails on the brick
pat hway as they foll owed. Doubtl ess the points of the bayonets were hovering
an inch or so fromhis kidneys. Got to nmaintain the nmomentum

The officer was waiting with a folded map in her hand and a bul ky automatic
pistol in the other. Blue eyes narrowed as they recogni zed his brown Santander
uni form and he coul d sense thoughts noving behind them She's in the middle
of a m ssion and doesn't need complications. Jeffrey thought. The hand hol di ng
the pistol gave a slight unconscious twitch. One bullet in the head, and
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there's no conplication at att. If anyone found his body, it would be an
unfortunate acci dent.

"Captain, Jeffrey Fair, Arny of the Republic," he said, staluting casually
with a touch of the swagger stick to the brimof his peaked cap

"Congratul ations, fahnrich, on a soldierly job of work—taking a city this size
by stormis quite an acconplishnment!"

He extended his hand. The Chosen officer took it automatically; at dose range
he coul d see that she wasn't nore than twenty, under the cropped hair and hard
muscul arity. There was a trace of baffled hesitation at this glib stranger who
spoke the tongue of the Chosen like a native. He gave a firm squeeze and
punped the hand up and down once.

Good work. Raj said. Personal contact always makes it a little nore difficult
to shoot soneone.

"Mbst inpressive. Now, since you've got the situation well in hand, if | could
trouble you for an escort to your col onel ?"

"Jeffrey Farr?" the Chosen col onel said. Hi s square, blond-stubbled face split
in an unexpected smle. "Well, I'Il be cursed. W're relatives, of a
sort—€ol onel Heinrich Hosten, at your service, Captain.”

The conmmand post was set up in a small park, a few officers grouped around
tabl es carried out from nearby houses. Heinrich Hosten was a big man, easily
an inch or two over Jeffrey's six feet, and broad-shoul dered, slab-built. A
pair of field glasses were hangi ng around his neck, and there was a square of
surgical gauze lightly spotted with bl ood taped to the side of his bull neck

He spoke fairly loudly; a battery of mule-drawn field guns was trotting by on
t he stone-bl ock pavenent beyond the park; Jeffrey's nmind catal ogued t hem
automatically, M298's, the new standard pi ece—#5mm calibre, split trail,

shi el d, hydropneumatic recuperators that returned the tube to battery position
after every round. Behind them cane a brace of field anbul ances, also
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mul e-drawn—di e animals | ooked as if they'd been com andeered | ocal | y—that
pull ed aside to let stretcher-bearers take their contents to a church being
used as an aid station. More troops were marching up fromthe harbor, passing
t he banner and waiting notorcycle couriers of the regi mental HQ

Jeffrey smled back at the Chosen col onel. Dammed dangerous nan, he thought,
renmenberi ng John's description. Not at all the guileless bruiser he | ooked.
Smart. Dedi cat ed.

Bet he* glad of an audience, Raj said. These johnnies haven't fought a war in
a long tinme. They're good9 but they want to show of f, too.

"Looks |ike you caught the dagoes asleep at the tiller," Jeffrey said, turning
and shading his eyes with his hand. He touched the cased glasses at his side
with his hand. "If you don't m nd?"

"KItmMn" Heinrich said; a useful Chosen expression which could mean anyt hing
fromaffirmative to ofl's right with the world.

Jeffrey focused the glasses. Nothing was left of the Inperial fleet that he
could see; black stains on the surface, the protruding nasts of a couple of
battl ewagons. Fire and billow ng col ums of dark snoke marked the naval basin;
war shi ps and nmerchantmen were burning, sinking, or listing all over the
harbor. Black flags with gol den sunbursts marked both the great fortresses at
the entrance to the harbor, although Fort Ricardo on the south had die
burnt-out skeleton of a dirigible draped over it The Land's flag also flew
over the governor's palace off to die west, and the city hall and rail way
station direcdy south. Fires were burning out of control in a dozen pl aces,
vivid agai nst the dusk of evening, and there was a continuous staccato crackle
of small-arns fire over die mass of tile rooftops.

"Looks like you've cut themup into pockets," Jeffrey said.
"Jo. Easier than we anticipated. Speed and pl anni ng
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and inmpact. There were a lot of them but we had the junp fromthe begi nning.
Li ght casualties."

"And you had those . . . what are tiiey called, those noving fortresses?"
"Tanks." Heinrich snorted, and a few of the other officers smled sourly.
Terrifying when they work, which is less than half the tine. W' re supposed to
have one here."

Jeffrey turned his glasses northward; the city suburbs thinned out from here,
although it was harder to see since there wasn't a slope over the intervening
ground.

"You're preparing for counterattack?" he said.

Hei nrich | aughed again and jerked a thunb at the dirigible passing overhead.
"I love those dungs,"” he said. "W dropped battalion-sized task forces with



| ots of automatic weapons at the road-rail junctions halfway to Veron. The
wops have something |ike six divisions concentrating there, but there's no way
they can do a damed thing for a week—and by ttien we'll have linked up with
die airborne forces, plus we'll have | anded die better part of an arny corps."

Jeffrey nodded, pasting a smile on his face, That seemed |ike a very good
anal ysis. But diere were times when you wanted so btutty to be w ong.

"I npressive," he said.

Hei nrich | aughed heartily. "Stay widi us for a while," he said. "And we'll

show you i npressive."
CHARTER SI X

"I'n the sight of Almghty God, God die Parent, God the Child, God the Spirit,
| pronounce these two as one. \Wat God has joined, |et none dare put asunder."

John Hosten gripped Pia' s hand, conscious that his own was slightly damp and
sweaty. The | ong enbroi dered cord was bound around their joined hands and
wists in the ritual knot. Incense rose towards the tall vaulted ceiling of
the cathedral. The wedding party was small and sparse, old Count del' Guono in
his dress outfit, a few other men in Inperial field uniform some friends from
t he enbassy. They rattled |ike a handful of peas in the huge, dim scented
stone bul k of the place, lost in the patterns of light fromthe stained-gl ass
wi ndows that occupied nost of its walls.

He raised her veil and kissed her, soft contact and a scent of verbena.

The priest raised his staff for the blessing, then halted, |istening.

They all did, and | ooked upward. A dull crump . . . crunp . . . cane in the
di stance; everyone in Ci ano knew chat sound now. Hundred-kilo bonbs froma
Chosen dirigible bonmber, working its way across the sty at two thousand
neters.

"Down by the docks," John whispered to himself, "trying for the gasworks."
probability 93% 2, Center said.

"John!"

He | ooked down at Pia. Her lips were fixed in
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determ nation. "This is my wedding day. | will not let those tedeschi pigs
interfere with it."

Pia's tone was conversational, but it carried in the stillness of the
cat hedral . A murmur of approval went through the watchers. John could feel Raj
smling at the back of his mnd.

You're a |ucky man.

"I ama lucky man," John murnured al oud.



count no man lucky until he is dead, Center observed.

The open-topped car humed down the roadway, gravel crunching under the hard
rubber of its wre-spoked wheels, throwing a rooster-tail of dust behind it.
Shade Sicked wel cone across John's face fromthe plane trees planted beside
it, each one whitewashed to the height of a man's chest. Through di e gaps he
could see the fields, nostly wheat in this district, with die harvest just
finishing. Stocks of shocked grain drew a | acy pattern across the |evel

fields; here and there peasants were finishing off a corner of a poplar-1lined
field with flashing sickles. Ox-drawn carts were in the field, piled high with
yel low grain, hauling the harvest to the barns and threshing floors; the

| aborers woul d spend the rainy winter beating out the grain with flails.

Dam, but that's backward, John thought, holding the map across his knees with
his hands to keep the wind fromfluttering it. At home in Santander, all the
bi gger farns had horse-drawn reapers these days, and portable steamthreshing
machi nes had been around for a generation

Downri ght homelike for nme, Raj said. Except that there weren't many places on
Beuevue 09 fertile as ffcfe. Fattest peasants |'ve ever seen.

The road clinbed slightly, through fields planted to alfalfa, and then into
hilly vineyards around a white-village. He scrubbed at his driving goggles
with tail-end of his silk scarf and squi nted. The gui debooks
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said the village had a "notable square bell tower" and a m nor pal azzo.

"Castell o Formaso," John called ahead to the driver. This ought to be it."

It was; nost of an Inperial cavalry brigade were canped in and around the
town. Cavalry wore tight scarlet pants and bottle-green jackets, with a

hi gh- conbed brass hel net topped with plunes, and they were arned with sabers,
revol vers, and short single-shot carbines. You could follow those polished
brass helnmets a long way; there were patrols out all across the plain to the
west of town, riding down | aneways and across fields and pastures,

di sappearing into the shade of orchards and coming out again on the other
side. The troopers closer to hand were watering their horses or working on
tack or doing the other thousand and one chores a nmounted unit needed.

The road was thick with mounted nmen, parting reluctantly to the insistent
squeeee-beepl of the car's horn. Animals shied or kicked at the unfaniliar
sound; one connected with the bodywork in an expensive and tooth-grating
crunch of varni shed ashwood

Then the car swerved under a brutal wench at the wheel. John | ooked up from
his map in the back seat as it flung himagainst the sidewall; bis

br oad- bri med hat went over into the roadside dust. A dirigible was passing
over head, nosing out of a patch of cloud at about six thousand feet. A

si x- hundr ed- f oot er, Eagl e-cl ass, reconai ssance nodel. Some of the Inperial
caval ry were popping away at the airship with their carbines, and in the

vill age square ahead they had an inprovised antiaircraft nmounting for a
gatling gun—a U-shaped iron franework on a set of gears and cans. The car bi nes
were nerely a nuisance, but letting off six hundred rounds a mnute straight
up was a nenace.



"You there!" John barked, tapping the shoulder of his driver. The car cane to
a halt with a tail-waggi ng enphasis as the man stood on the brakes. John
vaul t ed
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out over the rear door and strode towards the gat-1ling.

"You there!" John continued, rapping at the frane with his cane for enphasis.
The Inperial NCO in charge | ooked up. That thing is out of range, and you'd be
droppi ng spent rounds all over town. Do not open fire."

The sol dier braced to attention at a gentlenman's voi ce. John nodded curtly and
turned to where the cavalry brigade's command group were sitting under a
vi ne-grown pergola in the courtyard of the village taverna.

Not hi ng wong with their nerves, John thought. The portly brigadier had his
uni form jacket unbuttoned, his half-cloak across the back of his chair, and a
huge pl ate of pasta and breaded veal in front of him Several straw w apped
bottles of die local vintage kept die food conpany. He | ooked up as John
rapped out his orders at the gatling crew, his face purpling with rage as the
stranger strode over to his table.

"And who the hell are you? Teniente, get this civilian out of herel™

John bowed with a quick jerk of his head, supress-ing an inmpulse to click
heel s. Showi ng Chosen habits was not die way to nake yourself popul ar around
here right now

"I am John Hosten, accredited charge d' affairs with die Enbassy of the
Republic of Santander," he said crisply. He pulled out a sheaf of docunents.
"Here are ny credentials."

"I don't care shit for—= The Inperial officer stopped, paling sligfrdy under
his five o' clock shadow. The signore John Hosten who narried Pia derCuonor”

Who is the favorite daughter of the Mnister of War, yes, John diought. The
same, sir," he continued aloud. "Here to observe die course of die war."

"Excellent!" die brigadier said, a little too heartily, mopping his mouth on a
checkered Iinen napkin. "W drove diese pig-grunting beasts into die sea once
bef ore centuries ago, and you can watch it done again!"
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A murmur of agreement cane fromthe other officers around the table, in a wave
of wi negl asses and el egant cigarette hol ders. Polished boots struck the
flagstones in enphasis. John inclined his head.

Consi dering that we're four hundred kil ometers west of Corona and he doesn't
know jvck-att about where the enenmy's main force is, Fa say that was just a

little over-optimstic, Raj conmented dryly.

"Brigadi er Count Dami ano del'Ostro," the portly caval rynan said, extending a
hand. "At your service, sigwe."



John shook the plunp, beautifully mani cured hand extended to himin a waft of
col ogne and garlic, and | ooked up. The Land dirigible was gliding away on a
curving pathway that would take it mles to the east, down die road to the
capital and then back towards the Pada Ri ver near Veron. According to the
newspapers, a strong Inperial garrison was holding out in that river port,
preventing the Land's forces fromusing it to supply their forward el ements.

You coul d believe as much of that as you wanted to. John did know that at

| east ten Inperial infantry divisions and two of cavalry were

concentrati ng—slowy—at a rail junction about fifty mles east; he'd driven

t hrough them that norning. The dirigible was doi ng about seventy-five mles an
hour. It would be there in three-quarters of an hour, and reporting back in
two. John | ooked back at the cavalry conmander, who was supposed to be

| ocating the Land's armies and screening the Inperial forces from observation

"You' ve | ocated die eneny force, Brigadier del' Gstro?" he said.

"Hie brigadier twirled at one of his waxed nustachi os. "Soon, soon—eur cavalry
screen i s bound to make contact soon. The cowards refuse to engage our cavalry
under any circunstances. Wiy, their cavalry are nounted on nmules, if you can
believe it."

"Hi e Land doesn't have any cavalry, strictly speaking,'
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John pointed out gently. "They have sone nounted infantry units on nules, yes.
One nule to two nmen; they take turns riding. They march very quickly."

Del ' Gstro | aughed heartily and sl apped a hand to his saber. "Wthout cavalry,
they will be blind and hel pl ess. Desperate they nust already be; do you know,
they let wormen into their arny?"

John smiled politely with the chorus of laughter. / hope you never neet ny
foster-sister, he thought. Then again, considering that you're partly
responsi ble for this, | hope you do neet Gerta.

"Come, |'ll show you how ny men scout!" del' Gstro said.

He threw the napkin to the table and strode out, buckling his tunic and
calling orders. He and his staff headed towards four Santander-made touring
cars, evidently the nechanized el enent of this outfit. Guards crashed to
attention, a drumrolled, a bugle sounded, and Brigadier Count del'Gstro
mounted to the backseat, standing and hol ding the pole of a standard nounted
in a bracket at the side of the car.

"Hate to think what those spurs are doing to the upholstery,” John nmurnured to
hi nsel f —+n Sant ander English, which the driver did not speak. "Follow " he
added in Inperial. "But not too close."

"Si, signore" the driver said.

John opened a wi cker container bolted to the rear of the front seat and
brought out his field glasses; big bulky things, Sierra-nade, the best on the

mar ket .

"Halt," he said after a nonent.



Steam chuffed, and the engine hissed to a stop. The car coasted and then
braked to one side of die road, under the shade of a plane tree. John pushed
up his driving goggl es again and | eaned his el bows on the padded | eather of
the chauffeur's seat.

Brigadier del' Gstro had forgotten his foreign audience in his enthusiasm His
party swept down the long straight road in a plunme of dust and a chorus of
| oyal cries; toe
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mounted units using the road scattered into the ditches, not a few troopers
losing their seats. One light field gun went over on its side, taking half its
teamwith it, and lay with the upper wheel spinning in the cars' wake. John

i gnored them scanning to the west over the rolling patchwork of grainfields
and pasture. There weren't any peasants in that direction; he supposed they
were too sensible to linger when the Inperial cavalry screen arrived.

There were spots of snoke on the skyline: burning grain-ricks, perhaps, or
buil dings. He didn't think that the Land's forces would be burning as they
canme, too wasteful and conspicuous, but fires followed conbat as surely as
vul tures did.

Ah. A dull thudding noise, like a very |large door being slamred sone distance
away. It repeated again ana again, at slow intervals. Artillery.

Over arise a mle away cane a bright spray of Inperial cavalry; sonme of them
were turning to fire behind themw th their carbines. Little white puffs of
snoke rose fromtheir position. Then came a long rattling crackle. A shape

[ urched over the rise, and two nore behind it. John focused his glasses; it
was a big touring car, with a carapace of bolted steel plate on its chassis,
and a hat box-shaped turret on top. Two fat barrels sprouted fromthe turret's
face: water-cool ed machi ne guns. They fired again, a long ripping sound, faint
wi th distance. Men and horses fell in a tangled, kicking nmass, and the
scream ng of the wounded aninmals carried clearly. The Sierra binoculars were
excel l ent; he could see carbine slugs ricochetting off the gray-painted netal
in sparking inpacts, |eaving snmears of soft |ead and bright patches where bare
nmetal was exposed.
"Driver, reverse," John said calmy. Because this is no | onger near the front.
| think it's just becone a salient about to be pinched off.

Not hi ng happened. He | ooked down; the driver was staring westward, too, hands
whi t e- knuckl ed on the wheel of the car.
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"Driver!"

He rapped a shoul der, and the chauffeur canme out of his funk like a man
br oachi ng deep water, shaking his head.

"CGet us out of here, man. Now. "
"Si, signore!"

He wrenched at the wheel and reversing |lever, got the long touring car around
wi thout putting it into either of the roadside ditches although one wheel hung



on the edge for a heart-stopping noment. John reversed hinsel f, kneeling and
| ooki ng back al ong the road.

More and nmore of the Inperial cavalry were pouring back towards the village of
Castell o Formaso; the ones there were stream ng out of town headi ng east, or

di smounti ng and depl oying around the town. The party with Brigadier del' Gstro
were trying to backtrack as well, but two of the cars had collided and bl ocked
the road. As he watched, nachine-gun fire raked the tangle, punching through
the wood and thin sheet nmetal of the vehicles as easily as it did the brightly
uni formed bodi es that flopped and tunbl ed around them Brigadier del' Gstro was
still standing on the seat, waving his sword when his car exploded in a shower
of parts and burning gasoline. The weckage settled back, rocking on the bare
rinms of the wheels, and nen ran flanming fromthe mass.

And over the hill where the arnored cars had appeared cane a colum. John
focused on it: Land troops, half nounted on nules, the other hahO trotting

al ongsi de, each soldier holding on to a stirrup leather. As he watched they
hal ted, the mounted half di smounted, handlers took the mules by the reins, and
t he whol e col um shook itself out into a |ine advancing in extended order

Behi nd them teans were unl oadi ng machine guns with their tripods and boxes of
ammuni tion bete from pack mul es.

He coul d i magi ne the dink-cl ank-snap sounds as the heavy weapons with their
fat water-filled jackets were
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dropped onto the fastenings and cl anped hone; the operators raising the
slides, feeding the tab at the end of the belt through, snapping the slide
back down, jerking back the cocking |lever and settling in with their hands on
t he spade grips and thunbs on the butterfly trigger while the officer |ooked
t hrough his split-view range finder

"Faster," he said to die driver, licking salt off his upper linp.

H s hand went to check die revolver under his left arnpit; there was a
punp-action shotgun in a scabbard on die back of the drivers seat. Nothing
much, but it mght cone in handy if worst came to worst.

"Uh-oh," he nunbl ed involuntarily, |ooking ahead. Castell o Fornoso was a solid
jamred mass of riders, horses, carriages and carts and field guns and
anmbul ances.

Shoonp. H s head cane up and | ooked eastward, beyond the village. Wonk! An
expl osi on on the road; nomne dramatic, not nearly as large as a field-gun
shel I, but definitely something exploding. John tracked left and right with
the binocul ars. Mire arnored cars.

Those things couldn't mount a cannon! he thought.
exam ne mem agai n, please. Center thought.

The war machi nes were insectile dots, even with the powerful glasses. A square
appeared before John's eyes, and the image of the car leaped into it,
Anagnified until it seemed only a few yards away. The picture was grainy,
fuzzy, but grew clearer as if waves of precision were washing across it

several tines a second



maxi mum enhancenent, Center said. The round cheesebox turrets of these held
only one machi ne gun; beside it was a tube, canted up at a forty-five degree

nortar, Center said, probable design—

A schematic replaced the picture of the arnored car. A sinple snoothbore tube,
breaki ng open at the breech like a shotgun, with a brass cup to seal it,
firing a finned bonmb with rings of propellant clipped on around the base.
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Shoonp. Wonk! They were dropping nortar shells on the main road, stopping the
outflow of men and carts fromthe village. The nounted troopers were spilling
out into the vineyards on either side in a great disorderly bulge, but the
trellised vines were a substantial obstacle even to horses. A few officers
were trying to organi ze, and a field gun was being wheeled out to return fire
at the war-cars

And as sure as death, there's a flanking force ready to put in an attack to
follow up those arnored cars, Raj thought.

It aU happened so quickly! John thought.

ft always does, when sonmebody jucks the dog big-time, Raj thought grimy.
knew of ficers Uke deTGCstro well. Mdstly because 1 broke so many of them out of
t he service; and whoever's running the show on the eneny side is a

prof essional. Those aren't bad troops, but they' re dognmeat now. Get out while
you can, son.

Good advice, but it |ooked easier said than done. John took two deep breaths,
then stood in the base of die car and held onto one of the hoops that held the
canvas top when it was up

"Driver," he said. Take that laneway." It was narrow and rutted, but it |ed
east—and at at an angle, southeast, away fromwhere the Land war-cars had
appear ed.

" Si gnore—=
"Do it"

It would not be a good thing to be captured, particularly given what was
strapped up in the luggage in the rear boot of the car. He doubted, sonehow,
that diplomatic inmunity would extend to not searching him and Land Mlitary
Intelligence would be very interested to find out what he had pl anned.

"Jeffrey, | hope you're doing better than I am" he nuttered.

CHARTER SSVSN

"Watch this,"” Heinrich said. "This is going to be funny, the first bit."
Jeffrey Farr took a swig fromhis canteen—four-fifths water and one-fifth

wi ne, just enough to loll nost of the bacteria. The machi ne gunner ahead of
them made a final adjustment to her weapon by thunping it with the heel of her

hand, then stroked the bright brass belt of anmunition running dowmn to the tin
box on the right of the weapon.



The conmmand staff of the Fifteenth Light Infantry (Prote' ge') was set up not
far behind the firing line, on a small knoll covered in |long grass and scrub
evergreen oak. The infantry conpanies of the regiment were fanning out on

ei ther side, taking open-order-prone positions; many were unlinbering the
fol ding entrenching tool fromtheir harnesses, nounding earth in front of

t hensel ves, as protection and to give good firing rests.

He | ooked behind. An aid station was setting up, a heavy weapons conpany was
putting their 82mmnortars in place, a reserve conmpany was waiting spread out
and prone, anmmunition was com ng down off the packnul es and being carried
forward.

"Very professional," he said.

Hei nri ch nodded, beaming, as pleased as a child with an intricate toy. "]a.
Al t hough this hasn't been much of a challenge so far. | do wish we still had
those arnored cars assigned to us, though.”

Jeffrey took another swig at the canteen. He was parched, and his feet hurt
i ke bl azes, even worse than
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the muscles in his calves and thighs. The weat her was hot and dry, and the
spear head of the Land forces had been noving fast. Everyone was supposed to be
able to do thirty nmles a day, day in and day out, with full load, and the
Chosen officers were supposed to do better than their Protege enlisted
soldiers. After four weeks with them he was starting to believe sone of the
t hi ngs the Chosen said about thensel ves. Conpany-grade officers and up were
entitled to a riding animal —ules, in this outfit—but he'd rarely seen one
using a saddl e except to get around nore quickly during an engagenent.
Heinrich's light-infantry regi nent noved even faster than the rest, and they
treated the dry, dusty heat of a nmainland sunmer as a holiday fromthe

st eanbat h muggi ness of the Land.

Through his field gl asses, the approaching Inperial force | ooked professiona
too, inits way. The cavalry were maintaining their alignnent neatly, despite
the I osses they'd had in the |ast few engagenents, in blocks a hundred wi de
and three ranks deep, with a pennant at the center of each, advancing at a
trot. Light field guns and gatlings bounced and rattled forward between each
regi ment of horse; the whole Inmperial line covered better than two kil oneters,
and infantry were depl oyed behind it, coming forward at the double in a | oose
swar m

"How many woul d you say?" Jeffrey asked
"Ch, four thousand nopunted,"” Heinrich said. 'The foot—

He turned to another officer, one stooping to | ook through a tripod-nounted
optical instrunent.

"Better part of two brigades, fromthe standards, sir," she said. "Say seven
to nine thousand, dependi ng on whether they were part of the bunch that tried
to force the line of the Vol turno."

Jeffrey looked left and right; three battalions, |less |osses; say fifteen



hundred rifles, with one machine gun to a conpany and a dozen nortars.
"Rat her | ong odds, wouldn't you say?" he said.
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"Ch, it'll do," Heinrich replied. He began stuffing tobacco into a |ong curved
pipe with a flared Iip and a hinged pewter cover. "M nd you" —he struck a
match with his thunbnail and puffed die pipe alight, speaking around the stem
—"1 wouldn't nmind if the rest of the brigade came up, or at |east
\hatferdamm artillery we're supposed to have, but it'll do."

H e Chosen col onel turned his head slightly. "Fahnrich Kl inghoffer; nortars to
concentrate on eneny crew served weapons, conmencing at two thousand neters.
Automati ¢ weapons at fifteen hundred, infantry at eight hundred; flank
conpanies to be ready to swing back. Runner to General Summel worden, and we're
engaged to our front; attenpted enemy break-out. Dispositions as follows —"

Messengers trotted off on foot; one stanped a notorcycle into braying life and
went rearward in a spray of dust and gravel. That would be the message to rear
HQ —there were only three of the little machines attached to the regi nent and
they were saved for the nost inportant comuni cations.

"Wuldn't a wirel ess set be useful ?" Jeffrey asked.

Hei nrich gestured with his pipe. "Not really. Too heavy and tenperanental to
be worth the trouble; tel egraphs are bad enough —the I ast thing any conpetent
field commander wants is to have an elecric wire from Supreme HQ stuck up his
arse. Let diemdo their jobs, and we'll do ours.”

I woul dn't have mi nded hoeing this fell ow working for ne, Raj thought.

chosen staff training ensures uniformty of nethod, Center noted, this reduces
the need for

Twenty-two hundred," die officer at the optical said. Ticking up die pace."

"Still, twelve thousand to two . Jeffrey said.
Hei nrich grinned disarnmingly. "We're holding the neck of die bag. All we have
to do is delay diemlong enough
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for die rest of the corps to come up, and they've |ost better than two hundred
thousand nmen. Worth a risk."

Jeffrey nodded. Down below die riflenen finished digging and were snuggling
die stocks of their weapons into their shoulders; a tew pessinists were
setting out grenades close to hand. The machi ne gunners sat behind their
weapons, el bows on knees, bending to look througji die sights: all Chosen, he
noti ced—ene Chosen NCO as gunner, five Protege" privates to fetch and carry
and keep di e weapon supplied with ammunition and wat er



The Inperial field gunners halted their teams, wheeling die guns and runni ng
them off the linbers. The clang of die breechbl ocks was | ost under the

grow ng, drunm ng diunder of thousands of hooves. Elevating wheels spun. The

| mperial guns were sinple black-powder nodels with no recoil gear; diey'd have
to be pushed back into battery after every shot, but there were a lot of them

Behi nd Jeffrey, hands poi sed nortar bonbs over die nuzzles. The Chosen officer
at die optical raised her hand, then chopped it downward.

Schoonk. Schoonk. Schoonk. Twel ve times repeated.

The nortar shells began dropping. Each threw up a mnor shower of dirt, like a
gigantic raindrop hftting silt .The first rounds dropped all across die axis
of the Inperial advance, some ahead of it, sone behind; four or five plowed
into die mass of cantering horsenen, sending aninmals and nmen to di e ground.
The ranks expanded around di e casualties, then closed up again with a |ong

ripple.

The observers called corrections. Sc7wwn& Sc/wonft.. . This bracket |anded
much closer to die Inperial field guns. One | anded on a |inber, which went up
in a giant globe of orange fire, shells whistling across the sky like
fireworks. The noise was loud even at tliis distance. Anodi er went up a second
| ater.

"Tsk, tsk," Heinrich said. "Synpathetic detonati on—too cl ose togedier
Carel ess. "
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In Landi sch, saying soneone was sl oppy was a serious noral criticism worse
than theft, although not quite as bad as eating your children. The Chosen
assuned courage; what they realty respected was an infinite capacity for

t aki ng pai ns.

An I nperial gun cut |oose in an enormous puff of off-white snmoke. Sonet hi ng
went overhead in a tearing rising-pitch whistle and expl oded behi nd t hem
sendi ng a poplar tree shape of dirt into die air. The next shell hamered
short, just beyond the Land infantry line. One over, one under, which meant.

Hei nrich made a small gesture with one hand; everyone whose job permtted it
went to ground, including Jeffrey Fair. He wi shed he had one of the Land

hel mets; even a thin |ayer of stanped manganese-ni ckel steel was a conforting
thing to have between you and an airburst.

Crack. The next shell was an airburst, a little off-center and a bit high up.
| mperial fuses weren't very nodern, either, so that was good shooting wth
what they had avail abl e. Sonebody screaned nearby, and a call went up for
stretcher-bearers. Guns were firing all along the Inperial |line now, but the
hooves were | ouder.

Mich | ouder. I he cavalry were swinging into a gallop, and as he watched the
sabers cane out, a thousandfold twinkling in the hot sunlight, Iike slivers of
mrrored glass. The troopers swng the swords down, hol ding them forward al ong
t he horses* necks with the blades parallel to the ground. On his belly,
Jeffrey could feel the thunder of thousands of tons of horseflesh thudding
into the ground on netal -shod hooves.



" St eady now, steady,’
his regi ment.

Hei nrich murrmured to hinself, glancing left and right at

Jeffrey stared at the approching Inperials with a conplex m xture of enotions.
If they overran this position, he'd probably die ... and he'd Iike nothing
better than to see the Chosen stamped into the earth by the hooves,
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cut apart by those sabers, pistoled, annihilated. But he didn't want to share
t he experience, if possible.

Beneath that his mnd was cal cul ati ng, measuring distances by the old trick of

how much you could see—so many yards when a nan was a dot, so many when you

could make out his arms, his legs, the belts of his equipnment. The Land

sol diers were doing the same. Behind themthe nortars kept up a steady schoonk
schoonk , . . stopping now and then to adjust their aim

The machi ne gun cut |l oose with a stuttering rattle, faster and nore rhythnic
than the gatlings he was familiar with. Every fourth round was tracer, and
they arched out pale in the bright sunlight More of the autonmatics opened up
along the reginment's line. The cl osest gunner traversed snmoothly, tapping off
four-second bursts, smling broadly to herself.

Jam Jeffrey prayed. Jam damm you, jamtight!

But they didn't jam The cavalry charge disintegrated instead, hundreds of
horses and men falling in a few seconds. At the gallop there was no tinme to
halt, no chance to pull aside. The first rank went down as if a giant scythe
had cut their legs from beneath them and the succeeding ones piled into them
in a lacking, rolling, tunbling wave of thousand-pound bodi es that reached
three layers high in places. He could see men thrown twenty feet and nore as
their nounts ran into that long hillock of living flesh, saw them crushed
under tons of thrashing horse. The sound was indescribable, the shril

wormani sh shrieking of the horses and the desperate wailing of nen.

Tackt ackt ackt ackt ackt ackt ack—

A shell | anded near one of the machine guns, probably by sheer chance, |eaving
a tangle of flesh and twi sted metal The others continued, concentrating on the
mai n mass of stalled horsenen; individual riders came forward, and di snounted
men—hor ses were bigger targets than humans. Sonme of themwere firing their
carbines as they cane. Far beyond their range, but not that of the
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Landi sch magazine-rifles, with high-velocity jacketed slugs and snokel ess
powder. Land riflenen opened up, the slower crack . . . crack ... of their
weapons contrasting with the rapid chatter of the machi ne guns.

Imperials fell; the Land infantry could fire ten or twelve ainmed rounds a

m nute, and they were all good shots. Myrre green-unifornmed sol diers crowded
forward, sone crawing, others running in short dashes. There were infantry in
peaked caps anobng them now, as well as the dismounted cavalry. One of the big
soft-1ead slugs whipcracked by Jeffrey, unconfortably close; he hugged the
dirt tighter. Not far away a Land sol di er sprawl ed backwards ki cking and



blowing a froth of air and bl ood through his smashed jaw. O hers craw ed
forward to drag the wounded back to where the stretcher-bearers could get at
them then crawl ed back to their firing positions.

"Hot work," Henrich said, propping hinmself up on his el bows. "Ah, | expected
that."

More and nmore Inperials were filtering up, taking cover behind the piles of
dead horses and nmen, working around the edges of the Land regnent Steam hissed
fromthe safety cap on the top of the jacket of the nmachine gun in front of
the knoll; a Proteg6 soldier rose to fetch nore water and pitched back with a
grunt like a man belly-punched, curling around the wound in his stomach. He
sprawl ed open-eyed after a second' s heel -drunm ng spasm and another rose to
take his place. The Chosen gunner w apped her hand in a cloth and unscrewed
the cap. Boiling water heaved upward and pattered down on the thirsty soil

di sappearing instantly and |leaving only a stain that |ooked exactly |ike that
left by the soldier's blood. Soldiers poured their canteens into the weapons
thirsty maw, and the gunner took the opportunity to switch barrels.

"Sir! Hauptman Fedrof reports eneny noving to our left in force—severa
t housand of them Infantry, with guns in support.”

Jeffrey saw Henrich frown, then unconsciously | ook
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behi nd to where the supports would be coming from... if they cane.

"Move one conpany of the reserve to the left. Refuse the flank, pull back a
little to that irrigation ditch and |aneway. Tell the nortars to fire in
support on request. And Fahnrich Klinghoffer, get me a report on our

anmmuni tion reserves."

"Hot work," Jeffrey said

"Watch it!" John barked involuntarily as the left wheels of his car nearly
went into the ditch.

The refugees were swarm ng on both sides of the road, tranpling through the
mai ze fields on both sides and gardens. Every once and a while they surged
uncontrol | ably back onto the roadway, bl ocking the westbound troops in an

i nextricable snarl of handcarts, two- and four-wheel ed oxcarts, mnul e-drawn
mlitary supply wagons, guns, Urbers

"Take the tunoff up ahead,"” he said, as the vehicle inched by a stalled
si xt een- pounder field gun

The gun had a six-horse hitch, with a trooper riding on the off horse of every
pair. They | ooked at himw th incurious eyes, glazed with fatigue, bl oodshot
in stubbled, dirt-caked faces. The horses' heads drooped |ikew se, |ips

bl owi ng out in weary resignation. Fromthe | ooks of them tile men had al ready
been in action, and sonmebody had gotten this col unm organi zed and headi ng back
towards the fight. For that matter, there were plenty of Inperial soldiers in
t he vast shapel ess nob of refugees headi ng eastward away fromthe
fighting—sone in uniformand carrying their weapons, others shambling along in
bits and pieces of battledress, a few bandaged, nost not

The car crept along the columm, the driver squeezing the bulb of the horn



every few feet, heading west and towards die blood-red cl ouds of sunset. It
was risky—the chances of neeting an officer who wasn't particularly inpressed
with the son-in-law of the war
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m ni ster increased with every day, and a car was valuable, even one wth
hoof -marks in the bodywork

Better than going the other way. Wen he was headi ng away fromthe fighting,
t he refugees kept trying to get aboard. It was really baa when the nothers
held up their children; a few had even tried to toss the infants into the car

They turned up a farmlane, over a low hill that hid themfromthe road, past
t he encampments of the refugees; sonme were lighting fires, others sinply
col | apsi ng where they stood. The sun was droppi ng bel ow di e horizon, I|ight

turning purple, throwing | ong shadows fromthe grain-ricks across the

stubbl efiel ds. The | ane turned down by a shall ow streanbed, into a holl ow
fringed with trees. An old farnhouse stood there, the sort of thing a very
wel | -to-do peasant farnmer woul d have, built of ashlar |inmestone blocks, with
four rooms and a kitchen. Qutbuildings stood around a walled courtyard at the
back; a big dog cane up barking and snarling as the car pulled into the
stretch of graveled dirt in front of the house.

Two nmen followed it, both carrying shotguns. One shone a bull's-eye lantern in
John's face. "You are?" the man behind the lantern said. "John Hosten," he

sai d.

"Arturo Bianci," the man with the lantern said. H's hand was firm and
cal l used, a workingmans grip. "Cone."

They went into the farnmhouse, through a hallway and into the kitchen; there
was a big fireplace in one end, with a tile stove built into the side, and a
kerosene lantern hanging froma rafter. Strings of garlic and onions and
chilies hung al so; hams in sacks, slabs of dried fish scenting the air; there
were copper pans on the walls. Four men and a worman greeted him

"No nore nanes," John said, sitting at the plank table. "This group is big
enough as it is, by the way." Silence fell as the woman put a plate before
hi m
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sliced tomatoes, cured ham bread, cheese, a mug of watered wi ne. John picked
up a slab of the bread and folded it around some ham it was an inmportant rite
of hospitality, and besides that, neals had been irregular this |ast week or
so.

"We wondered if you could get through, with the refugees,"”
obvi ously thinking over the inplications of John's renark.

Arturo said slowy,

"Fool s." Unexpectedly, that was the worman; she had Arturo's looks in a
fem ni ne version, earthy and strong, but nuch younger. "Do they think they can
run faster than the tedeschi? Al they do is block the roads and hanper the

arnmy."



John nodded; it was a good point. "They're afraid,'* he said. "Rightly afraid,
al t hough they're doing the wong thing."

"Not only them" Arturo said. "Qur lords and masters have— he used a | oca

di al ect phrase; John thought he identified "sodomy" and "pig," but he wasn't
sure. "You think we will lose this war, signore?"

"Yes," John confirmed. "The chances are about—=

92% +3, Center said hel pfully.

"—Aine to one against you, barring a mracle."

The ot her men | ooked at each other, some of thema little pale.

"I don't understand it—ae are so many, conpared to them It nust be treason!”
one sai d.

"Never attribute to treason or conspiracy what can be accounted for by
i nconpet ence and stupidity,” John said.

Arturo rubbed a hand over his five o' clock shadow, blue-black and bristly. The
sound was |ike sandpaper

"I knew we had fallen behind other countries,” he said "I have rel atives who
nmoved to Santander, to Chasson City, to work in the factories there. | mght
have nyself, if | had not inherited this land fromny father. That was why
joined the Reform party"—sonewhat illegal, but not persecuted very
stringently—=so that we m ght have what others do, and not spend every year as
our grand-
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fathers did. | did not know we had beconme so primtive. These devil - machi nes
t he Chosen have . "

"Their organization is nore inmportant, their training, their attitude," John

said. "They've been planning for this for a long time. Your |eadership has

what it desires, and just wants to keep things the way they are. The Chosen ..
t he Chosen are hungry, and eating the whole world wouldn't satisfy them"

Arturo nodded. "AH that remains is to decide whether we submt, or fight from
t he shadows," he said. "W fight. Are we agreed?"

"W are agreed," one of the nen said; he was older, and his breeches and
floppy jacket were patched. "But | don't know how many ot hers we can convi nce.
They will say, what does it matter who the master is, if you nmust pay your
rent and taxes anyway?"

The wonman spoke again. "The Chosen will convince tibem better than we."

The nmen | ooked at her; she scow ed and banged a coffe pot down on one of the
metal plates set into the top of the stove.



"It is true," Arturo said. "If half of what | have heard is so, that is true."
"It's probably worse than what you've heard," John said grimy. "H e Chosen
don't |l ook on you as social inferiors; they |ook on you as aninmals, to be

m | ked and sheared as convenient, then slaughtered.”

Arturo sl apped his hand on the plank. "It is agreed. And now, cone and see how
we nave cared for what you sent us |"

He took up the bull's-eye and clicked the shutter open. They went out the back
door, into a farnmyard with a strong smell of chickens and ducks, past a nuddy
pond and into a barn. Several mlch-cows nooed fromtheir stalls, and a pair
of big white-coated oxen with brass balls on the tips of their horns. Their
huge m1d eyes blinked at the ligjit, and then went back to nmeditatively
chewing their cuds. The cart they haul ed was pushed just inside

die door, its pole pointing at the rafters; tendrils of |oose hay stuck down
t hrough the wi de-spaced boards of the loft. Towards the rear of the bam were
stacked pyranids of crates, one type long and thin, the other square and
rect angul ar.

Arturo opened one whose nails had been pulled. "Enough of us know how to use

t hese,"” he said, throwing John a rifle.
It was the standard Inperial issue, but factory-new, still a little greasy
fromthe preservative oil. A single-shot breechloader, with a tilting block

action and a spring-driven ejector that automatically tipped the bl ock down
and shot the spent cartridge out to die rear when the trigger was pulled al
the way back. Not a bad weapon at all, inits day, and it could still kill a
man just as dead as the latest magazine rifle. The smaller crates were marked
AVMMUNI TI ON | OVM STANDARD 1000 ROUNDS.

"Two hundred rifles, and revolvers, blasting powder, a small printing press,"”
Arturo said.

"Where were you pl anning on hiding then?" John said, |ooking around at the set
peasant faces, underlit by die lanp Arturo had set down on the packed earth
floor of die barn.

"The sheep pen. Under hard dung, six inches diick."

"Good idea, for sonme of diem" John said, easing back the hamrer of the rifle.
The action went dick. "But you shouldn't put nore than a dozen in one place.

Nor shoul d any one of you know where die rest are. You understand ne?"

Arturo seermed to, and his daughter, possibly a few of die odiers. John went
on.

"You know what di e Chosen penalty is for unauthorized possession of weapons—so
much as one cartridge, or a knife widi a blade |onger than the regul ations
al | ow?"

"A bullet?" one of die peasants asked.

"Not unless they're in a real hurry. Generally, diey hang you up by the thunbs
and dien flog you to death
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with jointed steel whips made out of chain links with hooks on them Snall
hooks, about the size of a fishhook, and barbed. 1've seen it done; it can
take hours, with an expert." Silence fell again.

"You want to frighten us?" one of the men asked.

"Damed right," John replied. "You'll stay alive |longer, that way; and hurt
t he Chosen nore."

Wat ch out, |ad—you want to get themthinking, not terrorize them Raj said.
Ti me enough for realismwhen they' re conmtted.

Arturo nodded thoughtfully. "We will have to organize . . . differently.
Nothing in witing. Small groups, with only one knowi ng anyone el se, and that
as little as possible.™

Good. W don't have to explain the cett systemto him at |east, John thought.
Al t hough the idea of the Fourth Bureau getting its hands on these amateurs
needs must. |f nobody fought the Chosen, they'd win. That nmeant you had to

accept the consequences.

"And then," Arturo said, "when we are ready—when enough are ready to foll ow
us—we can start to hurt them Blow ng up bridges, picking off patrols, perhaps

their clerks and tallynen, sabotage. W will have sone advantages: we know t he
ground, the people will hide us."

"You'll have to strike fairly far from your homes, though," John said.

"\Why 2"

"Because the Chosen reprisals will fall hardest on the |ocation where guerilla

activity flares up. You strike away fromwhere you live, and it lolls two
birds with one stone; you get the people who suffer the reprisals hating the
Chosen, and you protect your base."

Arturo tilted the lantern to shine the light on John's face. That enphasized
the structure of it, the slabs and angl es.

"You are a hard man, signore," he said. "As hard as
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t he Chosen t hensel ves, perhaps."”

John nodded. "As we all will need to be, before this is over," he said. Those

of us still alive.

The Chosen officer's blue eyes stared unblinking up at the noonlit night sky.
It was bright, full moon, the disk nearly as large as the sun to the naked eye
and al nost too bright to |l ook at, so Jeffrey could see themclearly. Her

hel met had rolled away when the bullet went in through the angle of her jaw
and out the top of her head; fortunately the shadow hid nmost of what the soft

| ead slug had done when it lifted off the top of her skull. Jeffrey was gl ad
of that, and the bit of extra cover the body provided Bullets thudded into the



loamof the little hillock, or keened off stones with a w cka-w cka sound |i ke
mniature | ead Frisbees.

Every minute or so a shell would burst along the Chosen gunline, stretched
back now into a U shape with the blunt end towards the eneny. The shellbursts
were malignant red snaps in the night, a flash of light and the crack on its
heel s. Every few minutes a Land hand-grenade woul d expl ode where the I nperials
had gotten close, but the invaders were running short on them Short on
ever yt hi ng.

The night air was colder, danper, and it carried the snmell of cordite,
gunpowder and the feces-and-copper scent of violent death. Bodies |ay
scattered out fromthe line, sonetimes two-thick where automatic weapons or
concentrated riflefire had caught groups chargi ng forward—the | nperials’

trai ning kept betraying them naking themclunp together. The field of the
dead seemed to nove and heave as wounded nmen screaned or whi npered or wept,
calling for water or their nothers or sinply nmoaned in wordl ess pain. Through
it darted the living, nmore and nore of themfiltering in. Their firepower was
di ffuse conpared to the Land's rapid-fire weapons, but ft was huge, and the
sheer weight of it was beating
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Goddamm ironic if | die here, Jeffrey thought. He'd devoted his whole life to
the defeat of the Chosen. . . . "I think the next push may make it this far,"
Heinrich said. "You can't claimour hospitality's been dull."

He was chewi ng the stem of his |ong-dead pi pe as he unbuckled the flap of his
sidearm Mst of the surviving command group had armed t hensel ves with the
rifles and bayonets of dead Protege" soldiers, those who hadn't gone out to

t ake charge of units with no officers left alive.

"Dam, " Heinrich went on. "We nust have lolled or crippled a good third of
them Didn't think they'd keep it up this long."

"Here they come again," soneone said quietly. The forward | nperial postions
were no nore than a hundred yards away. The firefly tw nkling of nuzzle

fl ashes sparkl ed harder, concentrating on the surviving machi ne guns, and nen
rose to charge. A bugle sounded, thin and reedy. The nachi ne guns were fewer
now, firing in short tapping bursts to conserve amunition. Jeffrey could fee
somet hing shift, a balance in his gut. This tinme they would nake it to cl ose
quarters. Listen, Raj said. Is that—

ai rship engines, Center said, probability approaching unity, approaching from
the southwest, throttled down tor conceal nent; die wind is fromthat
direction, four kilometers and cl osing.

Heinrich turned his head. A light flashed in die darkness above die ground, a
power ful signal-lanp clicking a sequence of four dots and dashes.

"Dam," Gerta Hosten said mildly.

The nmuzzl e flashes down bel ow and ahead outlined die Land position as clearly
as a map in a war-college kriegspiel session; you could even tell the players,
because the Inperials' black-powder discharges were duller and redder. It was
fortunate that dirigibles had
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proven to be nore resistant to fire than expected; punctures in the gas cells

tended to |l eak up, rather than lingering and m xing with oxygen . . . usually.
A night drop—another first. Well, orders were orders, and it was Heinrich down

there. She'd really regret |osing Heinrich

"We could do better with a bombing run,"” the conmander of the dirigible
muttered. "And parachuting in the anmunition they need."

"Wth a four-thousand-meter error radius, Horstr" Gerta asked absently,
ti ghteni ng a buckle on her har-

ness.

"That's only an average," he said defensively. "The Sieg usually does better
than that."

Ai rdrops of supplies to cut off forces had proven invaluable; uirfortunately,
an enbarassi ng percentage had dropped into enemy positions.

"Behfel ist behfel," she said, which was an unanswer abl e argunent anong the
Chosen.

"Coming up on drop," the helmsaid. "Five mnutes."
The Sieg was drifting with the wind and would conme right in over the position
if the wind stayed cooperati ve.

This is going to be tricky, she thought as she ducked back down the corridor
and into the hold. The lights cast a faint greenish glow over it; there was
little spare space, even though her unit had taken heavy casualti es—the
problemw th being a fire brigade was that you got sent to a |lot of hot

pl aces. A good deal of the crowding was the cargo load: rifle amunition
boxes of machi ne-gun belts, nmortar shells, grenades. Just what you wanted to
drop with you into the darkness and a firefight,

"Ready for it. On the dropnaster's signal," she said.

The waiting . . . she'd expected it to get better, after the first tinme. It
didn't; you didn't ever get used to it.

" Nowd "
A brief roar of propellers as the engines backed to
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loll the Sieg's drift. They all swayed, and the pallets of crates creaked
dangerously. Then the hatchways in the fl oor of the gondol a snapped open

The ground was dose bel ow, even in the gloom Crates strapped to cushi oned
pallets slid out the gaping holes in the decking, to crash down and set the
ai rship surging upward. Gas valved with a holl ow boom ng roar as she | eaped



for the dangling line and slid dowward, the ridged sisal of the cable biting
i nto gl oved hands and the conposition soles of her boots.

"Ch, shays," she nuttered.

It was a good thing that Land military doctrine called for decentralized
command, particularly in all-Chosen units, because unless her eyes deceived
her she was sliding right down on top of an Inperial gatling-gun crew. An
al ert one, because they were turning the nmuzzle of their weapon towards her
the Iine of flashes strobing as it turned

Thunp. She hit the ground and rolled reflexively, then rolled again, trying
for dead ground where the gatling could not bear. Chosen di ed behind her,
seconds too slow. The gatling ceased fire for an instant as another group hit
t he ground and opened up with rifles and nachi ne carbines. Gerta unsfung her
own weapon and jacked the slide.

"Hel 1"

Jeffrey Farr rolled frantically as a one-ton pallet of cargo crashed out of
the sky towards him It |anded, slithered downsl ope, and pitched on its side,
resting agai nst a gnarled dead grapevine. The outline of the dirigible was
suddenly cl ear against the stars, the diesels bellow ng and the exhausts red
spikes in the night. For an instant the heavy oily stink of the exhaust
overrode the other snells of the night battle, the firewirks scent of black
powder and deat h.

He rolled again as a dark figure lunged out of the shadows at him behind the
poi nt of an ei ghteen-inch
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socket bayonet, an Inperial infantryman. Jeffrey's pistol cane free in his
hand as the bayonet went shtnk into the rocky clay next to him and his finger
tightened on the trigger. In the red light of the muzzle blast he could see
the contorted face of the Inperial soldier for a flickering second, before the
man dropped away, folding around his belly. Jeffrey froze for an instant; he'd
just killed a man, an ally .

Happens nore often than you'd think, Raj thought/ said crisply. Get noving,
lad. Time enough for night' mares |ater

Sonet hi ng went pop overhead. Actinic blue-white light flooded the field.

The man behind the gatling pitched forward; his face jamred t he nmechani sm as
the cranker kept grinding for an instant. Several of tire crew turned,
snatching up their carbines. Gerta went down on one knee, snuggled the butt of
t he machi ne-carbine into her shoul der, and began shooting. The range was | ess
than thirty neters, point-blank if you knew t he weapon. Sonmeone was shooting
at the crewfromthe other side, a rifle by the sound of it. That distracted
them the few seconds necessary to cut down half of themw th four short
bursts. Muzzle flare fromthe Koegel man was blinding in the darkness, enough
to make her eyes water and | eave afterimages of a bar of fire dancing before

t hem

The drum of the machi ne-carbine clicked enpty just as the parachute flare went
of f overhead; whoever had been supporting her wasn't anynore, and the
I mperials stopped trying to get their jamred gatling going again. Six of them



charged her; no tinme to reload one of the cunbersone drunms. She blinked her
eyes frantically in the jerky shadows, waiting tensely.

They were trying for her with cold steel, probably out of amrunition or saving
their last shots for point-blank range in this uncertain light. The first
| unged, al nost throwi ng hinself forward behind the point, eyes wild.
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CGerta buttstroked aside the bayonet and slamred the steel plate into his
throat. Cartilage crunched in and he fell backward, choking, knocked off his
feet by the conbined inpetus of her blow and his own rush. She dropped die
carbine and drew the long fighting knife slung at the snmall of her back wth
one hand and her automatic with the other.

One. Conming at her with his carbine clubbed, grasped by Ae barrel. Wait, wait.
She went in under the blow, felt it fan die air inches fromher forehead, and
ri pped the | ong blade upward. It slid in under the left ribs, saw ng upward
until the point was through lung and heart. Wi ght slunped onto her right
hand.

CGerta pivoted with the body before her, and the man behind hesitated an
instant. She shot over the shoul der of the twitching corpse. The bullet hit
the bridge of the Inperial's nose and snapped his head backward as if it had
been kicked by a mule. A bullet thunped into her neat-shield; she fired again,
again, until the twelve rounds in her automatic were exhausted.

' mdive, she thought, staggering and letting the dead weight slip off the end
of her knife. She took a step and stunbl ed; somnething had gouged a groove
across her left thigh and she hadn't even noticed. CGerta pushed away the pain
whi | e her hands automatically ejected the spent clip and rel oaded the pistol
She noved forward, |inping, up the slope to where the bul k of her unit
shoul d- —shoul d—be. Anot her parachute flare burst, and she threw herself down
and crawl ed as nmachi ne-gun bull ets whi pcracked t hrough the air where she had
been. Spurts of sand and rock flicked into her face, and the wound was
starting to hurt. The Land position ought to be just ahead . . . assum ng
there was anyone |left alive besides that trigger-happy gunner who'd just comne
within a hair of sawing her in half. "Wat a ratfuck."

* * *

Boots nearly |l anded on himas the dirigible turned
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away. Sormet hi ng whi pped across his body, hard enough to hurt: a sisal cable.
Dozens of others were dropping down out of the night, and human forns were
sliding domm them Two nore nearly tranpled on him ignoring Jeffrey and the
corpse in their rush; they did use the body of the man he'd just lolled as a
springboard. A half-dozen grappled with the big pallet that had nearly crushed
him Seconds later they were stripping out a heavy water-cool ed machi ne gun
with its tripod and amunition, slapping it down and opening up on the nmasses
of Inperial infantry caught charging to finish off the Land bl ocking force.
Tracers whi pped out tfirough the darkness, irridescent green, |like bars of St
Elmo's fire. Infantry shook themsel ves out into their units and swept down the
Land line, winkling out Inperials who'd made it that far



Dam, 1've never seen troops nmove that fast, he thought. They were in ful
mar ching kit, and they noved |ike | eopards.

an all-chosen unit, Center observed. Jeffrey's vision took on a flat
bri ghtness, identifying nmarkers—The brightness strobed over unit badges.

They' ve been culling out the weakest ten percent of their own breed every
generation for four hundred years, Raj said. And skimring off the top one or
two percent of their Proteges at the sane tine. You' d expect it to show.

Jeffrey shuddered, even with rounds still splitting the air above him It's a
good thing there aren't nore of them he thought. Tkere'd be no stopping them

if there were nore, Center observed, it would be inmpossible to support so
| arge and so specialized a nonproductive cl ass.

Always a | ot fewer carnosauroids than grazers, Raj anplified.

The image that cane with the thought made hi m shudder a nmoment even then
somet hi ng man-si zed and whi p-sl ender, |eaping to slash a bl oody gouge in an
ox's
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side with a sickle-shaped claw on its hind foot, like a fighting cock grown
bi g enough to scythe his belly open

Hei nrich was back on his feet, bellow ng orders. Protege" troopers broke open
boxes of anmmunition, dashing back to their positions with cotton bandoliers
around their necks and boxes of machi ne-gun belts in then-hands.

Jeffrey did a three-point spin at a sound behind him |anding on hip and one
hand. He froze as he found hinself |ooking down the use-pitted nmuzzle of a
Land automatic. A Chosen wonan with captain's insignia on her field-gray rose;
short for one of that race, and dark, he could tefl that even in the
nmoonl i ght. Bl ood was runnel -ing bl ack down one thigh, where the unform had
been ri pped open by a grazing shot.

"What the hell is a Sanry doing here?" she said, standing, favoring the
wounded leg a little.

"You!" Heinrich said, turning, a broad grin on his square face. "I m ght have
known. "

"I was the closest—the nmarching reliefs ought to get here about dawn," the
worman said. "What nme hell is a Santy officer doing with you, Heinrich?"

Cl oser, he could see the CGeneral Staff Intelligence Commando fl ashes on cuff
and col lar. Miust be—

gerta hosten, captain, intelligence branch, Center supplied hel pfully.
A dangerous one, son, Raj said. Be very careful

Jeffrey could have told that The eyes fastened on himwere the col dest he'd
ever seen, colder than the for side of the noon.



"Ch, we picked himup in Corona," Heinrich said.
"You shoul d have turned hi mover to us, or the Fourth Bureau."
"Well, he's a neutral —and a rel ative of sorts, Johan's foster-brother. At

| oose ends, the Santy | egation in Corona stopped a couple of thousand-kilo
bonmbs with its roof."

"Jeffrey Farr," Gerta said; she seened to be filing and
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sorting information behind her eyes. "He's a spook, Heinrich. You ought to
shoot him™"

"I haven't been showi ng himthe plans for the new torpedo,” Heinrich said, a
slight exasperation in his voice.

CGerta shrugged, and hol stered her automatic. Jeffrey felt a slight prickle of
relief. Unlikely that she'd just shoot himdown as he stood—

probability 27% <7, Center said.
—but it was still a relief. She shrugged.
"I't's your command. Let's get this ratfuck organi zed, shall we?"

"Ya." Heinrich turned his head slightly, towards Jeffrey: "My wife, Captain
CGerta Hosten." Back to her: "Wat's the theater situation?"

"FUBAR, but we're w nni ng—hot exactly the way we expected to, but we are. Once
this position's blocked, General Summelwordens got themin the kettle and we
can turn up the heat; Ci ano next. Were do you want ny nachi ne guns? And get
me sonething to stop this |eak, would you? | can't keel over just yet."

"Aut omati cs over by—

The conversation slid into technicalities. Heinrich waved at a passing nedic
who then knelt to put a pressure bandage on Gerta's thigh

Ci ano next, Jeffrey thought. That's going to be ugly.
: HARTSR S| GHT

Everything was cal mand unhurried in the Inperial situation room There was a
huge map of the Enpire on one wall, stuck with black pins to represent Land
forces and green ones for Inperial. Arelief map of the same territory stood
in a sunken area in the center of the floor, with a polished nahogany r ai
around it, and enlisted nmen pushed unit counters with |ong-handl ed wooden
rakes. One wall of the big roomwas all tel ephones and tel egraphs, their
operators scribbling on pads and handing themto decoders.

Ai des in polished boots and neat, colorful unifornms strode back and forth;
generals frowned at the maps; the Enperor tugged at his white whiskers and
bl i nked sl eepy, pouched eyes. Behind himstood guards in cerenonial uniform
and several civilians

No, John Hosten thought, appraising them Their eyes flickered ceasel essly



over the room appraising, watching. Waiting. The real guards. And by their
| ooks, the only people in this roomwho're doing their jobs.

John Hosten approached, flanked by two ushers, and made his bow. Behind the
surface of his mnd he could feel Raj and Center exani ning the maps, the
conput ers passionl ess apprai sal and Raj's cold scorn

Systematic lying,, Raj thought. Al the way up the chain of comand. It's
al ways the commander's fault when that happens. Once you |l et people start
tetting you what you want to hear, you' re fucked—and everyone el se with you.
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"Ri se, Signore Hosten," the Enperor said.

He was an old man, but John was slightly shocked at his appearance; there was
a perceptible trenble to his hands now, and a faint snell of sickness. Count
del ' Cuonp besi de himl ooked even worse, if possible—but then, he probably had
better information available, as Mnister of War

"Your Majesty," John said.
He handed over the fol der of docunents, neady tied with a green-and-red
ri bbon.

"My credentials, Your Majesty. And ny regrets, but nmy governnent requires ny
services at hone. | will be returning to Santander City."

The Enperor sniled absently. "And taking one of our fairest flowers with you
where is young Pi a?"

"Currently, she's working as a volunteer nurse," John said. Against ny advice.
The Enperor frowned. "Not . . . not really suitable, |1'd have thought," he
nmur mur ed.

Count deTCuono shrugged "She was al ways too nmuch for ne, your Majesty,"” he
said. He | ooked up at John. "But ny son-in-law wi |l take good care of her, and
return in happier times, when we have driven the tedeschi back to their

island, as we did before."

John bowed again, nore deeply, and took the required four paces backward. That
nearly ran himinto an aide with a stack of tel egrans, but he ignored the man.
| gnored everything, until a turn down the corridor gave hima view down over
the city. Then he took in a sharp breath.

It was early norning, still alnost dark. The news of the fall of M1 ana nust
have reached die people in die hour or so he'd spent waiting. Not froma
courier or coded nessage, surely; the Inperial armies hadn't fallen apart
quite mat drastically . . . yet. Mre probably froma refugee on a fast
riverboat. As for official statenents, by this time they just confirmed what
di ey deni ed. Even when they were sincere, and he'd bet it just neant diat
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the I ower-1level functionaries witing them had been suck-ered by their own
pr opaganda.

John Hosten stood for a nmonment | ooking down at the rioting and the fires, past
t he gardens of the palace and the cordon of Guard troops stationed al ong the
perimeter. A man of thirty, tall and a hard-faced, in a diplomt's black
nmorni ng coat, wi ng collar and dark-striped trousers. A servant al nost wal ked
into him saw his face and silently stood aside.

"Back to the enbassy,"” John said to hinself; then aloud, to the driver of his
car.

"Don't knowif we can, sir," the driver said. He was an enbassy man hi nsel f,
di pl omatic service, and quite capable. Harry. Harry Snmith, John remnm nded
hinself. It was too easy to forget about people, when you spent tine |ooking
at the world through Center's eyes.

Too true, son, Raj said. And if you think it's a problemfor you

"Lot of the streets |ooked to be blocked,” Smth went on. He shrugged. "Kin
find M way through, maybe."

"M. Smith/1 John said.
The driver twisted around to | ook at him he was a slight, grizzled man, with
bl ue eyes and winkl es beside them There was a slight eastern twang in his

Sant an-der. John recognized it, and the manner

"My wife is down near the train station, working in the emergency hospital,"

he said. "I have to get to the enbassy to get sone help so | can get through
to her. If you don't think you can make it through, I'Il drive."
The bl ue eyes squinted at him "Nossir. You watch our back, I'll drive." He

reached under die front seat and pulled out a punp-action shotgun. "You know
how to use one of these, sir?"

Smiling, John took it and racked the action. A shell popped out; he caught it
one- handed and fed it back into the gate in front of the trigger. A wary
respect cane into Smth's eyes; it increased when John tucked the weapon under
a traveling rug on the seat beside him
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"Il bring it out if we need to use it, or showit to sonebody," he said.

"Now | et's get going."
"I need sonme volunteers,"” John said. "To get soneone out of the city."

He nearly had to shout over the clanor of the crowd outside the gil ded
wrought -i ron gates of the enbassy compound. There were thousands of them nore
crowded down the street, surging and screaning. Marine guards in blue dress
uni forms were stationed inside the gate and along the walls, carrying rifles
with fixed bayonets. A little cerenonial saluting cannon had been wheel ed out
and faced the main entranceway, just as a hint in case the crowd decided to
try and batter the netal down. That was unlikely; under the gilding the bars
were as thick as a woman's wist. The Marines were di scouragi ng those trying
to break through with the butts of their rifles, or short jabs with their



bayonets. Nothi ng nore was needed, not yet.

A slowtriclde was getting in, through the postern gate beside the main ones;
people with valid Santander papers, or spouses, or embassy personnel who'd
gotten trapped out in the city.

"Sir?" The Marine captain | ooked around i ncredul ously.

"Captain, ny wife is out there, and | need sone volunteers to help nme get
t hrough the crowd. "

The captain opened his nmouth; John could see the snap of refusal form ng. He
| ooked the man in the eye.

"This is very inportant duty,"” he said nmeaningfully.

It wasn't rmuch of a secret in the compound that John was with the Secret
Service. Nor that he was inmensely rich, or that he had connections at the
hi ghest levels, mlitary and civilian

"I"mnot sending any of my men out into that," the officer said bluntly,
jerking a hand towards the near-riot beyond the gate. Just then was a barked
order, and the dozen troopers by the gate fired a volley into the air.
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The crowd surged back with screans of panic, then ran forward agai n when
nobody fell.

"I wouldn't ask you to," John said. "I'm going, whether anyone wants to cone
with nme or not. I'd appreciate some help, but | don't expect you to order
anyone out."

The Marine officer hesitated. "My responsibility is to guard the perineter."
"And to assist the staff in their functions."

Decision crystallized. "All right, sir. You can ask. Sergeant!"

A thickset man with a shaven head covered in a network of scars |ooked up. The
Sant ander Marines saw a lot of travel, nostly to places where the |ocals
didn't like them

llSir!ll

"M . Hosten needs sone volunteers to acconpany himinto die city and pul
someone out. See if anybody feels like it."

VWhat was left of the sergeant's eyebrows—they'd evidently been burned off his
face at some point—+ose. He | ooked appraisingly at John and smled |like a dog
worrying a bone.

"Hey, Sarge."

John | ooked around; it was the driver

"Yeah, Harry?"



"It's righteous, Sarge. |'mgoing."
The noncom | ooked down at the driver's |legs, and the grayi ng man shrugged.
"Hey, we're driving—+ don't have to sprint."

"You al ways were a natural -born dammed fool, Harry," the sergeant said. He
| ooked back at John. "I1'll pass the word, sir."

John stripped off the norning coat as he waited, switching to the four-pocket
hunting jacket his valet brought and gratefufly throw ng aside the starched
collar of his dress shirt. Smth glanced at the shoulder rig that |ay exposed.
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"CQuess | shouldn't have asked about the scattergun, sir," he said.

"How coul d you know?" John pointed out. "Look, am| likely to get anyone?"
"Besi des ne?" Harry shrugged. "I've been out of the corps a while now, but
Ber ker knows ne—hell, Berker carried me out when | got a slug through both

legs. He'll —TFhe bald sergeant returned, with five nen behind him They were
all armed, and several of themwere stuffing gear into field packs.

"Sir!l" he said. "Corporal WIlton, privates Gons, Barrjen, Sinders, and Maken."

In a whisper: "Ah, sir, | sort of hinted there'd be sone sort of reward, you
know?"

"There certainly will be," John said. To the nen: "All right, here's the
drill. We're heading for the main train station and the enmergency hospita

that's been set up there. We're going to pick up Ms. Hosten—tady Pia

Host en—and then we're either com ng back here, or getting out the city to the
east, depending on which | ooks nbst practical. | expect anyone who comes with
me to foll ow orders and not be nervous about risks. Understood?*

A chorus of yessirs, a couple of grins. None of the men | ooked |ike angels,
but then they were Marines, and assignment to the enmbassy guard in C ano had
been sonething of a plum reserved for men with sonething on their records
besi des a decade of well-polished boots.

He | ooked up. Sonething was flying through the pillars of snoke that reached
up into the sky over Ci ano. A huge shark-shape, three hundred neters long, a
shi ning teardrop droning through the air to the sound of notors. Dozens nore
followed it, a | oose wedge coming in fromthe west like the thrust of a
spear poi nt .

"Let's do it, then."

Wunded nmen screaned in fear as the building shook. Pia Hosten grabbed a
pillar and held on as the stick of
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bonbs rattled the iron girders of the roof. The fitted stone swayed slightly

under her touch, a queasy feeling. Half the nursing sisters were gone, and
t here were wounded everywhere—hundreds in this room thousands in the



bui | di ng, the heat mpounting under the tall arches and the snmell of puss and
gangrene nounting, and nore still com ng in. The gas was off, and the mains.

"Water . . . water "
7 shoul d have done as John said, she thought, hurrying over with a di pper

She raised the man's head and put the rimto his lips. He drank, then choked
and began to thrash.

"Sister Marial" Pia called.
The man arched, then slunped; his eyes rolled up and went still.
The nun arrived, then scowed. "He is dead."

"He wasn't when | called you!" Pia snapped, then | eaped up to hold the ol der
worman as she sagged. "I amsorry, Sister.”

There are so many, "
us?"

t he nun whi spered. "My God, ny God, why have you forsaken

"Where is Doctor Chicurso?"

"Gone—nost of them are gone. The guards at the entrances, they are gone al so.
Only the anbul ances keep arriving."

"The guards are gone?" Pia asked sharply.

"Yes, yes. An officer came, and said they were needed. But many had just left,
I think, taken off their uniforns and , "

She nade a weary gesture towards the rest of the city.

Pia swal |l owed and stood, wal ki ng qui ckly towards her work station, taking off
t he hi deously stained apron that covered her plain gray dress. If the guards
were gone, it would be very bad.

John was right. | should have left for the enbassy yesterday. There was no
nmore she could do here. But it was hard, very hard, to |l eave the Sister
standi ng sl unped am d the inpossible need of the hurt.
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She wal ked qui ckly along the aisle that separated the rows of nmen lying on the
floor, through to the cubicle that had served her and a dozen ot her vol unteers
and nurses. She heard a scream and a crash before she arrived, and nen's

Voi ces.

The door was hal f-open; she slamred it back. The sharp reek of nedical alcoho
hit her like a wave; the three arny hospital orderlies had been drinking it.
The scream had conme from Lola Chiavri, one of the volunteers; two of them had
her pressed down on a table, her dress ripped open to the waist. The third was
wrestling with her thrashing legs, trying to rip down her underdrawers,

| aughi ng and staggering. They turned to stare at her, open-nouthed. One

sni gger ed.

"Hey, G 0", sonebody new for d'party.”



Pia drew herself up. "Release that |ady at once! Were is your officer?"

The one at the foot of the table was a litde | ess drunk than the others. He
rel eased the other wonan's |l egs and turned, grinning like a dog worrying a
bone.

"Officers all run away, missy, 'fore the tedeschi gets here. Wy shou' the
tedeschi get all the liker an* cooze? C nere!™

He turned towards her, his pants obscenely unbuttoned, |aughing and fondling
hinself with one hand and reaching for her with the other. Pia drew the
four-barrel derringer fromher pocket and pointed it.

"Y' gonna hurt me with that little thing?" the man [ aughed. "Ch, don' hurt ne,
m ssy!"

Snap. The sound was |ike a piece of glass breaking in the tiny room A black
dot appeared between the woul d-be rapist's eyes, precisely 5.6mmin dianeter
turning red as she watched. The expression slid off his face like rancid
gelatin, and he toppled forward to lie at her feet. H s skull struck the stone
floor with a final-sounding thock

Pia hid her surprise. She'd been aimng at his stomach, and he was only four
feet away. The other two
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orderlies were backing towards the far wall, their hands held out pal mup
maki ng i ncoherent sounds.

"There are three nore bullets in this gun," she said crisply, backing up two
paces and standi ng aside. "Go!" They hesistated, unwilling to approach any
closer. "Go now, or I wll shoot."

The two men sidled past her and ran blundering down die corridor, eyes fixed
on the four nuzzles of the little gun. Pia waited until they were out of sight
before letting the hand that held the derringer drop. Acrid-tasting bile
forced itself up her throat as she | ooked down at the man she'd kill ed.

"I't was so qui ck" she whispered, and forced herself to swall ow

Just then Lola struck her, clinging and whinpering. Pia shook her sharply.
"Cet dressed! W have to get out of herel™

Back to the palace district; the enbassy was there, or at |east there woul dn't
be total anarchy.

Pia renmenbered John pleading with her not to go to the hospital today. /
shoul d have |istened.

"Sweet Jesus on a crutch,” Harry Smith nuttered.

A thousand yards down the hill a crowd was tipping a car over. It was an
aristocrat's vehicle—few others could afford them in the Empire, and this was
a huge si x-wheel er—strapped all over with |uggage. The owners were stil

inside; a wonan tried to crawl out one of the rear wi ndows and was nmet with
sticks, fists, pieces of cobblestone. She screaned and sl unped, and hands



dragged her |inmp and bl eedi ng body back inside. A gun spoke; die noise covered
the report, but John could see the puff of snoke.

"Stupid," he whispered.

Hal f a dozen rifles answered the shot; there were scores of I|nperial arny
deserters in the crowd, many with their weapons. John coul d see sparks flying
as bullets hit the netalwrk of die car. Some ricochetted into
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t he densely packed ranks of the rioters. One nust have punctured the fue
tanks, because a deep soft whunp and bill ow of orange flane drove the nob
back, sonme of themon fire. Both the figures that tried to cram out of the
burni ng aut onobile were on fire, and probably woul d have di ed even w thout the
hail of rocks that beat them back

"Al'l right, Harry," he went on. "What's your plan?"

"Well, sir, there's a side route,"
bit narrow "

die driver said thoughtfully. "But it's a

"You're die expert," John said.

For once, he was glad that diplomatic corps conservati sm stuck di e enbassy
wi di steamers; dtey had | ess pickup than die | atest petrol-engine jobs, but
diey were quiet. Smith spun die wheel away fromthe main avenue, down a
side-street, and into a maze of all eyways. Sone of diemwere old enough to
date back to the founding of C ano, to die centuries right after die Coll apse,
when nen first started building again in stone. The wheel s drunmed on cobbl es
and spl ashed di rough refuse and waste, throwing himlurching into die four
Marines packed into die rear of die touring car. Normally the district would
have been crowded, but nost of the people were m ssing.

Probably out rioting. Not diat it would do di em any good when di e Chosen -
showed up, but he supposed it was nore tolerable than sitting and waiting. The
ones who were left were nostiy children, or old. They slamed shutters and
ducked aside at die sight of an autonobile filled with unifornms and arnmed nen.
"Ufc-oh."

The hill was steeper here, and it gave diem an excellent view south over die
river to die industrial section—the prevailing winds in die central Empire
were always fromdie iiorth, which neant that residential properties were on
die north bank of die Pada. They could see die Land airships comng in over
die flatter soudiern
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shore at two thousand feet, only a thousand feet above their own position
Probably aligning on | andmarks, Raj thought at the back of his mind

probability near unity, Center confirned.

John felt a spurt of anger. God damm it, that's nmy wife down there, he thought



col dly.

| could never keep mine out of it, either, Raj thought. And she was a lot |ess
of a romantic than yours.

The dirigibles were conming in fast, seventy nmiles an hour or better; the |ead
craft seened to be ainmed straight at him The bonb bay doors were open, but
not hi ng was comi ng out. John | ooked out of the corners of his eyes; the
Marines |l ooked a little tense, but not visibly upset. They kept their eyes on
t he buil dings around them only occasionally flicking to the approaching
bonbers.

"Smith, pull in here. W'll wait it out and then continue."

Here was a nook between two walls, both solid Bad if the buil dings come down,
good ot herwi se. You paid your noney and you took your chances.

"Anyone who wants to can get out and take cover," John said in a
conversational tone.

Nobody di d, although they squatted down. The dirigibles were over the river
now, noving into the railyards and the residential sections of G ano. Their
shadows ghosted ahead of them black whal e-shapes over the whitewashed

buil dings and tile roofs.

"Hey," one of the Marines said. "Wy aren't they

bonbi ng sout h? That's where the factories and stuff are.”

Smi ths hands.were tight on the wheel. "Because,

asshol e, they don't want to danmage their own stuff—

they' Il have it all in couple of days. Shit!"

Crunp. Crump. Crunp . . ,

The bonbs were falling in steady streans fromthe airships; the massive craft
bounced hi gher as the wei ght was renoved.
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"Fifty tons | oad," John whispered, bracing his hand on the roof-strut of the
car and | ooking up. "Fifty tons each, thirty-five ships . . . seventeen
hundred tons all up."

"Mt her," soneone said.

"Wwin't kill y'any deader here than back at the enbassy."

"They woul dn't bonb the enbassy."

' Teah, sure. They're gonna be real careful about that."

"Can it," the corporal said. "For what we are about to receive

The sound grew | ouder, the drone of the engines rasping down through the air.
John coul d see the Land sunburst flag painted on their sides, and then the



hor seshoe- shaped gl ass wi ndows of the control gondolas. A few black puffs of
snoke appeared beneath and around the airships; some |Inperial gunners were
still sticking to their inprovised antiairship weapons, show ng nore courage
than sense. The pavenent beneath the car shook with the inpact of the
expl osi ons. Dust began to snoke out of the trenbling walls of the tenenents on
ei ther side. The crashing continued, an endl ess roar of inpacts and failing
nasonry.

"Here— soneone began

The shadow of a dirigible passed over them throwing a chill that rippled down
his spine. There was a nonment of white |ight—

—and someone was sScream ng.

John tried to turn, and realized he was |ying prone. Prone on rubble that was
digging into his chest and belly and face. He pushed at the stone with his
hands, spitting out dust and bl ood in a thick reddi sh-brown clot; nore bl ood
was running into his left eye froma cut on his forehead, but everything el se
seened to be functional. And -sonmeone was still shouting.

One of the Marines, lying and clutching his arm John came erect and staggered
over to the car, which was lying canted at a three-quarter angle. The
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intersecting walls of the nook they'd stopped in still stood, but the
bui | di ngs they'd been attached to were gone, spread in a pile of broken bl ocks
across what had been the street.

the angle of the walls acted to deflect die blast, Center said, chaotic
ef fect, and not predictable.

Good thing for the plan it did what it did, John thought as he rummaged for
the first-aid kit.

your death at this point would decrease the probability of an optinmm outcone
from57% +3 to 41% +4, Center said obligingly.

"Nice to know you' re needed," John said.

The ringing in his ears was | ess, and he could see properly. Good, no severe
concussi on; he squatted beside the wounded Mari ne.

"Hold him" he said to the others. "Let's take a | ook at this."

Two nen held die shoul ders down. The arm was not broken, but it was bl eedi ng
freely, a steady drip rather than an arterial pulse. He supped the
punch-dagger out of his collar and used it to cut off the sleeve of the

uni form jacket; not the ideal tool—+t was designed as a weapon—but it would
do. The flesh of the man's forearmwas torn, and somnething was sticking out if
it. John closed his fingers onit. A splinter of wood, probably oak, froma
structural beam Longer than a handspan, and driven in deep

This is going to hurt," John said.

"Do it," the Marine gasped, gray-faced.



One of the others put a rifle sling between his teeth. John gripped firmy,
put his weight on the hand that held the man's wist to the ground, and
pul | ed. The Marine convul sed, arching, his teeth sinking into the tough

| eat her.

The finger-thick dagger of oak slid free. John held it up; no ragged edges, so
there probably wasn't nuch left in the wound—hopefully not too nmuch dirty
cloth, either; since there was no tinme to debride it.
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"Let it bleed for a second,"” he said. "It'll wash it clean."

There was medi ci nal al cohol and iodine powder in the kit. John waited, then
swabbed the wound clear with cotton wool and poured in both. This tine the
Marine sinply swore, and John grinned.

"You must be recovering." He packed the wound, bandaged it, and rigged a
sling. "Try not to put too rmuch strain on this, trooper."

"Yessir. Ah ... what the hell do we do now, sir?"

They all | ooked at him battered, bruised, a few bl eeding from superfi ci al
cuts, but all functional. He | ooked down the street; there was a breastwork of
stones four feet high in front of them and nore behind, but the road

downsl ope | ooked fairly dear. Snhoke was mounting up rapidly, though; the fires
were out of control; the waterworks were probably hit and the mains out of
operation. It lay thick on the air, thick between himand Pia.

"First we'll get this road cleared,"” he said brisldy, spitting again.
"Corns"—who | ooked worst injured—there's sone water in the boot of the car
see to it. Smith, check the car and see what it needs. WIton, Sinders,
Barrjen, Maken, you cone with ne."

He studied the way die rocks interlocked in the barrier ahead of them "W'|
shift this one first."

"Sir? Prybar?" corporal WIlton said. The crusted bl ock probably wei ghed twice
what John did, and he was the heaviest nman there.

"No time. Barrjen, you on the other side, there's roomfor two. "'

Barrjen was three inches shorter than John, but just as broad across the

shoul ders, and thick through the beDy and hips as well; his arns were nassive,
and the backs of his hands covered in reddish hair. He grinned, show ng broad

square teeth.

"I'f'n you say so, sor," he said, and bent his knees, working his fingers under
t he edges of the bl ock.
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John did |ikew se and took a deep, careful breath. "Now. "

He Iifted, taking the strain on back and | egs, exhaling with the effort unti
red lights swam before his eyes and something in his gut was just on the edge



of tearing. Hs coat did tear across the back, the tough seamparting with a
long ripping sound. The stone resisted, and then he felt it shift. Shift
again, his feet straining to keep their balance in the | oose rubble, and then
it was tunbling away down the other side like a dice fromthe box of a god,
hamrering into the paverment and falling into the gutter with a final tock
sound.

Barrjen staggered backward, still grinning as he panted. "You diplomats is
tougher' n you | ooks, sor," he said, in a thick eastern accent.

John spat on his hands. Center traced a gl owi ng network of stress |lines across
the rockfall, showing the path of |east resistance for clearing it.

"Let's get to work."
"I want to go home," Lol a sai d—whi npered, really.

Pia fought an urge to slap her. The other woman's eyes were still round with
shock; understandabl e, and she was | ess than twenty, but

"Up here."

The staircase was enpty; it filled die interior of the square tower, with a
swi t chback every story and narrow wi ndows in the creamcol ored |inestone
Snoke was drifting through them enough to haze the air a little. The light
poured in, scattering on the dust and snmoke, incongrously beautiful shafts of
gold bringing out the highlights and fossil shells in the stone. Pia | abored
upward, feeling the sweat running down her face and soaking the nurses
headress she wore, thanking God that skirts had gone so high this year—barely
anl de-1 engt h.

"Conme on," she said. "We'll be safe up here."

"Safe for alittle while," Lola said. Then: "Mdther of God," as they cane out
onto die flat roof of the tower.
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C ano was burning. The pillars of fire had nmerged into colums that covered
hal f the area they could see. Heavy and bl ack, snoke drifted down fromthe
hill sides, covering the highways that wound through the valleys runni ng down
to the Pada. The warehouse districts along the river were fully involved, the
great storage tanks oT olive oil and brandy bell ow ng upward in ruddy flane
i ke so many gi ant torches,

"Nobody's fighting the fires at all,"” Pia whispered to herself. The waterworks
nmust have been finally destroyed. And the streets by the docks, they were
stuffed with tinber, coal, cotton, so nuch tinder. She could feel the heat on
her face, worse even in the few nonents since they had come out onto the flat
roof t op.

Lol a | ooked around. "What can we dor"
"Wait," Pia said. "Wait and pray."
Thunder runbled fromthe eastward. Pia's head cane around slowy. The sky was

sumer blue, save for the great pillars of black snmoke. Rain would be a mercy,
but God had withheld H's mercy fromthe people of the Empire. The sound



runbl ed agai n, then agai n—+too regularly spaced for thunder, in any case.

The rain was not comi ng. The Chosen were, and those were their guns. She
slipped to her knees and crossed herself, bringing the rosary to her |ips.

Cone to me, John, she thought. Cone quickly, ny |ove.
Then she began to pl an.

CHARTER M NI

"Ciano's burning," Jeffrey Fair said, opening his eyes.

Get out of there, he added silently to his brother. Afterinages of buildings
sliding into streets in sheets of fiery rubble washed across his vision as the
link through Center faded.

"Ya,a Heinrich Hosten said cheerfully. "Maybe we shouldn't have bonbed it
quite so heavy."

He | ooked eastward, toward the snoke that hazed the horizon. The distant thunp
thunp ... of artillery sounded, slow and regul ar

"Street fighting," the Chosen officer went on. "W may have trapped themtoo

wel | there are a quarter of a million troops in there, less what's getting

out, the net's not watertight."

"Way not just let it burn?" Jeffrey asked.

The Hi gh Command may do that for a while. Praise the Powers That Be, we won't
be pitchforked into it right away."

"The survivors of Heinrich's regiment had been pulled into reserve, not

conpl etely out of action, but things would have to take a decided turn for the
wor se before they were put back into the Iine any tinme soon. Mdire than a third
of the roster had died bl ocking the Inperial breakout for those crucial hours,
and as nmany again were wounded. The survivors were billeted now in the grounds
of a nobleman's country estate; they could see the snoke-shadowed buil di ngs of
Ciano in die distance to the east. Heinrich had spent the | ast couple of days

roundi ng up supplies for the celebration that bell owed
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and spraw ed across die gardens: oxen and whol e pigs roasted on spits, barrels
stood at the ends of tables heaped with food. A roar went up fromthe troops—
the male majority, at |east—-as a crowd of wonen were herded through the gates.

Jeffrey averted his eyes and ignored the screans. Nothing he could do, nothing
at all... for now. Heinrich beaned indulgently down at die scene bel ow the
terrace and bit the last neat off the turkey drunstick in his hand.

"They've earned a little rest," he said, idly stroking the hip of the naked
girl who poured his glass full again. "Did dammed well."

The rest of the surviving officers were grouped around the tables on the
bal ustraded terrace, paying serious attention to the feast the villa's staff



had prepared for the new overlords. Mst Chosen ate rather sparingly at hone;
in the food-poor Land red neat was a |uxury except for the wealthiest anong
tne upper caste. Jeffrey renmenbered John telling himhow the Friday pork roast
was the high point of the week, and that was for an up-and-comi ng general's
famly. Now that they had the biggest area of rich farm and on Vi sager under
their control, the Chosen were nmaking up for lost tine.

The t hought made die food taste a little better. Maybe they' U get sqg/fc.

probability 87% +3, defining "soft" as significantly reduced m | Hechnic
functionality, Center supplied.

After nore than a decade, Jeffrey could sense overtones of neaning in the
wor ds, even though they seened machi ned out of thought the way engi ne parts
were |adied frombar stock

But ? he suppli ed.

significant reduction would require 7 generations, phis or mnus—

Never mi nd.
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Heinrich tore off another drumstick and pulled the girl into his Iap
"Victory, it is wonderful!" he said. Teah," Jeffrey Farr replied. It will be.

"Are you sure this is a good idea?" Lola asked, ripping up the |ast of her
petti coat.

"No," Pia said. "But die only other diing | can diink of is to wait here for
the Chosen. My G ovanni wll conme—but | ook at that out therel™

C ano was the largest city in the world; for centuries, it had been die
capital of the world, when the Universal Enpire had been what its nane cl ai nmed
for it, leading humanity on Vi sager back fromthe Fall. Now it was dying, and
nmostiy by its own hand.

"We've gotta find sone broad in this?" Corns said.
Probably nmore crowded a coupl e of hours ago, John thought.

"Jesus," the marine finished, coughing in the thick air, a compound of snoke
and expl osi on- powdered brick and stone.

"Back! Back!" the driver shouted, as half a dozen nen in Inperial uniforns
rushed towards die car

They ignored him if they heard at all; their faces had the fixed, carved-wood
| ook of utter desperation sighting a chance of survival. A marine raised his
rifle, cursed, lowered it again.

"If they get to die car, we're all dead," John said.

"He's right,"” Harry said. "Shit . . ."

The rifle blasted unconfortably close to John's ear. He stood notionless, his
hand resting on die top of the wi ndscreen. It had been a warning shot; he



could hear die sick whine of die ricochet, see die bright nomentary spark
where jacketed netal hit the cobbl estones. The Inperials ignored it. Mre from
die mlling cromd were follow ng; none of dieml|ooked to be armed—die |nperial
arnmy had regarded this as die ultimate rear area until a day or two ago—but
there were a lot of them al

1
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convinced that die car represented their chance to get out. They probably
weren't dunki ng much beyond t hat.

"Dam, " the marine said softly, and worked the bolt.
"Five rounds rapid!'" Corporal WIton said.

The mari nes had been waiting with their second finger on the trigger and their
i ndex |ying under die boh. BAM and five rounds blasted out. dick and the

i ndex ringer flipped up the rear-mounted bolt handle of the rifles. Spring
tension shot the bolt back hal fway through its cycle as soon as the turning
bolt rel eased the | ocking lugs; a quick pull back and the shell was ejected; a
slap with the pal mof the hand and chi ck- Chock! the next round was in.
Well-trained men could fire twelve ainmed rounds a minute that way, and all the
mari nes had "marksman" Sashes on their shoul ders.

Face frozen, John watched the first Inperial double over |ike a man punched in
t he bell y—even at point-blank range the marines were aimng for die center of
mass, as they'd been taught The Inperial slunped forward and slid facedown,

bl ood fl owi ng over die cobbles. The shots cracked quick careful firing widi a
hal f -second pause to aim He didn't have to order cease-fire when the
survivors turned and ran.

Wlton pulled the bolt of his rifle back and pushed a five-round stripper clip
into the magazine with his thunb. The zinc strip that had held the cartridges
tinkl ed agai nst the side of the car. The crowd surged away fromthe car
mlling aimessly.

John didn't think anyone else would try to steal it for a while. It stood in
one of the narrower | aneways |eading into die big plaza that stood before the
train station; the station building itself wasn't burning . . . yet . . . but
a stick of bombs had left a series of craters across the plaza, |eading
towards die twenty-neter high colums of the facade |ike an arrow on a nap.
The plaza had been crowded with rmul e- and horse-drawn wagons and anbul ances,
supply vehicles, even a few powered staff cars.
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Most of the vehicles were abandoned, some burning or overturned. Wunded

ani mal s screanmed, their voices shrill over the calling of
hundr eds—+housands—from wi thin the great building, adding the |ast touch of
hel | . Whunded men were pouring out of the tall blushwood portals and out into

tne square, all of themwho could nmove. O could stagger al ong grasping at the
wal I's, or support each other, or craw. The stink of death and gangrene cane



with themin waves, strong enough that even a few of the marines gagged at it.

"Sir," Henry said, "we'd never have made it down if we'd left half an hour
later. And there's no way in hell we're going to drive back to the enbassy."

"No," John said, snmling slightly as he checked his pistol and then slid it
back into the shoul der-hol ster under his frock coat. "But | don't think we'll
have nmuch of a problemfinding my wife."

He nodded towards the left-hand tower. Soneone on top had strung two strips of
brightly colored cloth fromcorner windows to the mddle of the front facing,
and anot her strai ght down fromthe point at which they net. Together they
formed an arrow —, pointing upward at the tower-top. He took his binoculars
out of the dashboard conpartnent and focused on the tiny figure waving at the
apex of the signal

"Let's go," he said.

The driver cleared his throat. John rel eased Pia and stepped back; even then
in that charnel house of a place, the Marines were grinning. Pia blushed and
tucked strands of hair back under her snood.

"Sir," Harry said. "We're not going to get back to the enbassy,"

"No, we have to get out of the city entirely,” John said thoughtfully.

They were in one of the |oading bays of the station; fewer bodies here, fewer
of the npaning, fevered wounded. None of the Marines was what you'd cal
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squeamnm sh—they'd all seen action in the Southern |Islands—but several of them
were | ooking pale. So did Pia s friend; a couple of the troopers were
courteously handing her safety pins to help fasten up her ripped dress.

"Sure you're all right?" John asked agai n.

"As right as can be," Pia said stoutly. "W cannot go to the enbassy?"

John shook his head. "The fires are out of control, and there's fighting in
the streets. The Chosen are close to the western end of the city, too."

Pi a shivered and nodded. John turned his head slightly.
"Sinders," he said, "didn't you say you worked for the North Central Rai
bef ore you joined the corps?"

Sinders blinked at him "Lord love you, sir, so | did," he said. "Loconotive
driver. Had a bit of a falling out with the section foreman, |ike."

Soneone spoke sotto voce: "Had a bit of a falling down with his daughter, you
mean. "

"Foll ow me," John said. He hopped down fromthe platform cinders crunched
under his boots. They handed down the wonen and wal ked over the tracks to the
other side of the vast shed. "There, that one. Could you drive it?" 7



A steamengine and its fuel car stood pointing eastward; vapor |eaked from
several places, hiding the green-and-gold livery of the Inperial Pada Valley
Li ne.

"Sure, sir. It's Santander made, anyway—standard 4-4-2, rebuilt for the
| mperial broad gauge. That's if we got time to raise steam that could take a
while."

"I't has steamup,” John said. Center drew a thermal schematic over his sight.

"But where would we go on it, sir?"
"East a ways, at least."

The Marines | ooked uncertain. "Ah, beggin' yer pardon, sir,
said. "But ain't those Land buggers all around?"

t he corporal

"Maybe not to the east. And if we do run into them
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we' ve got a better chance of standing on diplomatic i munity when they're in
the field and under control by their officers than when they're turned | oose
on the city. | can speak Landisch and |I've got the necessary papers."”

And code words to prove he was a double agent working for Land Mlitary
Intelligence, if it canme to that. Useful with the army, although the Fourth
Bureau woul d probably kill him Mlitary Intelligence was as rmuch the Fourth
Bur eaus eneny as anything in Santander was.

"Let's go," he finished.

They jogged over to the engine, grateful when its clean snell of hot iron, oi
and soot overcane the slaughterhouse stink of tiie abandoned dying. John
lifted Pia up with both hands on her waist, then her friend. Three of the
Marines scrambled up onto the heap of broken coal that filled the fuel car;
the rest of the party jamed thenselves into the cab

"Going to be a bit crowded," Sinders said, tapping at gauges and studying the
swing of dials and the Ievel of fluid in segnented gl ass tubes. "She's hot,

t hough—pl enty of steam Could use a little coal. . . not that way, ye daft
pennywort h!"

One of the marines jerked his hand back fromthe handl e of the firebox set
into the forward arch of the cab's surface.

"Use the shovel!" Sinders said. "Lay nme down sone, and I'I|l get this bitch
nmovi n' —beggi n' your pardon, nma'am" he said to Pia.

John took die worn, |ong-handled tool down fromthe rack, sliding through the
press of men and wonen. The ashwood was sil ky-snmoot h under his hands; he
flicked the handle of the firedoor up and to the side, swi nging the tray-sized
obl ong of cast iron open until it caught on the hook opposite. Hot dry air

bl asted back into the cab of the |oconotive, with a snell of sulfur and
scorched net al

"Wlton, you get back with the others on the fuel car
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' mgoing to need sonme room here. Darling, could you and—

"Lola. Lola Chiavri," the other woman said.
"M ss Chiavri get on those benches." Short iron seats were bolted under the
angl ed wi ndows at the rear sides of the cab, so that an off-duty fireman or
stoker could sit and watch the track ahead.

John spat on his hands and dug the shovel into the coal that puddl ed out of
the transfer chute at the very rear of the cab

"Spread it around, like, sir," Sinders said, turning val ve wheels and laying a
hand on one of the long levers. "Not too nmuch. Kind of bounce it off
that-there arch of firebrick at the front of the furnace, you know?"

John grunted in reply. The second and.third shovelfuls showed himthe trick of
it, aflicking turn of the wists. Have to get someone to spell ne, he

t hought. He was anply strong and fit for the task, but his hands didn't have
the inch-thick crust of callus that anyone who did this for a living would
devel op.

VWHUFF. WHUFF. Steam bill owed out fromthe driving cylinders at the front of
the | oconoti ve

"Keep it comin', sir. She's about ready." Sinders braced a foot and haul ed
back on another of the |levers. "Damm, they shoul da greased this fresh days
ago. Goddam wop nai nt enance. "

There was a tooth-grating squeal of netal on nmetal as the driving wheels spun
once against the rails, the smell of ozone, a quick shower of sparks. Then the
engi ne lurched forward, slowed, |urched again and gathered speed with a
regul ar chuff. . . chuff. . . of escaping steam Pia grinned at John as he
turned for another shovel ful of coal; he found hinself grinning back

"Did it, by God," he said, then rapped his knuckles against tile haft of the
shovel in propitiation

Sunlight fell bright across themas they pulled out of the train station; he
flipped the firedoor shut and sl apped Sinders on the shoul der
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"Halt just before that signal tower and let ne down for a nonent," he

hal f -shouted over the noise into the Marine's ear. "I'Il switch us onto the
mai nli ne. "

The trooper | ooked dubiously at the conplex web of rail. "Sure you

yessir."

John | eaped down with the prybar in hand. The gravel crunched under his feet,
pungent with tar and ash. Afilmof it settled across the filthy surface of
what had once been dress shoes; he found hinself smling wyly at that. He
| ooked up for an instant and net Pia's eyes. She was smiling too, and he knew



it was at the sane jape.

That's sone wonan, he told hinself, as he turned and |let Center's gl ow ng nmap
settle over his vision. She recovered fast.

connections are here . . . and here.
Thanks, he thought absently.
you are wel cone.

He drove the steel into the gap between the rails and heaved. After aU. these
years, I'mstill not sure if Center has a sense of hunor.

Neither aml, if it's any consol ation, Raj replied.

Chunk. The points slid into contact. He sprinted down the |line a hundred yards
and repeated the process, then waved. The | oconotive responded with a puff of

steam and a screech of steel on steel as Sinders let out the throttle. At his

wave, it kept going; he sprinted al ongsi de and grabbed at the bracket,

grunted, took two nore steps and swung hinmself up into the crowded cabin.

He | ooked ahead, southeastward. The track was clear. "Let's go hone," he said.

"Home, " Pia whispered. She buried her head agai nst John's chest, and his arm
went around her shoul ders.

Pia went pale as she slid dowmn fromthe saddle, biting her |ip against the
pain. Lola was weeping, but silently, and he was feeling the effects of days
of hard riding
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hi nsel f. The Marines were in worse condition than John; they were fit nen, but
they were footsoldiers, not accustomed to spending rmuch time in the saddle.
"See to the horses,"
oaks.

John sai d, |ooking upslope to the copse of evergreen

They were only a hundred niles fromthe Gut, and the | andscape was getting

hillier; the deep-soiled plain of the central |ow ands was behind them and
they were in a harder, drier land. Thyne and arbutus scented the air as he
clinmbed quickly to the crest of the hill; the other side showed rolling hills,

nostly covered in scrub with an occasional olive grove or terraced vineyard or
hollow filled with pale barley stubble. Cccasional stands of spi ke grass waved
ten nmeters in the air. The rhizome-spread native plant was al nost inpossible
to eradicate, but individual clunps never expanded beyond pockets where tile
nmoi sture level and soil ninerals were precisely correct. And a dusty
gray-white road, wi nding a couple of thousand yards below them On it, com ng
down fromtile north

John rel axed. That was no Chosen col um. A shapel ess clot of humanity grouped
around hal f a dozen two-wheel ed ox carts, a few nmen on horseback, nostly
civilians on foot, some pulling handcarts heaped with their possessions.

"Ref ugees, "
cut—wait."

he said, as Pia and several of the Marines cane up. "W can



He pressed hinself flat again and raised his field glasses. There was no need
to say nmore to the others; four weeks struggling south through the dying

Enmpi re had been education enough for all of them The troops pouring over the
hills on the other side of the road were ant-tiny, but there was no m staking
the smooth efficiency with which they shook thensel ves out fromcolum into
line. Half were nounted—en nmul es—the other half trotting on foot beside,
holding on to a stirrup iron with one hand.

Chosen nobile-force unit, Raj said. Ton can nove
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fart that way, about a third again as fast as marching infantry.

The Land troops were all disnobunting now, mule-holders to the rear, riflenen
depl oying into extended line. There was a bright blinking ripple as they fixed
bayonets. Others were lifting sonething from panniers on the backs of supply
mul es, bendi ng over the shapes they lifted down.

machi ne guns, Center commrented.
"Christ on a crutch,” Smth whispered. They're gonna—

The refugees had finally noticed the Chosen troops, A spray of them began to
run eastward off the road about die same tinme that the Land sol di ers opened
fire. The machi ne guns played on the ones running at first; the tiny figures
jerked and tunbled and fell. The rest of the refugees mlled in place, or
threw thenselves into the ditches. Two mounted nen made it hal fway to where
John lay, one with a woman sitting on the saddl ebow before him The bullets

| acked up dust all around them sparking on rocks. The single man went down,
and his horse rolled across him |acking. The second horse crunpled nore
slowy. A group of soldiers |oped out toward it, and the male rider stood and
fired a pistol

The long jet of black-powder snoke drifted away. Before it did the man
staggered backward; three Land rifles had cracked, and John saw two strike. He
dropped linply. The worman tried to run, holding sonething that slowed her, but
die Protege" troopers caught her before she went a dozen strides. She seened
to stunble, then fell forward with a linp finality. There was a small sound
One of the troopers slanmed his bayonet throug her back and wenched it free
with a twist; the body jerked and kicked its heels. Another kicked sonething
out of her outstretched hand, picked it up, then flung it away with an
irritable gesture. It |anded cl ose enough to the ridge for himto see what it
was—a pocket derringer, a lady's toy in gilt steel and ivory.
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John turned his head aside, shutting his ears to the screans fromthe road,
and to the whispered curses of Smith and the Marines. That showed himPia's
face. It m ght have been carved fromivory, and for a nmoment he knew what she
woul d I ook like as an old woman—with the face sunk in on the strong bones, one
of those black-clad matriarchs he'd net so often at Inperial soirees, and as
of ten thought would do better at running the Enpire than their benedalled
spouses.

The Land sol di ers kept enough of the refugees alive to help drag the bodies



and w ecked vehicles off the roadway. Then they lined themup with the
conpul si ve neatness of the Chosen and a final volley rang out. The col um
formed up on the gravel as the slowcrack . . , crack ... of an officer's

aut omati ¢ sounded, finishing the wounded. Then they noved off to the Santander
party's left, heading north up the w nding road through the dun-colored hills.

John waited, notioning the others down with an extended palm Five mnutes
passed, then ten.. The sun was hot; sweat dripped fromhis chin, stinging in a
scrape, and dripped dark spots into the dust inches below his face with dul
pl op sounds. Then .

"Right," he nmuttered

Two squads of Land soldiers rose fromwhere they'd hidden anong the tunbl ed
dead and wagons, fell into line with their rifles over their shoul ders and
nmoved of f after their conrades at the quickstep

"Tricky," Smith said. "What'll we do now, sir?"

"W go down there," John said, standing and extending a hand to help Pia up
"Pick up supplies and head south along that road toward Salini just as fast as
the horses can stand.”

Pia | ooked down towards the road and quickly away. Smith hesitated. "Ah, sir
if it's all the same . "

"Do it," John said. Smith shrugged and turned to call out to the others.
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No harmin explaining,, as long as it isn't a question of discipline. Raj
pronpted him

John nodded; to Raj, but Smith caught the gesture and paused.

"W can nmove faster on the road," John said. "Also if we don't have to stop
for food, including oats for the horses. That detachnent was clearing the way
for a regimental conmbat team Wth our renobunts, we can outrun them"

Smith blinked in thought, then drew hinmself up. "Yessir," he said, with a
smal | difficult smle. "Just didn't like the idea of, well—=

Pia's hand tightened in John's. "That was what happens to the weak," she said
unexpectedly. "We're all going to have to become . . . very strong, M. Snmith.
Very strong, indeed."

The Sant ander party noved forward over the crest and down the sl ope towards
the road, |eading their horses over the rough uneven surface speckled with

t horny bushes. The shod hoofs thunped on dirt, clattered agai nst rocks with an
occasi onal spark. None of the humans spoke. Then John's head cane up

What ' s that noi se? he thought.

A thin piping. Pia stopped. "Quiet!" she said.

John put up his hand and the party halted. That made the sound clearer, but it
had that odd property sone noises did, of seeming to come fromall directions.



t he sound i s—Center began.

Pia rel eased John's hand and wal ked over to the body of the wonman who'd shot
hersel f rather than be captured by the Land sol diers. John opened his mouth to
call her back, then shut it; Pia had probably—ertai nly—seen worse than this
in the energency hospital back in G ano.

The Inperial girl rolled the woman's body back John could see her pale; the
soft-nosed slug fromthe derringer had gone up under the dead woman's chin and
exited through the bridge of her nose, taking npost of
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the center of her face with it Not instantly fatal, ahhougji it would have
been a toss-up whether she bled out fromthat first or fromthe bayonet wound
t hrough the ki dneys.

—an infant, Center concluded, as Pia picked up a cloth-wapped bundl e from
where the woman's body had concealed it. She knelt and unbound the swaddli ngs.
John came cl oser, close enough to see that it was a healthy, uninjured
boychil d of about three nonths—and reassured enough by the contact to et out
an unm stakable wail. Also badly in need of a change; Pia ripped a square from
t he outer covering and inprovised.

"There's a carrying cradle on the saddle of that horse, | think," she said,
wi t hout | ooki ng up. "Why doesn't soneone get it for me and save the tine?"

Don't even try, lad, Raj said at the back of John's nind

Ni ght mare i nages of hinself trying to convince Pia that it was inpossible to
carry a suckling infant on a forced-march journey through the disintegrating
Empire flitted through John's mind. He smled wyly, even then

Besi des, he thought, |ooking down at the road, there's been enough death here.

"Binders, do that," he said aloud. "Let's get noving. And if there's a live
nanny goat down there, sonmebody truss it and put it over one of the spare
hor ses. "

TGN

The throng filling the Salm waterfront had the voice of surf on a gravel
beach: harsh, sonetinmes |ouder or softer, but never silent. A mndless,
i nhuman snarl .

The bridge of the protected cruiser McCorm cA; City was crowded as well. Many
of those present were civilians whose only business was to speak with
Conmodore Maurice Fair, Oficer Conmanding the First Scouting Squadron. The
situation didn't please Fair. Captain Dundonald, the flagship's captain, was
coldly livid, though openly he'd nerely pointed out that die admrals bridge
and cabin in die aft superstructure would provide the commodore with nore
space.

Farr synpathized with his subordinate, but "subordinate" was the key word
here. He had no intention of renmoving hinself to relative isolation while
trying to untangle a nmares nest |ike the evacuation of Santander citizens and
their dependents fromSaliiii. Farr was sleeping in the captain's sea cabin
of f the bridge, forcing Dundonald to set up a cot in the officers' library on



t he deck bel ow
"Commodore Farr," said Cool ey, spokesman for the captains of the five

Sant ander freighters anchored in die jaws of the shall ow bay that served
Salini for a harbor, **I want you to know that if you don't help us citizens
like your orders say to, you'll answer to some damed i nportant people!
Senator Beenody is a partner in Mdrgan Trading, and there's other folk

i nvorvea who talk just as |oud, though they may do it in private."

Thr ee of the other civilian capt ai ns nodded
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meani ngful Iy, though grizzled old Fitzwillianms had the decency to | ook

enbarrassed. Fitz had left the navy after twelve years as a |ieutenant who
knew he'd never rise higher in peacetinme. That was a long time ago, but
listening to a civilian threaten a naval officer with political consequences
still affected Fitzwillians in much the way it did Farr hinself.

"Thank you, Captain Cooley," Farr said. "I'Il give your warning all the
consideration it deserves. As for the specifics of your request "

He turned to face the shore, drawing the civilians' attention to die obvious.
The Salini waterfront crawl ed with ragged, desperate people for as far as die
eye could see. The McCormick City and two civilian ferries hired by tibe

Sant ander government were tied up at die West Pier. A hundred Santander
Marines and arned sailors guarded die pierhead widi fixed bayonets.

Behind them the six staff menbers of die Santander consulate in Salini sat at
tabl es made from boards laid on tresdes. The vice-consuls poured over huge

| edgers, trying to match die nanmes of applicants to the register of Santander
citizens widiin die Enpire

The job was next to hopeless. No nore dian half die citizens visiting die
Uni on had bothered to register. The consul ate staff was reduced to naking
deci sions on die basis of gut instinct and how swarthy di e applicant | ooked.

Every human being in Salini—and there nust have been diirty thousand of diem
as refugees poured south as the shockwave ahead of unstoppabl e Chosen

col ums-—wanted to board those two ferries. Fait*s guard detachment had used
its bayonets already to keep back die crowd. Very soon tiiey would have to
tire over die heads of a npb, and even diat wouldn't restrain desperation for
| ong.

"Centl enen," Farr said, "the warehouses on Pier Street m ght as well be on AQd
Earth for all the chance you'd have of retrieving their contents for your
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enpl oyers. If | landed every man in ny squadron, | still couldn't clear the
waterfront for you. And even then what would you do? Wsh the nerchandi se into

your holds? There aren't any stevedores in Salini now There's nothing but
panic."



Fair's guard detachnent daubed the forel ocks of applicants with paint as they
were admitted to the pier. It was the only way in the confusion to prevent
refugees fromconing through the line again and again, clogging still further
an al ready cunbersone process.

A m ddl e-aged wonman with a forehead of superstructure gray |eaped atop a table
wi th unexpected agility, then junped down on the other side despite die
attenpt of a weary vice-consul to grab her. She sprinted along the pier. Two
sailors at the gangway of the nearer ferry stepped out to bl ock her

Wth an inarticulate cry, die woman flung herself into the harbor. QO ly water
spurted. One of the Santander cutters patrolling to intercept sw nmers stroked
to the spot, but Farr didn't see her cone up again.

"There's a cool two hundred thousand in tobacco aging in die Pax and Mrgan
War ehouse, " Cool ey said. "Christ knows what all else. Senator Beenbdy ain't
going to be pleased to hear he waited too long to fetch it over."

This time he was naking an observation, not offering a threat.

Salini s Long Pier was enpty. The two vessels along the East Her, itself
staggeringly rotten, had sunk at their noorings a decade ago.

The wooden-hul | ed cruiser Inperatora Gtdia Moro still floated beside the Navy
Pi er across the harbor, but she was noticeably down by the stem The Mro had
put out a week before along with the rest of the Inperial Second Fl eet under
orders fromthe Mnistry hi G ano. The Second Fleet was a notley assortnent.
Besi des poor mai ntenance and i nadequate crewing levels, all the vessels had in
common was their relatively shallow draft. That made operation in the Gut |ess
of arisk than it
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woul d have been for heavier ships, since the Inperial Navy's standard of
navi gati on was no hi gher than that of its gunnery.

The Moro had linped back to her dock six hours later. She hadn't been out of
sight of the harbor before her stem seans had worked so badly that she was in
i mm nent danger of sinking. Now her decks were packed with refugees to whom
the illusion of being on shipboard was preferable to waiting on land for
Chosen bayonet s.

The Moro's crew had vani shed in the ship's boats, headed across the Gut to
Dubuk in Santander. Farr couldn't really blame them Those nen were likely to
be die fleet's only survivors—dnl ess die odier vessels had cut and run al so.

A steam | aunch chuffed toward the McCorrntk City's port quarter, opposite the
pier. A Sierra flag hung fromdie jackstaff. D plomts? At any rate, another
conplication on a day that had its share already. For the nonment, Captain
Dundonal d's crew coul d deal widi die matter

The remaining civilian present on die bridge was the one Farr had sent arned
guards to sunmmon: Henry Car-gill, Santander's consul in Salini and die

of ficial whose operations Farr was tasked to support Turning fromthe bridge
railing—brass at a high polish, warmy conforting in the mdst of such
chaos—arr fixed his glare on die haggard-| ooki ng consul

"M. Cargd," Fair said, "if we don't evacuate diis port shortly diere will be



ariot followed by a massacre. | have no desire to shoot unfortunate Inperial
citizens, and | have even less desire to watch those citizens tranple naval
personnel . When can we be out of here?"

"I don't know," die consul said He shook his head, dien repeated angrily, "I'm
dammed if | know, Conmodore, but | know it'll be sooner if you |let nme get back
to the tables. |I'm supposed to be spelling Hoxl ey now—for an hour. Wich is
all die sleep he'll get till mdnight tonorrow "
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Cargill waved at the waterfront. The refugees stood as dynami cally notionl ess
as water behind a damand as ready to roar through if a crack appeared in the
i ne of Santander personnel

"They're coming fromthe north faster than we can process the ones already
here," he continued. "Formally, | have orders to aid the return of Santander
citizens to the Republic. Of the record, | have an expression of the
governments deep concern | est |arge nunbers of penniless refugees flood

Sant ander . "

A party of arnmed nmen had pushed their way through the crowd to the pierhead.
Fair tensed for a confrontation, then relaxed as the guard detachnent passed
die new arrivals without even painting their foreheads. There were wonen anong
them and unless the distance was tricking Farr's eyes, sone of the nen wore
portions of Santander Marine dress uniforns.

Cargi U bitterly quoted, " 'The Mnistry trusts you will use your judgnment to
prevent a situation that might tend to enbarrass the governnment and draw the
Republic into quarrels that are none of our proper affair.' The courier who
brought that destroyed the note in front of nme after I'd read it, but |I'msure
the mnister remenbers what he wote. And the president does, too, | shouldn't
wonder !'"

Fair | ooked at die consul with a flush of synmpathy he hadn't expected to fee
for the man who was del ayi ng the squadrons departure. Consul ar officials
weren't the only people who were expected to carry the can for their superiors
in event an action had negative political repercussions. "l see," he said. "I
appreci ate your candor, sir. 1'll l|eave you to get back to your—=

Ensign Tillingast, the McCormick City's deck officer, stepped onto the bridge
wi di a look of agitation. -Behind himwere a pair of armed nmarines and a
bar eheaded civilian wearing an oil skin slicker

Tillingast | ooked fromFair to Captain Dundonal d, who curtly nodded hi m back
to the commodore. Farr
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conmanded t he squadron, but he didn't directly control the crew of the
flagship. He tried to be scrupul ous in going through Dundonal d when he gave
orders, but the natural instinct of the men thensel ves was to deal direcdy

with the highest authority present in a crisis.

"Sir, he came on the launch,” Ulingast said, "I thought | should bring him
right up."



The stranger took off his slicker and folded it neady over his left forearm
Under it he wore die black-ana-silver dress uniformof a lieutenant in the
Land mlitary service, with the navy's dark blue collar flashes and fourragere
dangling fromhis right epaulet. To conplete his transformati on he donned the
saucer hat he'd carried beneath the raingear

"I am not of course a spy," the Land officer said with a crisp smle to his
surprised audience. He was a snall, fair man, and as hard as a marbl e statue.
"The ruse was necessary as we could not be sure the aninmals out there—=

He gestured toward the craw ing waterfront.
"—woul d recogni ze a flag of truce."

Drawi ng hinmself to attention, he continued, "Commodore Fair, | am Leutnant der
See Hel mut Weiss, flag lieutenant to Unterkapitan der See Elise Eberdorf,
conmmander of die Third Crui ser Squadron.”

He saluted. Farr returned the salute, feeling his soul return to the stony
chill diat had gripped it every day of his duty as mlitary attache in die
Land.

"I amdirected to convey Unterkapitan Eberdorfs conplinments,” Wiss said, "and
to informyou that she is allowi ng one hour for neutral shipping to | eave die
port of Salini before we attack."

"l see," Fair said without inflection

The ships of Farr's squadron were al nost as heterogeneous a group as die

I mperial Second Fleet. The McCormick City was a | ovely vessel —6, 000 tons,
twenty knots, and only five years old. She mounted eight-inch guns in twn
turrets fore and aft, widi a secondary
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battery of five-inch quick-firers in ten individual spon-sons on die
superstructure. The Randall was five years older, slower, and carried her four
single eight-inch guns behind thin gunshields at bow and stern. Farr was of
the school that believed arnmor which wasn't at |east three inches thick only
served to detonate shells that night otherw se have passed through doing only
m nor damage.

At | east the RandaU s secondary battery had been replaced with five-inch
qui ck-firers during the past year. Guns that used bagged charges instead of
metallic cartridges |loaded too slowy to fend off torpedo attack

The Lunberton was ol der yet, with short-barrelled eight-inch guns and a
secondary battery of six-inch slowfirers that had been next to usel ess when
t hey were designed—at about die time Farr was a midshi pman. Last and | east,

t he Waccaehee Township wore iron arnmor over a wooden hull much Iike the poor
| mperatora GtuUa Moro across the harbor. She'd never in her career been able
to make thirteen knots.

"Attack what?" Captain Dundonald said. "Good God, nan! Does this look like a
mlitary installation to you?"

Li eutenant Wi ss chuckl ed. "Yes, well," he said. "You nust understand,



gentl ermen, that though it will doubtless take a year or two to reduce the
animals to a condition of proper docility, we nmust first close the cage door
Besi des, di e squadron needs target practice. W were escorting the transports
at Corona."

He eyed the Moro. The brightly clad refugees gave the inpression that the ship
was dressed in bunting for a gala naval review of the sort the Enpire had so
dearly loved. "Fromwhat those who were present at Corona say, the I|nperial
main fleet wasn't nuch nore of a danger than that hulk will be."

Farr tried to blank his mnd. The inage of shells slaming home anong t he mass
of humanity on die Moo was too clear, it would show on his face. And if he
spoke, sonething unprofessional would come out of his nouth.
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"Commodore— said a breathless Ensign Tillingast, bursting onto the bridge
agai n.

"Ensign!" Farr shouted. "What die hett do you think you' re doing, breaking in

on—

"Your son, sir," Tillingast said.
"Jeffrey?" Farr blurted. He wi shed he could have the word back as it cane out,
even before John Hosten stepped through the compani onway hat ch

John was linping slighdy. He'd |l ost twenty pounds since Farr |ast saw him
and, Fair thought, die boy had | ost his innocence as well.

"Sir, I'msorry,"
i n Corona when—

John said. "I becanme separated fromJeffrey in G ano. He was

John appeared to be choosing his words with as much care as fatigue and

sl eepl essness allowed him Farr had seen his son's eyes flick widiout |ighting
across Wi ss' uniform
"When we | ast spoke," John resuned, "Jeffrey intended to present hinmself to a
Chosen command group. He felt association widi Land forces was of nore benefit
to his professional devel opnent and that of die Republic's arny than remaining
wi di the Inperials would be."

Li eutenant Weiss allowed hinself a tight smile. Captain Dundonal d
ostentatiously turned his back

"I"'mconfident diat so long as ny sons live, they'll do their duty as citizens
of die Republic of die Santander," Farr said, his voice as calmas a wave
rising on deep water. "As will their father."

If at full strength—probable since Wiss said diey hadn't seen action—the
Land's Third Crui ser Squadron woul d be four nearly identical nodem vessel s.
They were excellent sea boats and faster than even die MConrtick Cty—unl ess
dieir hulls were foul; don't assume the eneny is ten feet tall, though be
prepared in case he is.

On die other hand, die cruisers were small ships, less dian 3,000 tons
standard di spl acenent. The ten ten-centinmeter quick-firers each carried in
hul I sponsons were
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no serious gunnery threat to Fair's squadron . . . but the three torpedo tubes
were another matter. Corona had proved how effective Chosen torpedoes could
be.

"lieutenant Weiss," Farr said. "I have orders to give to nmy command before
reply to your nmessage. |'d like you to remain present so that you can provide
your superior with a full accounting."

Weiss clicked his heels to enphasize his nod.

"Commander &isson," Fair said to his staff secretary, "Signal the squadron
"Under way in ten mnutes."'"

That was a bluff. H's ships had one or at nost two boilers lighted to conserve
coal at anchor. Peacetine regulations. . . . Still, Eberdorf had kept her

crui sers over the horizon, so by the tine Weiss returned with Farr's reply
nore than the "hours deadline" woul d have passed.

"Make it so, Ryan!" Dundonal d snhapped to his own signals officer, staring
wi de-eyed fromthe wheel house. The McCormick City's captain had no intention
of standing on cerenpny now.

"Centlenen," Farr continued to the freighter captains watching fromthe
starboard wing of the bridge, "as senior nilitary officer present, I'm
asserting federal control over your vessels. You will dock—=

"You can't do that!" Captain Cool ey said.

"I have done it, Captain," Farr said without raising his voice. "And if you
want to return to Santander in the brig of this vessel, just open your nouth
once nore."

Cool ey started to speak, took a good | ook at the commpdore's face, and nodded
apol ogy.

Bel s rang through the McCormick City's conpartnments. A gun fired a bl ank
charge as an attention signal; yeonen tugged at the flag hal yards, relaying
the commodore's orders to the rest of the squadron

"You will take on board as many civilians as possible," Farr resumed. "By that
| mean as many as you can cramon board with a shoehorn. | don't care if
you've only got a foot of freeboard showi ng—t's just eighty mles to Dubuk
and the forecast is for calm M. Cargil]—=
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"Yes." There was a trace of a smle on the consul's worn visage,

"Your personnel will direct civilians onto the transports. Any processing can
be done after we dock in Dubuk. rfi |eave you forty men for traffic control
which | trust will be sufficient."”

"G ving those poor Wips their lives back should be sufficient initself, sir,



Cargill said. "Thank you."

"The remai nder of the shore party will be broken down into five twel ve-nman
detachments, Giisson," Farr said. "They will board the federalized transports
in order to aid the civilian crews in recognizing naval signals.”

"I'n view of the need for haste, sir," Gisson said, "I assume the signa
detachments will proceed directly to their new assignnments rather than
returning to their hone vessels to deposit their sidearns?"

"That's correct,"” Farr said. Gisson was a nephew of Farr's first wife; a very
abl e boy.
"Commodore," Captain Fitzwilliamsaid, "I don't guess |'ve forgotten the
signal book in the twenty years | been out. Don't short your gun crews for the
sake of the Hol yoke. We'll be where you put us."

Farr returned his attention to Lieutenant Wiss. The Land officers face had
somehow managed to becone even harder and nore pale than it had been when he
arrived.
"Lieutenant," Fair said, "I regret that | will be unable to conply with
Conmander Eberdorfs request because it conflicts with nmy orders to aid the
consul ar authorities to repatriate Santander citizens fromSalini. As you' ve
heard, |'ve taken neasures to streamine the process. I'mafraid the | oading
wi || nonethel ess continue until after nightfall."

Weiss' eyes were filled with cold hatred. Farr suppressed a wy snile. H's own
feeling toward the Chosen officer were |oathing, not hatred.

"Until the process is conplete, | nust request that Land military forces treat
Salini as an extension of the
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Republic of the Santander," Fair continued. Wth age had cone the ability to
sound cal mwhen the world was very possibly com ng apart. "I regret any

i nconveni ence this causes Commander Eberdorf or her superiors. Do you have any
guesti ons?"

"I have no questions of a man who doesn't know his duty to his country,
Kommodor e, " Wi ss sai d.

"When | have questions about my duty, Lieutenant Wiss," Fair said in a voice
that trembled only in his own mnd, "it will not be a foreigner | ask for
clarification."”

Wei ss began to put on his oilskins methodically. H's eyes were focused a
t housand nil es beyond the bul khead toward which he stared.

The freighter captains had been exchangi ng | ooks and whi spers. Now Captain
Cool ey spat over the railing and said, "Conmodore? The rest of us reckon we
can figure out naval signals, too, until this business gets sorted out back
hore. "

He nodded toward die waterfront and added, "Only don't count on that |ot being
on board by nightfall. If we're not still at the dock at daybreak, then ny
mother's a virgin."



The Land officer strode for the compani onway w t hout saluting or being
di smi ssed.

"Li eut enant Wei ss?" Farr called. Wiss stopped and nodded curdy, but he didn't
turn around.

"Pl ease informyour superior that if she's dead set on having a battle," Farr
said, "we can offer her a better one than her coll eagues appear to have found
at Corona." Weiss trenbled, then stepped down the conpani on-way.

Farr had never felt so tired before in his |life. "Commander Gisson," he said,

"Signal the squadron, 'Cear for action.'"

"This is the first time |I've seen Corona, Jeffrey," Heinrich said "The
regi ment dropped north of town and
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we never had occasion to work back." He chuckl ed. "Not such a tourist
attraction as |'d been told."

A tang of snoke still hung in the air ten weeks after Land forces overran the
city. Wrk gangs had cleared the streets, using rubble from coll apsed
structures to fill bonb craters, out there'd been no attenpt to rebuild.

There was no need for reconstruction. Trie port city's surviving civilian
popul ati on had been renoved from what was now a nilitary reservation closed to
former citizens of the Enpire.

Corona was the node which connected the conquering arnmies to their |logistics
bases in the Land. Protege's fromthe Land perfornmed all tasks. Labor here was
too sensitive to be entrusted to slaves who hadn't been conpletely broken to

t he yoke. Convoys of vehicles were pouring up fromdie docks: steam trucks,
Land mlitary-issue mul e wagons, and a nedl ey of inpressed Inperial civilian
transport pulled by everydung from oxen to commandeered race horses. There was
Utie disorder; nmilitary police were out in force directing traffic, wands in
t heir hands and polished netal brassards on chains around their necks. Troops
mar ched by die side of the road, giving way to Heinrich and Jeffrey on their
horses. The Chosen officer exchanged salutes with his counterparts as they
passed, running a critical eye over die Protege" infantry.

It wasn't the snoke that made Jeffrey Parr's nose winkle as he disnounted and
handed die reins to die Prote"ge" groomwho' d run at his stirrup fromthe
renount corral at die edge of town. Nobody'd nade an effort to find all the
bodies in die weckage eidier. Some of them nust be |iquescent by now Well
he'd smelled plenty of other dead DC-dies in the past weeks. Humans weren't as
bad as horses, and nothing was as bad as a ripe mule.

"So," die Chosen colonel said with a grin, '1 hope our honored guest found his
tour of our new territories to have been an interesting one?"

"Radi er a change fromdie round of enbassy parties
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| expected when | was posted to G ano, that's true, Heinrich," Jeffrey said.
Part of himwanted to bolt for the gangplank of the City of Dubuk, the
three-stack liner chartered by the Santander government to repatriate its
citizens through Corona. There was no need to do that. Heinrich Iiked him

And, God help him he Iiked Heinrich. The blond col onel epitom zed the virtues
the Land inculcated in its Chosen citizens: courage, steadfastness,
self-reliance, and self-sacrifice.

You don't have to hate them lad, said Raj Wiitehall in Jeffreys mnd. Just
crush themthe way you would a scorpion

Though Jeffrey'd seen plenty to hate as well.

Jeffrey lifted the rucksacks paired to either side of his saddl ehorn and threw
them over his left shoulder. He'd picked up his kit on the nove. d othing,
nmostly; all of it Land-issue. Life with Heinrich's fire brigade was dangerous
enough wi t hout being m staken for an Inperial infiltrator. He'd replace it on
board if possible. Already late arrivals boarding the Dubtik were giving him
hard | ooks.

"Very luxurious, no doubt," Heinrich said, eyeing the liner critically. "Well
| don't begrudge you that I'mlooking forward to a transient officers' hoste
with clean sheets tonight nyself. And a few soneones to warmthemw th nme, not
so?"

The City of Dubuk's whistle blew a twd-note warning: a mnute till the
gangpl ank rose. Crewnen were already taking aboard |lines preparatory to
undocking. If Jeffrey had m ssed this ship, he would have had to take a
freighter to the Land and there transship to Santander. At least for the
present the Chosen had enbargoed all regular trade between their newy
conquered territories and the rest of Visager

a pity, that, said Center, but clandestine supply routes into die area will be
sufficient to support our lowintensity guerrilla operations.
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Jeffrey was very glad he was here to board the Dubttk. After the canpaign he'd
just watched, he didn't want to be around the Chosen any |onger than
necessary.

"Thank you for your hospitality, Heinrich," he said. "And your help in getting
me here in tine to save a |l ong swi m hone."

Hei nrich | aughed and | eaned fromhis saddle to clasp Jeffrey Chosen-fashion
forearmto-forearmw th hands grippi ng beneath one another's el bow "An excuse
to take my troops out of the field," he said as he straightened. "I'mnot the
only one who appreciates a little rest and recreation."

The Dubuk's whistle blewits full three-note call. Heinrich kicked his horse
forward so that its forehooves rested on the gangpl ank. The ani mal whi ckered
nervously at the hollow sound. A sailor on the deck above shouted a curse.

"Go then, ny friend," Heinrich said. He smled. "And tell the person who just
spoke that if his tongue wags again, | will ride aboard and add it to my ot her
trophi es. "



Jeffrey started up before soneone on shipboard said the wong thing in trying
to clear the gangpl ank. He knew Heinrich too well to take the threat as a
j oke.

Nor would | count on the fact he Iikes you naking rmuch difference in the way
Heinrich carries out his duties, lad, Raj said. Nor should it, of course.

A mddl e-aged civilian and the Dubuk's purser waited for Jeffrey at the head
of the ranp. Their grim expressions faded to guarded question when they viewed
the di pl omatic passport he offered them

Jeffrey tugged the sleeve of his Land uniformtunic. "I was in the wong place
when the fighting broke out,"” he said in a low voice. "If you can help nme find
the sort of clothes human beings wear, 1'd be nore than grateful.”

"Jeffrey, ny friend?" Heinrich called as he let his nervous horse step back. A
hydraul ic wi nch i nmedi atel y
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began to haul the gangpl ank aboard. "Wen you have rested, cone visit ne
again. These animals wifi be providing sport for years, no matter what the
Counci |l says!"

Jeffrey waved cheerfully, then noved away fromthe railing. If Heinrich could
no | onger see him he was less likely to shout something that woul d put
Jeffrey even nore on the wong side of an us-and-tiiemdivide with everyone

el se aboard the City of Dubuk. "Needs nust when the Devil drives," he nurnmured
to the nen beside him

"You're related to John Hosten, | believe, sir?" the civilian asked in a
neutral voice

his name is beener, Center said, he is deputy director of the mnistry's
research desk, though his cover is consular affairs.

"John's ny brother,"
very cl ose.™

Jeffrey said thankfully. "Stepbrother, really, but we're

Beener nodded. "I'll see about replacing your clothes, sir," he said. To the
purser he added, "Fenington? | only need one of the rooms in ny suite.
suggest we put Captain Fair in the other one. | know hisbrother."

The purser still |ooked puzzled, but he shrugged and said, "Certainly, M.
Beener. Captain Farr? That'll be Suite F on the Boat Deck. Wuld you like a

steward to take your |uggage there?"

The City of Dubuk blew a deep blast. The pair of tugboats on the vessel's
harbor side shrilled an answer. Their propellers churned water, taking up the
slack in the hawsers binding themto the liner

Jeffrey hefted his saddl ebags with a wan smle. "Thank you, | think I'll be
able to manage on ny own," he said. "If you gentlenen don't mnd, 1'll watch
t he undock-ing fromthe bow "

"OfF course," said Beener equably. "I hope you'll have tinme during the trip to
chat with ne about your recent experiences."



"\What ever you'd care to do, captain,
the City of Dubuk is concerned,

the purser said. "So far as the crew of
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this is an ordinary conmrerci al voyage. We're here to assist you."

Jeffrey paused. "For a while there,” he said, "I didn't think I'd ever see
horme alive."

And that was the truth if he'd ever told it. He bowed to the two nen and
wal ked forward. The deck shivered with the vibration of the tugs' engines.

Center? he asked. Did Dad think Eberdorf would attack the harbor while he was
t her e?

There was no chance of that, lad, Raj said. Conmmander Eberdorf spent the past
three years at a desk in the navy 78 central offices in Cathtaking. She's too
politically savvy to start a second major war while the first one's going on

The City of Dubuk swayed as she came away fromthe dock. The |ead tug signal ed
with three quick chirps

But did Dad know t hat? Jeffrey denanded

your father does not have access to the database that informs your

deci si ons—and those of raj, Center replied after a pause that could only be
del i berate, nor does he have ny capacity for analysis available to him he
vi ewed the chance of conbat as not greater than one in ten, and the risk of
all -out war resulting fromsuch conbat as in the same order of probability.

Jeffrey put his hand on the wooden railing. It had the sticky roughness of
salt deposited since a deckhand had wi ped it down this norning.

Dad thought the risk was better than living with the alternative.

At the time Jeffrey's Iink through Center had showed himthe scene on the
bridge of the McCormick City, his own eyes had been watching Heinrich and two
aides torturing a twelve-year-old boy to |l earn where his father, the town's

mayor, had conceal ed the arns fromthe police station

The ship swayed again, this tine fromthe torque of her central propeller as
she started ahead dead sl ow.
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/ was so frightened . . . but 1'd never have spoken to Dad again if he'd
permtted a nmassacre |like the ones |I watched.

| had nen like your father serving under ne, Raj said. They could only guess
at the things Center would have known, but they still managed to act the way
I'd have done.

The City of Dubuk whistled again, |ong and raucously, as all three propellers
began to cnurn water in the direction of hone.



I've al ways thought those people were the greatest good fortune of ny career
Raj added.

CHARTER EU. SVSN

CGerta Hosten spat in the dry dust of the village street

"Leutnant, just what the flk do you think you' re doi ng?" she asked.
"Setting the animals an exanple!" the young officer said.

"An exanpl e of what -how to show courage and resi stance?" she asked.

The subject of their dispute hung head-down froma rope tied around his anHes
and | ooped over a stout linb of the |live oak that shaded the village well. He
spat, too, in her direction, then returned to a cracked, tuneless rendition of
"Inmperial dory," the former Enpire's national anthem Two hundred or so
peasants ana artisans stood and watched behind a screen of Prote"g6 infantry;
the town's gentry, priests, and other potential troublemakers had al ready been
swept up. The packed villagers smelled of sweat and hatred, their eyes furtive
except for a fewwith the courage to glare. The sun beat down, hot even by
Land standards on this |ate-sunmer day, but dry enough to make her throat fee

gritty.

CGerta sighed, drew her Lauter automatic, jacked the slide, and fired one round
into the hanging man's head fromless than a neter distance. The flat elastic
crack echoed back fromthe whitewashed stone houses surrounding the village
square and fromthe church that dom nated it. The civilians jerked back with a
rippling murrmur; the Prote' ge' troopers watched her with incurious ox-eyed
calm Bl ood and bone fragments and
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glistening bits of brain spattered across the feet of the Protege" who had
been waiting with a barbed whip. He gaped in surprise, lifting one foot and
then another in slow bew | derment.

"Haupt man—

"Shut up." CGerta ejected the magazine, returned it to the pouch on her belt
besi de the hol ster, and snapped a fresh one into the well of the pistol

" Cone. "

She put her hand on the lieutenant s shoul der and gui ded him aside a few
steps, leaning toward himconfidentially. Young as he was, she didn't think he
m stook the snmle on her face for an expression of friendliness; on the other
hand, she was a full captain and attached to General Staff Intelligence, so
he'd probably listen at least a little.

"What exactly did you have pl anned?" she said.

"Way . . . ammunition was found in the animal's dwelling. | was to execute
him shoot five others taken at random and then burn the village."

CGerta sighed again. "Leutnant, the logic of our conmunication with the aninals
is sinple.” She clenched one hand and held it before his nose. "It goes I|ike



this: 'Dog, here is ny fist. Do what | want, or | will hit you with it.""
"Yo, Haupt man—

"Shut up. Now, there is an inherent limtation to this form of comrunication
You can only bumtheir houses down once—thereby reducing agricultura
production in this vicinity by one hundred percent. You can only loll them
once. Whereupon they cease to be potentially useful units of |abor and becone
so nmuch dead nmeat. . . and pork is much cheaper. Do you grasp ny neaning,
boy~?"

"Nei n, Haupt man."

This time Gerta repressed the sigh. "Terror is an effective tool of control
but only if it is applied selectively. There is nothing in the universe nore
danger ous than sonmeone with nothing to lose. If you flog a man to death for
havi ng two shot gun shel | s—
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| oaded with birdshot, he probably sinply forgot them—then what incentive is
left to prevent themfrom active resistance?"

n O’]. "

The junior officer |ooked as if he was thinking, which was profoundly
reassuring. No Chosen was actually stupid; the Test of Life screened out | ow
| quite thoroughly, and had for many generations. That didn't nean mat
Chosen couldn't be willfully stupid, though—over-rigid, ossified.

"So. You nust apply a graduated scal e of punishnent Remenber, we are not here
to extermnate these animals, tenpting though the prospect is."

CGerta | ooked over at the villagers. It was extrenmely tenpting, the thought of
simply herding themall into the church and setting it on fire. Perhaps that
woul d be the best policy: just kill off the Enpire's population and fill up
the waste space with the natural increase of die Land' s Proteges. But no.
Behfel ist behfel. That would be far too slow, no telling what the other
powers would get up to in the nmeantinme. Besides, it was the destiny of the
Chosen to rule all the rest of humankind; first here on Visager, ultinmately

t hr oughout the universe, for all time. Genocide would be a confession of
failure, in that sense

"No doubt the ancestors of our Protege's were just as unruly,"” the infantry
lieutenant said thoughtfully. "However, we donesticated themquite
successful ly."

"I ndeed" Al though we had three centuries of isolation Jbrthat, and even so
someti nes have ny doubts. "Carry on, then."

"What woul d you suggest, Haupt mann?"

Gerta blinked agai nst the harsh sunlight. "Have you been in garrison here
| ong?"

"Just arrived—the area was |ighdy swept six nonths ago, but nobody's been here
since. "



She nodded; the Enpire was so damned big, after the strait confines of the
Land. Maps just didn't convey the reatery of it, not the way marching or
flying across it did.
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"Well, then ... let your troopers nake a selection of the femal es and have a

few hours recreation. Have the rest of the herd watch. Fromreports, this is
an effective puni shment of intermedi ate severity."

"It is?" The lieutenant's brows rose in puzzlenent.

"Ani mal psychol ogy," Gerta said, drawi ng herself up and sal uting.

"Jawohl . Zwm behfel, Hauptman. | wll see to it."

CGerta watched himstride off and then vaulted into her waiting steanicar, one
hand on the roll bar.

"West," she said to the driver

The I ong dusty road stretched out before her, nonotonous with rolling hills.
Fi el ds of wheat and barl ey and mai ze—the corn was tasseling out, the snall
grains long cut to stubble—and pasture, with every so often a woodl ot or
orchard, every so often a white-walled village beside a small stream Dust
began to plume up as the driver let out the throttle, and she pulled her
neckerchi ef up over her nose and nouth. The car was coated with the dust and
snel l ed of the peppery-earthy stuff, along with the strong horse-sweat odor of
the two Prot£g6 riflemen she had al ong for escort.

Wealth, | suppose, she thought, |ooking at the countryside she was surveyi ng
for her prelimnary report. Warmand fertile and sufficiently well-watered,

wi t hout the Land's problenms of |eached soil and erosion and tropical insects
and blights. Roomfor the Chosen to grow.

"We're in the situation of the python that swallowed the pig," she nuttered to
herself. "Just a matter of tine, but unconfortable in the interval." That was
the optim stic interpretation

Soneti mes she thought it was nmore like the flies who'd conquered the flypaper

"Mama! "

Young Maurice Hosten stunped across the grass of the | awn on uncertain
ei ghteen-nmonth | egs. Pia Hosten

e

wai ted, crouching and smling, the |ong gauzy white skirts spread about her
and a floppy, flower-crowned hat held down w th one hand.

"Mama! "

Pi a scooped the child up, laughing. John snmiled and turned away, back toward



the view over the terrace and gardens. Beyond the fence was what had been a
sheep pasture, when this house near Ensburg was the headquarters for a ranch
Ensburg had grown since the Civil War, grown into a manufacturing city of half

a mllion souls; nost of the ranch had been split up into market gardens and
dairy farns as the outskirts approached, and the old manor had beconme an
industrialist's weekend retreat. It still was, the main change being that the
owner was John Hosten . . . and that he used it for nore than recreation

"Come on, everybody," he said.

The party picked up their drinks and wal ked down toward the fence. It was a
mld spring afternoon, just warm enough for shirtsl eeves but not enough to
make the tailcoats and cravats some of the guests wore unconfortable. They
found pl aces al ong the white-painted boards, in clunps and groups between the
beech trees planted along it. Qut in the cl ose-cropped nmeadow stood a
contraption built of wire and canvas and wood, two wi ngs and a canard ahead of
them all resting on a tricycle undercarriage of spoked wheels. A man sat

bet ween the wings, his hands and feet on the controls, while two nore stood
behi nd on the ground with their hands on the pusher-prop attached to the
little radial engine.

"For your sake | hope this works, son," Maurice Fan-said sotto voce, as he
cane up beside John. He took a sip at his wine seltzer and snoothed back his
grayi ng mustache with his forefinger

"You don't think this is actually the first trial, do you, Dad?" John said
with a quiet smle.

The ex-conmodore—he had an admiral's stars and anchors on his epaul ets
now—aughed and sl apped John
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on the shoulder. "I'"mno |onger puzzled at how you becane that rich that
qui ckly," he said.

If you only knew, Dad, John thought.
wi nd currents are now optimum Center hinted
"Co!" John call ed.

"Contact!" Jeffrey said fromthe pilots seat, |owering the goggles fromthe
brow of his leather helnet to his eyes. The long silk scarf around his neck
fluttered in die breeze.

The two workers spun the prop. The engi ne cracked, sputtered, and settled to a
buzzing roar. Prop-wash fluttered the clothes of the spectators, and a few of
the ladies lost their hats. Men | eaped after them and everyone shaded their
eyes against flung grit. Jeffrey shouted again, inaudible at this distance
over the noise of the engine, and the two hel pers pulled blocks fromin front
of the undercarriage wheels. The little craft began to accelerate into the
wind, slowy at first, with the two men holding on to each wing and trotting
al ongsi de, then spurting ahead as they released it. The wheels fl exed and
bounced over slight irregularities in the ground,

Despite everything, John found hinmself holding his breath as they hit one | ast
bunp and stayed up ... six inches over the turf . . . eight . . . five feet



and rising. He let the breath out with a sigh. The pl ane soared, banking
slowy and gracefully and clinmbing in a wide spiral until it was five hundred
feet over the crowd. Voices and arns were raised, a nurnured ahhhh

The two nmen who' d assisted at the takeoff came over to the fence. John blinked
away the vision overlaid on his own of the earth opening out bel ow and peopl e
and buildings dwindling to doll-size.

"Fat her, Edgar and WIIliam Wng, the inventors,"”
father—Adnmiral Farr."

he said. "Fellows, ny

"Sir," Edgar said, as they shook his hand. "Your son's far too | and. HahO the
i deas were his, at least, as well as all the noney."

H s brother shook his head. "W'd still be fiddling
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around with warping the wing for control if John hadn't suggested noveabl e
ailerons,” he said. "And gotten a better chord ratio on the wings. He's quite

a head for math, sir."

Maurice Farr sniled acknow edgnent without taking his eyes fromwhere his son

fl ew above their heads. The steady droning of the engi ne buzzed down, like a
gi ant bee.
"I't works," he said softly. "Well, well."

"Damed toy," a new voi ce said.

John turned with a diplomatic bow General McWiter probably wouldn't have
cone except for John's wealth and political influence. He stared at the
machi ne and tugged at a white wal rus nustache that cut across the

boi | ed-1 obster conplexion ... or that might be the tight collar of his brown
uni f orm tuni c.
"Damed toy," he said again. "Another thing for the bl oody politicians"—there
were | adies present, and you could hear die slight hesitation before the nild
expl etive as the general renenbered it—=to waste noney on, when we need every
penny for real weapons."

"The Chosen found aerial reconnai ssance extrenely useful in the Enpire," he
said mldly, turning the uniformcap in his fingers.

McWiter grunted. "Perhaps. According to young Farr's reports.”

"According to aft reports, Ceneral. Including those of ny own service, and the
Mnistry."

The general's grunt showed what he thought of reports fromsailors, or the
M nistry of Foreign Affairs' Research Bureau

'They used dirigibles, you'll note," McWiter said, turning to John. "Wat's
the range and speed? How reliable is it?"

"Eighty miles an hour, sir," John said with soft politeness. "Range is about
an hour, so far. Engine tine to failure is about three hours, give or take."



The general's face went even nore purple. "Then what
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bloody f. . . bloody use is it?" he said, nodding abruptly to the admral and
wal ki ng away calling for his aide-decanp.

"What use is a baby?" John said.
"You're sure it can be inproved?" the elder Farr said.

"As sure as if | had a vision from God"—er Center—"about it," John said.
"Wthin a decade, they're going to be flying ten tinmes as far and three tines
as fast, |'D stake everything | own on it."

"I hope so," Fair said. "Because we are going to need it, very badly. The navy
nost of all."

"You think so, Admiral ?" another man said. Farr started slightly; he hadn't
seen the civilian in the brown tail coat cone up

"Senat or Beenody," he said cautiously.
The politician-financier nodded affably. "Adnmiral. Good to see you again." He
hel d out a hand. "No hard feelings, eh?"

Farr returned the gesture. "Not on ny side, sir.

"Well, you're not die one who lost half a nmillion," Beenbdy said genially. He
was a slight dapper man, his mustache trinmred to a bl ack thread over his upper
l[ip. "On the other hand, Jesus Christ with an order fromthe President

couldn't have saved those warehouses, from mnmy skipper's reports . . . and
you're quite the golden boy these days, after facing down that Chosen bitch at
Satini. "We can offer her a better one than her coll eagues appear to have

found at Corona, he quoted with relish. The senator's grin was di sarning
"What with one thing and another, grudges would be pretty futile. And | have
no tine for unproductive gestures, Admral. You think we'll need these?"

"Damed right we will. Knowi ng your eneny's location is half the battle in
naval warfare. Knowi ng where he is while he doesn't know where you are is the
other half. We've relied on fast cruisers and torpedo-boat destroyers to scout
and screen for us, but the Chosen dirigibles are four tinmes faster than the
fastest hulls afloat. Plus
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they can scout from several thousand feet. W need an equival ent and we need
it very badly, or we'll be defeated at sea in the event of war."

"Which sone think is inevitable," Beenody said thoughtfully. "lI'mnot entirely

sure—but the news out of the Enpire certainly seens to support the hypothesis.
Admiral . John."

"Peopl e can surprise you," Farr said reflectively as the senator noved through
t he crowd, shaki ng hands and dropping sniles.



"Beenpdy knows when to junp on a bandwagon," John said. "And he's big in stee

mlls, heavy engi neering—a naval buildup will be like a license to print
money, to him And he's no fool; |'ve done enough business with himto know
that."

"Darling," Pia's voice broke in. She hugged his arm the nursermai d was behind
her with the child. "Fadier." Her eyes went up to the aircraft that was
circling dowward above them "I would l|love to do that soneday."

John put an arm around her shoul ders. "Maybe in a few years," he said. "Here
cones Jeffrey."

The pl ane ghosted down, seened to float for an instant, then touched with a

[ urching sway. The Wong brothers ran out to grip the wingtips and keep its
head into the wi nd; other workers brought cords and tarpaulins to stake it
down. Jeffrey Farr swung down fromthe controls, pulling off his helmet and
waving to the cheers of the cromd. He vaulted the fence easily with one hand
on a post, then wal ked towards his father and stepbrother. One armwas around
the wai st of a

Eretty dark girl who clung and | ooked up at him | ughing.
"I see you've already found a way to profit fromthe

gl amour of flight, Jeff," John said, bending over her hand.
"Too late," Jeffrey replied. "Meant to tell you, you're
going to be best man."

John | ooked up quickly, to find Pia |aughing at him
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"Some things even the wife of your bosom doesn't tell you," he said

resi gnedly.

And | told Center not to tell you, either, Raj said. There was a snile in the
di senbodi ed voi ce

"Well, | haven't told Mdther yet, either," Jeffrey said There are limts to
even ny courage."

"I"'msure your nother will be delighted,"” the elder Farr said, bending over
Lola's hand in his turn. "But not surprised, after the |last year. The Enpire
has conquered both her sons, it seens.”

Pia's face went rigid for an instant, and then she forced gaiety back to it.
"A fall weddi ng, perhaps?"

Jeffrey nodded. "And John won't escape ni ne—although | should bar him from
the church, the way he got hitched without nme there, the inconsiderate
bastard. "

John chucl ded. Tm sure you could see it as vividly as if you'd really been
there," he said dryly. "How does she fly?"

"Too businesslike, that's your problem" Jeffrey shrugged. "Sweet, for a



machi ne t hat underpowered. Very naneuverable, now that the novenent of the
flaps is extended. The canard keeps the stalling speed low, but | think it'lI
have to go when you nove to an encl osed cockpit; the eddy currents around it
close to the ground are tricky. Apart fromthat, she needs a better engine and
something to cut the wind."

"And you nust make a speech about it," Pia said, putting her hand through
John' s el bow.

"Dam, " he nmuttered, |ooking at the assenbly.

About fifty people. Inportant people, high-ranking mlitary officers,
i ndustrialists, reporters for the major papers and wire services, politicians
on the mlitary comittees.

"It is part of your job," Pia said relentlessly.

John sighed and straightened his | apels. Nobody had ever said the job would be
agr eeabl e.
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"So much for reports that it could not be done," Karl Hosten said, |ooking
down at the summari es.

CGerta Hosten closed her own file folder with a snap. "Well, sir, it was
scarcely a secret that powered heavier-than-air flight was possible. W are
here, and not on ancient Terra, after all."

"But our ancestors did not arrive in winged vehicles with propellers," the
Chosen general said with a sigh

CGerta | ooked up with concern. There was nore white than gray in her
foster-father's face now, and his face |ooked tired even at ten in the
morning. Duty is duty, she rem nded herself. Not all the work of conquest was
done out on the battlefield.

She was back in Corpenik for a while herself. There wasn't much in the way of
fighting left in the Enpire—former Enpire, now the New Territori es—for one

t hi ng, and for another she was pregnant again, enough nonths along to rate
desk duty for a while. The whitewashed office in the General Staff HQ building
was on the third floor; she could see out over the courtyard wall from here,
to a vast construction site where gangs of slave | abor fromthe New
Territories dug at the red volcanic earth of the central plateau, filling the
warm danp air with the scent of nud. Sonme office building, she supposed;
bureaucrats were a grow h industry these days. The Land' s governnent had

al ways been tightly centralized and ommi conpetent, and there was a |l ot nore
for ft to do. O it might be factories. A lot of those were going up, too.

She | ooked down at the folder. "According to John's report, the Santies are
goi ng to push these heavier-than-air craft mainly because their experinents
with dirigibles have been such a disaster."

Ceneral Hosten nodded and pushed a ringer at a photograph. It was a grainy
newspaper print, show ng the ghost outline of a wecked and burned airship
strewn across a bare grassy hillside with mountains in the distance.
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"I amnot surprised. Success or failure in airship design is nostly a matter
of details, and an infinite capacity for taking pains is our great strength.”

Wher eas our great weakness is obsession with details at the expense of the

| arger picture, Gerta thought, silently. There were things you didn't say to a
CGeneral Staff panjandrum even if he was your father.

"Still, we'll have to follow suit," Gerta said "Dirigibles are potentially
very vulnerable to aircraft of this type, and they could be very useful in
t hensel ves. "

Karl nodded thoughtfully, running a finger along his heavy jawine. "I wlt
raise the matter in the next staff neeting," he said. "The Air Council mnust be
i nforned, of course.” Looking down at the folder: "Johan has done good service
here.”

He was frowni ng, nonethel ess. Gerta noted the expression and | ooked quickly
away. Not conpletely confortable with it, she thought. Didn't expect Johnny
ever to be false to a cause, even for the Chosen. She agreed, for conpletely
di fferent reasons, but again, it wasn't the time to nention it.

"Sir, the next itemis the Far Western Islands appropriation.”

Karl nodded and opened the file. "It seens clearcut," he said. "The islands
have a climate that is, if anything, nore difficult than the Land; the

di stance is extrenme"—over eight thousand niles—and the value of the minerals
barely nmore than the cost of extraction."

CGerta licked her lips. "Sir, with respect, | would strongly advi se agai nst
abandoni ng the base there at present.”

Karls eyebrows rose. "Why? It scarcely seens cost-effective, now that the
Empire is ours.'*

"Sir, the Enpire is poor in mnerals, particularly energy sources. Qur
processing industries here in the Lanowi fl be expanding dramatically and the
petroleumin the Islands may conme in very useful. Besides, | just don't I|ike
giving up territory we've spent lives in taking."
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He nodded slowy. "Perhaps. | will take the matter under advisement. Next, we
the report on our agents in the Union del Est." He snmiled bleaW. "Trie
Republic of Santander is not the only party who can play the game of stirring
up trouble on the borders.™

"Fuck it!"

Jeffrey Farr swore into the sudden ringing silence within the tank. The only
sound was a dying clatter as sonmething beat itself into oblivion against
somet hing equally nmetallic and unyi el di ng.

He pushed up the greasy goggles and stuck his head out of the top deck. Bl ack
oi ly smoke was pouring up out of the grillwork over the rear deck; luckily
there was a stiff breeze fromthe east, carrying nost of it away. The rest of



the four-man crew bailed out with a haste bred of several nonths experience
with Dirty Gerty and her foibles, standing at a respectful distance with their
football -style | eather helnmets in their hands.

Jeffrey clinbed down hinself, conscious that he was thirty-one years old, not
the late teens of the other crewren. Not that he wasn't as agile, it just hurt
alittle nore; and he was tired, nortally tired.

"Filter again?" said the head mechani c of Pokips Mtors, the civilian
contractors.

"I think," Jeffrey replied, spitting the snell of burning gasoline and
lubricating oil out of his mouth and taking a swig fromthe canteen sonmeone
offered. "Then that tore a fuel line or broke the oil reservoir."

The military reservation they were using was on the southern edge of the

Sant ander River valley, tw hundred mles west of the capital. A stretch of
flatland, then sone tree-covered |oess hills |eading down to the floodpl ain,
ten thousand acres or so. A holdover from days before | and prices rose so

hi gh; this was prine corn-and-hog country—attle, too—aU around. Most of this
section was now torn up by the jointed-netal tracks of
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CGerty and her kindred, and by the huge wheels of the steamtraction engines

t hat wi nched them hone when they broke, down, which was incessantly. Gerty was
the latest nodel a riveted steel box on tracks, about twenty feet |ong and
eight wide, with a stationary round pillbox on top nmeant to represent a
turret. The engineers were still working on the turret ring and traversing
mechani sm and hopefully close to finishing them

Th' prollemis,"” the mechanic said, "yer overstrainin' the engines sonethin’
fierce. Got enough horsepower, right enough—two seventy-five-horsepower

sal oon-car engines, right enough. But the torque load's nore'n they wiz
designed to stand."

"Well, we'll have to redesign them won't we?"

Jeffrey kept his voice neutral. The man was trying his best to do his job; it
wasn't his fault that engineering talent was so nuch thinner on the ground
here in the western provinces of Santander. It was yeoman-and-squire country
here, and al ways had been. Qutside the eastern uplands, nmanufacturing was
nmostly limted to the port cities and focused on maritime trade and textiles.
The problemwas that this was prine tank country; the provincial nmilitias here
were actually interested in the prospect of arnored warfare. Nobody but a few
di nosaurs like General McWiter thought much of the prospects of horsed

caval ry anynore, not after what had happened in the Enpire.

Jeffrey felt his skin roughen. The machi ne guns flickered in his nmnd, and tie
| ong rows of horsenen collapsed in kicking, scream ng chaos

"Transm ssion," he said. "W need a nore robust transm ssion.'

"What ' ve yer got in mind?"

Jeffrey pulled out a diagram "Friction plate,” he said. "It's not el egant,
but I think it won't keep breaking like this chain drive setup. |ike you say,
t hese tanks just have too much inertia for a system designed for three-ton



touring cars."
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"Hmmm " The nmechani ¢ studied the diagram "lInterestm ."

He | ooked up at Gerty. A couple of his men had gotten the engine grille up and
were spraying water on the flanes flickering there.

"How d t hem Chosen bastids keep theirs going?" he asked. "Heavier'n this, |
hears."

"They use steam engines and nostly they don't keep going," Jeffrey said. "W
need sonething reliable enough to do exploitation as well as breakthrough.”

The nechani c | ooked down at the diagram again. "Need sone fancy machinin' fer
this."

"Hosten Engi neering can do you up a nodel, and jigs,"
got the plans.”

Jeffrey said. "They' ve

John Hosten | eaned back in the chair and sipped his | enbnade. Oathtaki ng was
hot, as usual, and sticky-humd, as usual, and toe air was thick with coal
snoke. The hotel was dose by the docks; they'd extended hugely since his |ast
visit, new berths extending further into what had been coastal forest reserve
and farm and. In fact, he could see one freighter unloading now fromthis
fourth-floor veranda. It was a smallish ship of fifteen hundred tons, sw nging
sacks of grain ashore with its own boons and steam wi nches. As he watched the
net fell the last four feet to the granite paving bl ocks of the wharf. Half
the bottom |l ayer split, spraying wheat across the stone and into the harbor
Screanms and curses rang faintly as the cable paid out linply on top of the
heap. Stevedores scurried about, overseers lashing w th then-rubber

truncheons. Eventually a line forned, trotting off with the undamaged sacks on
their backs. Others started sweeping up the remai nder with broons and dunpi ng
it in a collection of boxes and barrels.

God, I'mglad | don't have to eat that, he thought silently. In ms heat and
hum dity, they'd be lucky not to get ergot all over it.

He nodded towards the dock "You'd get |ess spoil age
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if you noved to bul k-handling facilities," he said nmldly. "El evators,
screwtube systens, that sort of thing."

Gerta Hosten raised her eyes fromthe diagrans before her. "We're not short of
| abor," she said, with a smle that didn't reach the cold, dark eyes.

Meani ng they are short of the type of labor that bulk transport woul d needy
Raj said thoughtfully.

An image drew itself at the back of John's consciousness: short, dark-skinned
men with iron collars around their necks | oading a trai n—an unbelievably
primtive train, with an engine |ike something out of a nuseum an open
platformand a tall, thin snokestack topped with sheet-nmetal petals. Each



st aggered sweating under a bundle of dried fish secured in netting, heaving it
painfully onto tihe flatcars. O her nmen watched them soldiers with
single-shot rifles nounted on gi ant dogs. Occasionally a dog would snap its
great jaws with a door-slanmi ng sound and the | aborers would shuffle a little
faster.

Who needs wheel barrows when you' ve got enough slaves? Raj said with ironic
di staste. W got over that, eventually. Thanks to Center.

and to you, raj Witehall, Center replied.

John reached into the inner pocket of his light cotton jacket and took out his
cigarette case. From what he'd described, the centralized god-king autocracy
Raj Wiitehall had been born into had been al nost as nasty as the Chosen—ore
desirabl e only because Center and Raj could put their own nman on the throne
and use that as the fulcrumto nove society off dead center. There -seemto be
nore wong paths than right, he thought.

correct, high-coercion societies |locked in stasis alternating with barbarism
are the maxi mum probability for postneolithic humanity, Center observed

di spassionately, the original breakthrough to nodernity on earth was the
result of nmultiple | owprobability historical accidents, observe—

Later we may have time for lectures., Raj observed. Meanwhile., John has a job
of work to do
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CGerta | ooked up again, stacking the reports neatly on the hotel roonis table,
and took a long drink of water

"This . . . Wi ppet?"

"It's a type of racing clog," John said hel pfully.
"This Whi ppet |looks like a very useful panzer, if you ... if the Santies can
get it working," she observed.

" True enough," John said. 'There's a lot of controversy. The western provinces
are pushing it, but the easterners want nore effort to go into aircraft. And
t hey have nost of the internal-conbustion manufacturing capacity.”

"Yes, | read the speech of this . . . Senator Darman? The representative from
Ensburg, in any case—you thoughtfully supplied it with the |atest reports. 'l
put nmy faith in our nmountains'; a very colorful phrase."

Her strong, calloused fingers turned the sheaf of papers over. "Now, this,
this Land-Cruiser, it's going to give the Arny Council's engineers hives."

The blueprints on the table showed a massive boxy machine, nounting a six-inch
gun on its centerline, a two-inch quick-firer in a turret above, and six
machi ne-guns in sponsons on either side.

"What a nonstrosity,"” she went on. "If the Santies are having troubl e maki ng
t he Wi ppet go, how do they expect this . . . this thing to nove?"

John | eaned forward. A lot of work, nostly Center's, had gone into the
Land-Cruiser. It was no easy task to design sonething beyond Visager's current



technol ogi cal |evel, but just beyond, close enough that competent engineers
woul d be kept busy on the tantalizing quest for this particular Holy Gail
Di si nformati on was nuch nore than sinple |ying.

"Each bogi e has its own engine," he pointed out.

The huge nmachine rested on four bogies on either side, each riding on a pivot
with bell-crank springs. "See, there's a drive train run through this flexible
shaft coupling, and then through neshed gears to the toothed sprocket here

bet ween t he | oad-bearing wheels."

"Porschmidt will love this. Unfortunately."
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At John's gl ance she went on: "The new head of Techni cal Devel opment. He's
brilliant, but he keeps trying to make bad desi gns good instead of junking
them-he' d rather design three force punps and an auxiliary circulation system
into an engine rather than just turn a part over to keep it from|l eaking. You
shoul d see what he did to the heavy field gun. It's enough to make a Test of
Life exam ner cry. He's the sort who gives engineering a bad name; convinced
that just because it's his, his shit doesn't stink."

"Well, if the Republic's wasting its tine, so nmuch the better," John said with
a snmle.

"Yfl. Only, is the Republic wasting its tinme, or are you wasting ours?"

John kept the expression on his face genial, as his testicles tried to clinb
back into his abdonen. It was inmpossible to have a cold sweat in Qathtalong's
climate, but you could feel clamy-nauseated

"Certa, man soester, do you think so little of ne?"

"Johan, nan brueder, | think very highly of you. | think somehow you're
fucking Mlitary Intelligence up the butt and naking themlike it." She
grinned, and this tine the expression went all the way through. "But you're
giving us so much real information to sweeten the pot that | can't convince
anyone of it ... yet."

She sighed, relaxed, and put die documents away in her attach” case, spinning
di e conmbi nation | ock. Then she poured some banana gin fromthe carafe into her

water, and a dollop into his | enonade. "Now |I'mofficially off-duty."

He sipped; the oily-sweet kick of die distillate seemed to match the
surroundi ngs, sonmehow. And one woul dn't affect his judgenment noticeably.

"So, | hear you've adopted a child," Gerta said.

"Yes. See, | am practicing Chosen custom as far as | can." They both | aughed.
"How s your youngest?"

"A shapel ess lunp of protoplasm the way they all are at that age," Certa
sai d.
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She pulled a picture fromher uniformtunic. A baby |ooked out, with one
chubby hand stuffed in its nmouth; the fuzzy background was probably a Protege
wet nurse, fromthe Iinen bodice.

"Young Sigvard. That's four, now, | think I've done ny duty by the Chosen
don't you? It's an interesting experience, pregnancy, but | wouldn't want to
overi ndul ge. "

"And t he adoptees?"

"Good children, every one," Certa said. "The one good thing about desk duty is
that | get to see nore of them they've been practically living in Father's
house nost of the time, the last two years, what with the war."

John produced a snapshot of Pia and Maurice junior; Gerta | ooked at it
critically. "Sound enough stock," she said . . . which was a high conplinent,
by the standards of the Land.

"I hear Heinrich nmade brigadier?"

"Ya, sane dispatch-and-notice list that bunped ne to full colonel," Certa
sai d, |eaning back and stretching. "They added another six divisions to the
regul ar roster, lots of new hats to go around. Especially with all the
denoti ons and such after the Canpaign Study."

John nodded. The General Staff had high standards; there had been a | ot of
shaking up after the canpaign in the Enpire. Mere success wasn't good enough

Mark of a good arny, |lad. Raj said. Anyone can learn fromhis m staken. It
takes sound doctrine to be able to |l earn from w nning.

"Enough ot her compensations to go around, | suppose,” he said al oud.

CGerta chuckled. "Well, the Council has been handi ng out estates fairly
liberally. Mostly in the west, around Corona, to start with. Too much unrest
for it to be safe for us to scatter ourselves around w dely, just yet." A
shrug. "We'll deal with that in due course.™

CHARTER TWELVE

"Christ, howdo | git nyself inta these things?" one of the Mrines behind him
in the | ongboat nmuttered.

John smiled in the darkness. That was Barrjen. The stocky Marine had managed
to volunteer —unofficially, the whole nission' was highly off the record —
despite his loud relief at making it hone last tine. In fact, the ones who'd
been with himfrom G ano to Salini had all volunteered, even Snith with his
ginp foot. Some of them had been pretty shanefaced about it, as if they were
mental |y ki cking thensel ves, but they'd all done it.

It was a moonl ess night and overcast, typical weather for winter in the Cut.
The whal eboat glided silently over the dark water; they mght as well have
been rowing in a closet, for all that he could see. Water purled under the
nmuf fl ed oars, breath snoked. Only the radiumdial of his compass guided them
that and .

"Down!" he hissed quietly.



The dozen men in the boat shipped oars and turned their cork-blackened faces
downward in the sane notion. A few seconds |l ater the quiet thumping of a

mari ne steam engi ne came over the water. A searchlight stabbed out into the
dar kness, blinding bright, the arc light flicking over the waves. Behind it
was a gaggle of other boats. Fishing boats; the Chosen couldn't shut down the
Gut fishery, it was too inportant to the econony, and too many of the

i mportant pel agi c speci es were best caught in darkness. They did send out a
gunboat to nmake sure nobody tried to nake a break for
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t he Santander or Union shores, and probably kept the famlies of the fishernen
host age, too.

The light flicked past them Waker |ights were breaking out anong the fishing
boats, lure lanterns strung out over bows and sides. John waited tensely unti
they were surrounded by the other boats, several dozen of them spread out

wi del y.

"Wait for it . . ."

A thrashing of whitewater as something big broached and snapped for the
dangling lantern of a boat, something with a long head full of white teeth.
Yells drifted over the water, and he could see a man poi sed with a harpoon
backiit against the oil lanp. He struck, and a nonstrous three-lobed tail cane
up out of the water. Qther boats were closing in, to help with the first catch
and wait for the others that woul d be drawn by the comotion and the blood in
the waters.

"Now! Stroke, stroke!"

The Land gunboat was out further in the Gut, hooting its steam whistle and
scanning with the searchlight . . . but it was guarding against attenpts to
get away, not |ooking for boats making for the ex-Inperial shore. John kept
his right hand on die whaleboat's tiller, flicking an occasional gl ance down
at the conpass in his left. That was nostly for show, Center kept a ghostly
vector arrow floating before his gaze.

there are now echoes fromcliffs of the configuration indicated, the machine
sai d, distance one thousand neters and cl osing.

Thunp. John's head whi pped around. That was the gunboat's cannon ... ah. "Just
a big "un," he whispered to the crew

You got an occasi onal one of those, even in the shallow waters of the Gut.

Not hing |i ke the nmonsters that nmade sailing the outer seas hazardous, but too
much for a harpooner to handle. There had been very little Iife on | and when
humans arrived on Visager, but the oceans nore than made up for it. The Chosen
of ficer on the
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gunboat probably thought of it as sport, sonmething to break the dull routine
of night escort work. And very good cover for John



"We'| | be coming up on the cliffs soon,’
hal f - stroke . "

he said quietly. "Half-stroke

The oars shortened their pace, scarcely dipping into the water. He could hear
t he sl ow boom of surf now, thudding and hissing on rock. John held up his
signal lantern and carefully pressed the shutter: two |long, two short, one

| ong.

A flicker answered him two shorts, repeated-all that they dared use, with the
light pointing out to the Gut.

"Yarely now," the lead Marine in the head of the boat said. There was a qui et
pl op as he swung the lead. "By the mark, six. Six. Five. Six. Four. Four."

Rock | ooned up on either hand, just visible as the waves broke and
snake- hi ssed over it. Ariver broke the cliff near here, cutting a pathway
that men or goats coul d use.

"By the mark, seven. Ten. No bottomat ten."

The pitching of the boat changed, cal nmer as they noved into die sheltered
waters. John felt sweat matting his hair under the black knit stocking cap
The guerrillas would be waiting; the guerrillas, or a Fourth Bureau reaction
squad.

"Rest oars," he said.

The pol es cane in, noiseless. The boat coasted, slowing . . . and the keel
crunched on shingle. Four nen | eapt overboard into thigh-deep water, fanning
out with their weapons ready. The rest followed them a second later, putting
their shoulders to the whal eboat's sides and running it forward. John drew the
revol ver fromhis shoulder rig and ran forward to leap off the bow

there, Center said, reading input fromhis ears too faint for his conscious
mnd to fol | ow.

He wal ked forward, sliding his feet to avoid tripping on the uneven surface. A
mat ch gl owed, cupped in a hand, just |long enough for himto recognize the
face.
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Arturo Bianci, the cotadini he'd shipped the arnms to, back when the war began
Two years | ooked to have aged the man ten, which wasn't all that surprising.

A hand gripped his. "No lights,"” John warned.

Bi anci made a sound that was half chuckle. "W have | earned, signore. Those of
us who live, have |earned nuch."”

They had; there were ropes strung fromsticks to guide up the steep rocky
path. CGuerrillas joined the Marines in unloading the crates and | ashing them
to their shoulders with rope slings. John swung crates down fromthe boat,

pl eased with the silence and speed . . . and waiting for the noment when
lights woul d spear down fromthe clifftop and voices sound in Laudi sch. At

| ast the boat road high and enpty, rocking against the shingle.



"This way," John said.

Harry Smith nodded, and together they pushed it upstream under an overhang of
wild olive and trailing vines. Smth reached in, rocking it to one side with
his weight, and pulled the stopper. Water gurgled into the whal eboat, and it
sank rapidly in the chest-deep stream

"Il put a fewrocks in her," Smth said. "She'll be here when y'all get
back. So'll | be. Good luck, sir." He racked a shell into the breech of his
punp shot gun

Thanks. To you, too—we're all going to need it."

Hei nrich Hosten | ooked at the thing that twitched and newl ed on the table. The
Fourth Bureau specialist smled and patted it on what was left of its scalp.

"Yes, |'d say they're definitely planning on sonething to do with the train,"”
she said. "Can't tell you exactly where, though—the subject didn't know,
that's for certain."

Hei nri ch nodded thanks as he left. Qutside he stood thoughtfully beside his
horse for a while, |ooking around at the buildings of the little town, then
pulling a map fromthe case at his side and tilting it so that the lantern
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out side the Fourth Bureau regi onal HQ shone on the paper. Wen he nounted, he
turned towards the barracks, his escort of riflemen clattering behind him
t hrough the chill night.

"No, don't wake Major van Pelt," he said to the sentry outside the main door
It had been a nonastery before the conquest, perfect for its new use; a series
of courtyards with small roons | eading off, and | arge comon kitchens,
refectories for ness halls. "Who's the officer of the day?"

That turned out to be a very young captain. Heinrich returned her salute, then
smled as he stuffed tobacco into his big curved pipe.

"Haupt man Neumann, what's a junior officer's worst nightnare?"

"Ah . . ." Captain Neumann knotted her brow in thought. "Surprise attack by
overwhel mi ng nunbers?" she said hopefully.

"Tsk, tsk. That would be an opportunity for an able young officer," Heinrich
said genially. "No, a nightmare is what .you are about to undergo; an
operation conducted with a senior officer along to | ook over your shoul der and
jog your el bow What forces are stationed here in Canpo Fiero?"

"One battalion of the Third Prote' ge' Infantry, currently at ninety-eight
percent of full strength, and a squadron of arnmored cars—five currently ready,
t hree undergoi ng serious nmai ntenance. That is not counting," she added with an
unconsci ous sniff, "police troops. Plus the usual support elenents.”

' Troops so-called,"” Heinrich said, nodding agreenment. He turned to the map
table that filled one corner of the ready room "Ah, yes. Now, find nme a train
schedule. Wiile you're at it— presune your conpany is on reaction status?
Good. While you're at it, get your troops ready to nove, full field kit, but
no noi se. Nobody to enter or |eave the barracks area."



He stared at the map, puffing with the pewter lid of
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t he pi pe turned back. Now, he thought happily, if | were a rebellious aninal,
where would 1 be?

"CGood choice," John said.

Bi anci grunted beside him "The bridge would have been better, but there are
bl ockhouses there now-a section of infantry and a couple of their accursed
machi ne guns at each end. Wth signal rockets always at the ready."

John nodded. O o was up; the smallest of Visager's three noons al so noved the
fastest, and although it was little nore than a bright spark apross the sky,
it did give some light. Enough to see how the railway track curved around a
steep rocky hill here, falling away to a stretch of marsh and then a small
creek on the other side. The guerrillas nunbered about sixty; Bianci hadn't
offered to introduce anyone el se, which was exactly as it shoul d be.

"W got quite a fewtrains at first," Bianci said. "But then the tedeschi
began making villagers fromalong the lines ride in carriages at front."

"You can't allow that to stop you," John said.

Bi anci gl anced his way, a shadowed gl eam of eyeball in the faint noonlight,
the snmell of garlic and sweat.

"We didn't," he said. "But the villagers began to patrol the rail Iine
thenselves ... to protect their famlies, you understand. So now we pick
| ocations far fromany habitation. Like this."

"Good ground, too," John said.

One of the Marines canme up the hill, trailing a spool of thin wire. Another
squatted next to John, placing a box next to him It had a plunger with an
handbar com ng out of the top, and a crank on the side. Bianci |eaned close to
watch as the Marine cut the wire and split it into two strands, stripping the
insulation with his belt knife. The raw copper of the wire matched the hairs
on the backs of his huge freckled hands, incongruously delicate as they
handl ed the difficult task in near-darkness.
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"Ahh, beU ssinmp," the Inperial said. "W've been using black powder with
friction prinmers—and since they started putting a car in front of the
| oconotive, that doesn't work so well."

"W can get detonator sets to you," John said. "But you'll have to cone up
with the wire—telegraph wire will do well enough.”

Bi anci nodded again. "That we can do." He | ooked down at the track hungrily.
"Every slave in the rail yards tells us what goes on the cars. This one has
mlitary stores, arms and ammunition, medical supplies, and machine parts for
a new repair depot north of Salini; the tedeschi have been talking of



doubl e-tracking the line fromthe Pada to the coast. . . why, do you think?"

They' Il be reopening the trade with the Republic and the other countries on
the @ut, soon," John replied. "And to be able to nove supplies and troops
faster. They have—*

Far away to the northwest, the nmournful hoot of a |oconbtives steam whistle
echoed off the hills. Bianci |aughed, an unpl easant sound. "Right on tine. The
trains run on time, since the tedeschi cane . . , except when we arrange sone
del ays. "

John burrowed a little deeper behind a scree of rock. / have to be here,
danmit, he thought. The guerrillas had to see that they were getting sone
support, however nmininmal. The probl emwas that the Santander government wasn't
ready to really give that support, not yet. It was surprising what you could
do with sone contacts and a great deal of noney, though

Silence stretched. Bianci raised hinmself on an el bow. "Odd," he said. "They
shoul d be on the flat before this stretch of hills by now "

"d ad you stopped," Heinrich said, shining his new electric torch up at the
escort car. "Yessir." The vehicle was a standard arnored car, fitted with
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outriggers so that it could ride the rails, and a belt-drive fromthe wheels
to propel it. Doctrine said that fighting vehicles had to have a Chosen in
command; in this case, a nervous young private, showing it by bracing to
attention in the turret and staring straight ahead, rigid as the twin machine
guns prodding the air ahead of him

"At ease," the Chosen brigadier said. "Now, we want to do this quickly," he
added to Captain Neumann. "Unl oad boxcars four through six."

Greatly daring, the commander of the arnored car spoke: "Sir, those are—
"Mlitary supplies. I'"'maware of that, Private." The rigid brace becanme even
tighter. He turned back to Neumann. "Then get the |-beans rigged and we'l|l
| oad the cars.”

Luck had been with him there had been a stack of steel forns, the type used
to frane the concrete of coast-artillery bunkers, in Canpo Fiero. Used as
ranps, they could get an arnored car onto the train . . . with ropes, pulleys,
wi nches, and a |l ot of pushing. Getting down woul d be easier, he hoped.

Orders barked sotto voce had the hundred-odd troopers of Neumann's conpany
slinging crates out of boxcars, the Chosen officers pitching in beside their
subordi nates. Gthers were unstrapping the steel planks fromthe arnored cars
waiting where the little dirt road crossed the rail line. Heinrich nmoved
forward as the crew of sweating Prote' ge' infantry staggered; they were stil
panting fromthe five-nmle forced march to intercept the train.

But nobody saw its get on, the Chosen officer thought a little smugly,

catching the corner of the heavy metal shape. Miscle bulged in his arns and
neck as he braced hinself and heaved it around, teeth clenched around the stem
of his pipe.

"Domi nate that piece of equipnent!" he baited as the Proteges took up the



strain.

They obeyed, |ooking at himout of the corners of their
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eyes. A slightly awed | ook; he'd taken two strong nen's load for half a
m nute. The steel clanged down on the side of the flatcar, and the arnored
vehicle's driver started to back and fill, aligning his wheels with the ranp.

Hei nrich stepped back, dusting his pal ns. Somewhere south of here waited a
pack of animals w th del usions of grandeur. Sonehow that remnm nded hi m of
Jeffrey Fan, Johan's faster-brother. A good nman: sound soldier, a bit soft,
but sound. A great pity they'd probably have to |oll him soneday.

"And | was right," he muttered to hinself. There is going to be good sport
here for years."

"The sun sets, but it also rises,"
pushbar of the detonator set.

Bi anci whi spered, putting his hand to die

"Hrmm®?" John said, startled out of reverie.
"An ol d saying, signore."

The train whistle hooted again, |ouder. Al ways a nelancholy sound, John

t hought, taking a swig fromhis canteen. G o was nearly down, but Adele was
up, brighter and slower as it rose over the horizon. An arnored car running on
the rails canme first, buzzing along with the belt fromits rear wheels

sl apping and snarling. The turret noved restlessly, probing the darkness. A
light fixed above the machi ne guns swept across the slope. John tensed.

Not hi ng, he thought, breathing in the scent of the dew danmp thynme crushed
beneath his body. Good fire discipline. Not one of the men on the sl ope had
been detected, and not one noved.

"Now, " Arturo breathed, spinning the crank on the side of the detonator. Then
he pushed down on the plunger

VHUMP.  WHUMP WHUMP

Three gl obes of magenta fire bl ossomed along the curving stretch of rail. One
before the escort car; it braked desperately, throwi ng roostertails of sparks
from
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its outrigger wheels. Not quite fast enough. The front wheels tunbled into the
mass of churned earth and twisted iron that the dynamite had left, and the
hul | toppled slowy sideways, accelerating to fall on its side and skid down
the gravel and earth of the enmbankment. The | oconotive was a little nore
successful, braking in a squeal of steel on steel that sent fingers of pain
into John's ears even half a thousand yards away. The front bogi e dropped into
the crater the explosive mine left, tipping the nose of the | oconotive down.
That jacknifed the coal car and first boxcar upward off the tracks, |eaving

t hem dangl i ng by the couplings that held themto the engjne. The rest of the



boxcars jolted to a crashing halt. Mst of thempartially derailed, lunging to
the right or left until brought up by the inertia of the car ahead, |eaving
the whole train of two dozen cars lying in a zigzag. But none were thrown on
their sides.

"CGoing too slow," Arturo said, puzzled

Real i zation crystallized, like a lunp in John's gut. "Trap!" he shouted.
"Get—

Schoonk. A nortar threw a starshell high into the sky above them Blue-white
[ight washed over the stretch of hill and swanp, acintic and harsh to their
dar k- adapt ed eyes. Schoonk. Schoonk'.

A rippling crackle of small-arns fire broke out across the hillside and from
guerillas concealed in the swanp across the enbanknent; they'd | earned that an
anbush worked best with two sides. A captured machine gun was in place there,
too, its brighter nmuzzle flashes contrasting with the duller, redder |ight of
the ex-lnperial black-powder rifles nost of the partisans carried.

"Pull back!" John shouted into Arturos ear. "Get out, |eave a rearguard and
get out now. "

The guerilla | eader hesitated Wth a sound |ike a giant ripping canvas across
the sky, nore than a dozen belt-fed Haagen machi ne guns cut |ose fromthe
train. The guerillas' rifle fire was punching through the thin pine
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boards of the boxcars, but John could see it sparking and ricochetting from
steel within. Qunshields; tlie machine guns were fortress nmodels, with an
angl ed steel plate to protect die gunner. Their fire beat across die hillside
like flails of green tracer, intersecting hoses of arched |ight dirough die
ni ght. Sparks scattered as die high-velocity jacketed bullets spanged off
stone; little red gl ows showed where rounds had cut reeds in the swanp, We
the mark of a cigarette touched to thin paper. Scores of Prote"ge" infantry
were tunbling out of die cars, too, sone falling, nore going to ground al ong
die train and returning fire.

And the doors of the rear boxcars were thrown open fromw thin. Steel planks
cl anged down, and die dark lurching shape of arnored cars showed within. The
first skidded down die ranp, |landing three-quarters on, alnost going over,
then steadying. Its engine chuffed loudly as die wheels spun and spattered
gravel against the side of the train, and then die turret traversed to send
nore machi ne-gun fire against die hillside. Squads of infantry rose and
scurried into its shelter, advancing behind it as the car nosed towards the
| ower slopes of the hill. A grenade crunched with a malignant snap of I|ight
Three nore of die war-cars thudded to the ground, crunching dirough die
tracksi de gravel

John grabbed Arturos shoulder. "Get thefitck out of here!"™ he screaned in the
partisan's ear. Then to Barrjen: "Collect die rest. Time to bug out."

"Yes sir."
Wth a | ong dragon hiss, a rocket rose fromthe wecked train. It kept rising,

a thousand yards or nore, then burst in a shower of gold—die colors of the
Chosen flag, yellow on bl ack



"Sound die halt in place" Heinrich Hosten said, standing with his hands on his
hi ps. "And renenber, live prisoners."

Troopers were noving down die hillside under die
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glare of the arc light, prodding at bundles of rags with their bayonets.
Cccasionally that would bring a response, and the soldiers would pick up the
wounded guerilla; cautiously, after the first one who'd stuffed a |live grenade
under his body was found.

The trunpet sounded, four urgent rising notes. A slow crackle of skirmsh fire
inthe hill country to the west died down. In die conparative silence that

foll owed he could hear the relief train that the signal rocket was intended
for, with the rest of the battalion and its equi pnent. Plus the equi prent and
workers to repair the track, of course. It was surprisingly difficult to do

| asting danage to a railway track without tinme or plenty of equipnent.

"Shall we pursue when the rest of the battalion cones up, Brigadier?" Captain
Neumann sai d.

"Newt," he said. Too much chance of anbushes in the dark." He got out his map
case. "But it would be advisable to push blocking forces here and here. Then
in a few hours, we can sweep and see how many of these little birds we can
bag. "

Capt ai n Neurmann | ooked at the energency aid station where her wounded were
bei ng | ooked after. There were four bodies with their grounosheets drawn over
t hen-f aces.

"We only killed twenty or so of them" she said. "This is a bad exchange
rate."

"The operation is not over," Heinrich said. "And we have taught thema little
[ esson, | think."

"That is the probl emwhen we teach thema | esson, they |earn" Neumann said
unexpect edl y.

Hei nrich shrugged. "We nust see that we learn nore than they," ne added,
knocking the dottle out of his pipe.

The cave snelled bad: danmp rock, and die wastes of the survivors, since they
hadn't dared go outside for the last three days. Wak daylight was | eaking

t hr ough,
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enough penetrating this far into the cave to turn the absol ute bl ackness into
a gray wash of light.

"We failed," Arturo said bitterly.

"W survived," John replied. "Enough of us. Next time we'll do better."



"So will they!" the guerilla said.

"We' |l just have to learn faster,"” John said. "Besides, there are nore of us
than of them™

He | ooked toward the light. "Now we'd better check if their patrols are stil
| ooking," he said. "lIt's a fair hike back to the cove.™

John Hosten's wasn't the biggest steam yacht under Santander registry, by a
consi derabl e margin; they were a common status synbol anong the rising

i ndustrial magnates of the Republic. The Wndstrider was only about twelve
hundred tons di splacenent. It was the nmost nodern, with some refinenents that
Center had suggested and John had nmade in the engi neering works he owned. One
of themwas a wet-well entrance on the side that could be fl ooded or punped
dry in less than a minute, as well as turbine engines, sonmething no vessel in
the Republic's Navy had yet. The little ship lay |long and sl eek agai nst the
nmorni ng sun, a black silhouette outlined in crinson.

"Row Bend yer backs to it, y'scuts!"

Smith's voice had a hard edge fromthe bows. John knew why; he could hear it

wi thout turning fromhis position at the tiller. A deep chuffing, the holl ow
sound steam nmade when exhausted into the stack of a Iight ship, and the soft
continual surf noise of a bow wave curving away fromthe prow, just on the
edge of hearing. The gunboat had picked themup twenty m nutes ago, and it had
grown froma dot on die horizon to a tiny nodel boat that grew as he watched
shedding a | ong plune of black coal snoke behind fromits single cylindrica
funnel .

"Stroke!" he barked, willing strength to flow fromhis
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voi ce through the crewto the oars. "Stroke! Al nost hone! Stroke!"

Sweat glistened on their faces, mouths gasping for air. A new sound cane
through the air, a muffled droning.

"Smth!"

One- handed, John tossed the binoculars to the ex-Marine. He took them and
| ooked upward. "GCh, shit, sir. One of them gasbag things. Just comn' into
sight, like."

"How many engi ne pods?"

"Four. No, four at the sides an' one sort of at the back."
"Skytiger. Patrol class,” John said. Center helpfully offered schematics and
performance specifications. "They' ve got a squadron of them operating out of
Salini now. "

The W ndstrider was very close. John felt hinself |leaning forward in a static
wave of tension, and grinned tautly at hinmself. If things went badly, the
yacht was no protection at all, nerely a way to get a | ot of other people
killed with him And his subconscious stiU felt as if he was racing for

absol ute safety. A ghost-nmenory plucked at him sonething not his own. Raj



Whi tehall spurring his riding dog for a barge, with enem es at his heels.

Dam, he thought. You seemto have had a much nore picturesque life than ne.

Adventure is sonebody else in deep shit., far, far away, Raj said. And | think
you' re about to be that sonebody. Focus, |ad, focus.

The [ ong hull | ooned up. John threw his weight on the tiller and the whal eboat
heel ed sharply, turning in its own length to curve around the bow and cone
down the side away fromthe Land gunboat. The narrow black slit of the |oading
door cane up fast, perhaps too fast.

"Ship oars!" he called.

The [ ong ashwood shafts canme inboard with a toss;
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Marines were well-trained in small-boat operations. One caught the edge of the
steel slit nonethel ess, snapping off and punching a rower in the ribs with
enough force to bring an agoni zed grunt. The whal eboat shot into the gl oom of
the inner well; the overhead arc |ight seemed to grow brighter as the netal
door slid shut. The air was humid, hot, with a snell of machine oil and sweat.

The crew col | apsed over their oars, wheezing, faces red and dripping. John
vaulted onto the sisal mats that covered the decking—an irony there, since the
fi ber had probably been inported fromthe Land—hodded in return to the crew s
salutes, and took the staircase three rungs at a time. The hatchway to the
boat chanber cl anged shut bel ow him sonmeone dogged it shut bel ow, and a
crewman threw matting over the hatch, leaving it |looking identical to the rest
of the corridor. He stepped through a doorway, and suddenly he was in the
passenger section of the yacht. Soft colorful Sierran carpets underfoot,

wal nut panelling ... by the tine he reached his cabin, his valet was already
towel ling down his torso. He changed with rapid, precise novenents, stuck a
cigarette into a sea-ivory holder, and strolled out on deck

"About bl oody time," Jeffrey observed, naking a show of | ooking at the
approachi ng Chosen gunboat with his binoculars. "Howd it go?"

"You saw it—a damed ratfu—er, wal ki ng di saster."
Pia cane up and took John's arm "Tedeschi pigs," she nuttered under her
breath. Her eyes were fixed on the Chosen vessel, as well.

Good thing she's not on the guns, John thought.

There were four guns on die yacht, port and starboard forward and aft of the

m d- hul | superstructure. Nothing too remarkabl e about that; any vessel on

Vi sagers seas had to have sone arnmanent, given the size and disposition of the
marine |life. The two-and-a-hal f-inch naval quick-firers on pedestal nounts
were not entirely typical, however—nor was the fact that they could elevate to
ni nety degrees. Two were, their nuzzles
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tracking the leisurely approach of the Chosen dirigible; the other two

foll owed the gunboat. That had a three-inch gun behind a shield on the
forecastle, another at tiie stern, and pom ponms—scal ed-up machi ne guns firing
a one-pound shell —bristling fromeither flank. The Chosen captain wouldn't be
worried about the purely physical aspects of any confrontation, even w thout
the airship. Al though that confidence was possibly overstated, since the yacht
had an underwat er torpedo tube on either side.

Try to |l ook Iike a man on his honeynmoon,"” John told his stepbrother
"I"'mtrying," Jeffrey replied through clenched teeth. "He's signaling ..." A
bright light flickered fromthe Chosen gunboat. "Heave to and prepare to be
boarded" he read. "Arrogant bastards, aren't they?"

"Jeffrey?" Lola Farr, nee Chiavri, canme up the conpani onway to the bridge,

hol ding on to her hat. "Is there— She caught sight of the Chosen vessels.
n O,]! "

"Don't worry," Jeffrey said. He nodded his head upward towards the pole mast
in front of the yacht's runnel. The flag of the Republic of the Santander
snapped in the breeze. "They're not going to start a war."

Al t hough they .mght be quite tvuling to endure an enbarassing di plomatic
acci dent, John thought norbidly. He wi shed Pia and Lola weren't al ong, but
then, it would | ook odd if they weren't, given the cover story. And Pia
wouldn't stay if | nailed her feet to the kitchen floor

"Captain,” John said quietly to the grizzl e-bearded nan who stood beside the
wheel with his hands clasped behind his back. "Signal Santander ship,
I nternational Waters, and sheer off."

"Sir." He passed along the orders. "Shall | make speed?"
"No, just maintain your course," John said. The Wndstrider could probably
outrun the Chosen gunboat, but not the airship—er a cannon shell, for that
matter. "Act naturally, everyone."
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Jeffrey grinned. "Natural, under the circunstances, would be scared s—
spitless.”

"Act arrogant, then; the Chosen understand that."

John | ooked around at the bridge of the yacht. It was horseshoe-shaped, wth
anot her horseshoe within it; the inner one was enclosed, a curved wai st-high
wal | of white-painted steel with wi ndows above that, meeting the roof above.
That hel d the wheel, binnacle, engine-roomtelegraph, and chart table. The
outer semcircle was open save for a railing of teak and brass and enpty save
for the two couples and a few stewards. They were in creamcolored livery;
Jeffrey wore a sunmer-wei ght brown colonel's uniform and John white ducks,
the sort of outfit a wealthy man m ght wear for playing tennis ... or
yachting. Pia and Lola were in gauzy warm weat her dresses of peach and

| avender, | ooking expensive and haughty.

Perfect, John thought.

The gunboat was running on a convergi ng course, white water foam ng back from



its bow. As he watched, it swung parallel to the yacht, alnost al ongside, and
slowed to match speed. John smiled tightly and touched Pia' s hand where it
rested in the crook of his arm She gave his arma squeeze and released it. He
took a drag on the cigarette, supressing a cough, and strolled in a jaunty
fashion to the starboard wi ng of the open space. H's hand rested on the
railing, casually touching a certain bronze fitting.

The vessels were | ess than a dozen yards apart—show ng good handling on the
part of both crews. That nmeant that the gunboat was |ess than a dozen yards
fromthe sixteen-inch m dships torpedo tube, arned and fl ooded. The fitting
under his hand was connected to a sinple bell-telegraph and light; if he
pressed it twi ce, the men crouched behind the little circular door would pul
levers . . . and a slug of high-pressure conpressed air would shove the tin
fish out of the tube. A few seconds and the Chosen gunboat would be a

br oken- backed hul k sliding under the waters.
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O course, that would ruin his cover; the airship would report back, or
someone in the yacht s crew would talk even if they got |ucky .

"Ahoy there!" a voice bellowed through a speaking trunpet fromthe | ow bridge
of the gunboat. Its Santander English was accented but fluent. "' Tis iz
Levtnant der See Anrtika Tlrnwitz. Prepare to be boarded."

Cannon and pom pons and machi ne guns were trained with unnerving steadi ness on
him ready to rake the Wndstrider into burning weckage i n seconds—about as
many seconds as the torpedo would take to do its work The gray-uniforned crew
waited in notionless tension, all except for a dozen who were shoul dering
rifles and making ready to swing a launch fromits davits. John pitched his
voi ce to carry.

"This is sovereign territory of the Republic of the Santander. You have no
authority here and any act of aggression will be resisted.”

"That iz un private vessel! You do not diplomatic imunity haff!l"

John pointed up to the flag. "Leutnant, you nmay conme aboard with no nore than
one ot her nmenber of your crew. Otherw se, | nust ask you to get out of ny
way. "

Hal f - heard orders carried fromthe gunboat to the yacht. Mst of the boarding
party who' d been preparing the |aunch grounded arnms and stood easy; the little
boat 'slid down into the water, and several figures in Land uniformslid down
ropes fromthe gunboat's deck to man it. Snuts of black snoke broke fromthe
sl ender funnel at its stern, a small steam engi ne chugged, and the |aunch
angled in towards the Santander ship.

"Captain,” John called over his shoulder. "Party to greet the Leutnant. And a
rope | adder, if you please.”

Wi stles fluted as the Chosen officer came over the side. The escort for her
and the Prote' gg seanan who foll owed behind were distantly polite; the rest of
the crew gl ared. Everyone was wearing a cutlass and revol ver, and carbi nes
stood ready to hand.
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Aren't you laying it on a bit thick? Jeffrey thought, the famliar nental
voi ce rel ayed by Center. You're supposed to be secretly on their side, after
all.

That's exactly it, John replied. A good double agent plays his part wel L—and
my part is a wealthy playboy who dabbles in diplomcy, but who is secretly a
Foreign O fice spook and violently anti-Chosen

The irony of it was that the best way to convince his Chosen handl ers that he
was a conpetent double agent was to act the way he would if he wasn't a double
agent, except for his reports to them-he was an information conduit, not an
agent of influence. VWich neant, of course, that they could never be sure he
wasn't a triple agent, but that was par for the course.

Espi onage coul d make your head hurt.

Annika Tlrnwitz was a tall |anky woman of about thirty, with a brush of

cl ose-cropped brown hair and a face tanned and weat herbeaten to the col or of
oi l ed wood. Her blue eyes were |ike gunsights, tracking methodically across
t he yacht, m ssing nothing. John thought he saw a little surprise at the
quality of the crew and the arms, but..

correct, Center thought, subject tirnwitz is surprised. A hol ograph appeared
over her face, showi ng tenperature patterns and pupil dilation. A sidebar
showed pul se rate and bl ood pressure, subject is also experiencing

wel | -control | ed apprehensi on.
"Leutnant der See Annika Tirnwitz,"
"Who is in conmmand here?"

the Chosen said, with a slight stiff nod.

John replied in kind. In accendess Landisch he replied: "Johan Hosten
owner - aboard. What can | do for you, Leutnant?"

subj ect's apprehension | evel has increased markedly.

Nice to know that he wasn't the only one feeling nervous here, and even nicer
that he had Center to reveal what was behind that poker face. O course, only
a fool wouldn't be a little fearful of the possible consequences of a fight
here. Not the physical ones—
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cowards didn't nake it through the Test of Life-but the politica
repercussi ons. Relations between the Land and Santander had never been al
that good, and since the fall of the Enpire they' d gone straight down the
toilet. The press back hone was having a field day with the atrocity stories
the refugees were bringing in; the Chosen were too insular to even try
count erneasures, they didn't understand the inpact that sort of thing had on
public opinion in the Republic. John's own papers were | eading the charge
and the stories were nostly true, at that.

The Chosen did understand status and territory and pissing matches, though
Si nki ng the yacht of a wealthy, powerful man related to a Santander Navy
admiral .

"Heir Hosten?" Tirnwitz said. She cleared her throat. "My vessel was pursuing



a small boat. Carrying subversive terrorist elenments.”

John made a sweeping wave of his hand. "As you can see, Leutnant, there's no
boat here except our ship's lifeboats, all of which are secured and | ashed
down ... and dry."

Hs eyes lifted slightly to the dirigible. It was rmuch cl oser now, but when
he'd cone aboard it had been too far to the north to see what actually
happened.

Tirnwitz's Ups thinned in frustration. The Wndstriders boats were | ashed down
and tight in their davits; nobody could have hoi sted one aboard in the tine
they'd had. Nor could a whal eboat have made it over the horizon in the yachts
shelter . . . although possibly the nmen on one could have scranbl ed aboard and
pul l ed the plug on their boat.

He coul d see that thought going through Tirnwitz's head "I nust make
i nspection and question your crew," she said after a nmoment.

| mpossi bl e,” John replied.

Jeffrey nmoved up to his side. "And to paraphrase what ny father said in Salini
| ast year, if you want to start a war, this is as good a place as any."
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Pia waved a steward forward with a tray; it |ooked rather incogruous when
conbined with the cutlass and revolver at his waist, and the short rifle slung

over his shoul der.

"Perhaps the Leutnant would |ike some refreshnents?" she said with silky
mal i ce. "Before she returns to her ship."

The sail or behind the Chosen captain grow ed and hal f noved, then sank back
quivering with rage at a finger-motion fromher. She stared at Pia for a
nonent .

"An Inperial. The animals are less insolent in the New Territories these

days," she said. "Teaching them manners can be diverting." She nodded to John
"Someday we nmay serve Santander refreshnents, a drink you'll find unpleasant.
CGuten tag."

QGHAl

The bl ast furnace shrieked like a wonman in childbirth, nmagnified ten thousand
times. A long tongue of flame reached upward into the night, throw ng

reddi sh-orange |ight across the new steel works. John nodded thoughtfully as
the bell-cap was | owered down onto the great cylinder, like a cork into a
bottle taller than a six-story building. The flanes died down as the cap

i ntercepted the uprush of superheated gases fromthe throat of the furnace,
channel i ng them t hrough pi pes where they were cl eaned and distributed to heat
ovens and boilers. A stink of cinders and sulfur filled the air, and the acrid
nose-crackling snell of heated metal. Gavel crunched under his feet as he
turned away, the small party of engineers and nanagers trailing at his heels.

A train of railcarts runbled by, full of reddish iron ore, |inmestone, and
bl ack- brown coke in careful proportions. The carts slowed, then jerked and
picked up a little speed as the hooks beneath them caught the endl ess chain



belt that would haul themup the steep slope to the Up of the furnace.
"Ni ce counterweight systemyou' ve installed, sir," the chief engineer said.
"Saves time on feeding the furnace.”

John nodded. Courtesy of Center, he thought.

"Saves | abor, too," the engineer said. "God knows we're short."

"How are those refugees shaping up?" John said.

"Better'n |I'd have thought, sir, for Wp hayseeds. They're not afraid of
sheddi ng sonme sweat, that's for

sure.
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"Pay's better than stoop work in the fields,"” John said.

A lot of the Inperial refugees who' d left the canps outside the cities on the
south shore of the Gut ended up as mgrant workers follow ng the crops across
Sant ander. They'd junped at the chance of nmill work. A couple of them snatched
of f their hats and bowed as he passed, teeth gleam ng white against their
soot - dar kened ol i ve skins. John touched the gold head of his cane to his own
silk topper; luckily white spats were out of fashion, or Pia would be even
nore upset than she was likely to be with himanyway.

"No damed strikes, either," the plant's manager said.

"Shoul dn't be, with the wages we pay," John said.

Of to the left a huge cradle of nmolten iron was noving, slung under a
trackway that ran down die center of the shed. It dropped fat white sparks,
bri ght even against the arc lights, then halted and tipped a stream of
whi t e- hot incandescence into the waiting maw of the open-hearth furnace.
Furt her back, bevond the soaking pits for the ingots, the machinery of the
rolling mll slanmmed and hunmed, |ong shafts of hot steel stretching and

f or m ng.

The engi neer nodded towards them "W're fully up to speed on the rail mll,"
he said. "If you can keep the orders coming in, we can keep the steel going
out."

John nodded. "Don't worry about the orders," he said. "Plenty of new |ines
going in, what with the doubl e-tracking program And the Chosen are buying for
then-new lines in the Enpire."

That brought the conversation behind himto a halt. He | ooked back at the
expressions of clenched di sapproval and grinned; it was not a pleasant thing
to

See.

"You're selling to the Chosen?" the engi neer said.



"I prefer to think of it as getting the Chosen to finance our expansion
program" John replied.

What's nmore, it's good cover. Several times over. It gave hima good excuse
for traveling to the Land, which
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hel ped with his ostensible work as a double agent in the enploy of the Chosen
The shiprments were al so splendid cover for agents and arnms to the underground
resi stance.

"And besides the sheet-steel rolls, you'll be getting heavy boring and turning
| at hes soon. Fromthe Arnory MIls in Santander City."

That rocked the man back on his heels. "Ordnance?" he said. "That'll cost,

sir. W'll have to learn by doing, and it's specialist work."

John nodded. "Don't worry about the orders,” he said again. "Let's say a voice
whi spered in ny ear that denmand is going to increase."

He touched the cane to his hat brim again and shook hands all around. H's
seni or enpl oyees had |l earned to respect John Hosten's "hunches," even if they
didn't understand them Then wal ked across the vacant yard to where his car
was waiting by the plant gate under a floodlight.

"Back home, sir?" Harry Smith said, |ooking up from polishing the headl anps
with a chanois cloth.

"Home," he said. "For a few days."

"Ah," the ex-Marine in the chauffeur's uniformsaid. "W're goi ng sonewhere,
then, sir?"

John nodded and stepped into the passenger conpartment of the car as Smith
opened it for him tossing hat and cane to one of the seats. There were siX,
faci ng each other at front and rear. One held Maurice Hosten, sleeping wth
his head in Maurice Fair's |l ap; the older man | ooked down at his five-year-old
nanesake fondly, stroking the silky black hair that spilled across the dark

bl ue of his uniformcoat. Pia glanced up, with a welconmng snmile that held a
bit of a frown.

"Even on your son's birthday, you cannot keep from busi ness?" she said.

"Only a little bit of business, darling," he said, settling back against the
padded | eather of the seat; it sighed for him "Quietly, or you' Il wake him"

Maurice Farr chuckled "After the anmpunt of cake this
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young man put away, not to nention the | enmonade, the spun candy, the pony
rides, the carousel, and the Ferris wheel, a guncotton charge couldn't wake

hi myou shoul d know t hat by now. "

"He does; he's just using that as an excuse." Pia's hand took John's and



squeezed away the sting of the words. "This one, you wave the word 'duty' in
front of him and he reacts like a fish leaping for a worm"

"And the hook's barbed," John said ruefully, nodding to Smith through the

wi ndow t hat joined the passenger conpartnent and the driver's position up
ahead. The car noved forward with a hiss of vented steam

Tour | adys been running an interesting notion past me," Admral Farr said.
"This Ladies' —

"Wonen's," Pia corrected.

"Winen' s Auxiliary?" John finished.

"Yes. If we get into an all-out war with the Land, we could use it. Though I'm
not sure how the public would react; there was a Tot of bad feeling during the

agitation over the franchi se, a decade or so ago. People claimng it was the
first step to Chosen corruption and so forth."

"I don't think that'll be nuch of a problem" John said thoughtfully. Center
provi ded the probabl e breakdown of public sentiment in various combinations of
circunmstance. "After all, Pia's idea is to have wonen take jobs that rel ease

men to fight. There are already plenty of wonmen in the nursing corps—have been
since the last war with the Union, you know, whatshername with the |lantern and
all that."

"And if the big war happens, we'll need every fighting man we can get," the
admral said thoughtfully. "We'll not win that one w thout a dammed bi g arny,
and the fleet'll have to expand, too. W won't be able to spare men for typing

and filing and whatnot."

"And factory work," Pia said. "First, we nmust have a conm ttee—wonen of

consequence, to be respectable, but also of ... energy."

THE CHOSEN

221

"If it's energy you want, what about your sisters-in-law?" Muurice said. "If
it's one tiling ny daughters have, it's energy . . . oh."

Pia nodded. "Them| talk to first," she said. "They are young, but there is
tinme."

"It'1l be a while," John said. Pia nodded; his foster-father [ooked at hima
little strangely, struck by the certainty of the tone. "But its not too early
to get started |l aying the groundwork."

"Son, for a man of thirty, sonetimes you sound pretty dammed ol d," Maurice
said. He touched his graying tenples. "Maybe 1'd better retire, and | eave the
field to you younger bucks."

"I don't think you can be spared, Father," John said. "And ... it isn't al

that long until the ball oon goes up."

"I's it indeed?" Maurice Farr said.

"The situation in the Unions getting pretty tense,'
Front may win the next election there."

John said. "The People's



"The Chosen certainly won't like that," Maurice said. "I"'mnot too certain

do either. The Union's not going to solve its problens by an attack on
property . . . although the way the wealthy act there is a standing invitation
to that sort of thing."

John nodded. "The Chosen have a lot of influence in certain circles there," he
said. "And | don't think those circles are going to |lie down and die just
because they lose an election. It'll take a couple of years for things to boi
over, but the Land is certainly heating up the pot."

Maurice Farr blinked slowy, his face slowy losing the shape of a
grandfather's and becoming an admral's. They can't get supplies into the

Uni on except by sea," he said thoughtfully.

John shook his head. "W can't fight them over aiding one faction in the
Union," he said. "Western provinces wouldn't go for jt."

"Al'l that good soil softens the brain, I think," Farr said.
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"Amazi ng what being a couple of hundred mles fromthe action will do. And
they' ve always resisted the easterners' attenpts to get die Republic as a
whol e involved in Union affairs; it'll take a while for themto realize this

is different."

Pia | ooked up at him This is why you nust travel to the Union, ny |ove?" she
sai d.

John si ghed unhappily. "Jeffrey and I will be in and out of there for years
now," he said. "Until the crisis conmes. But don't worry, it shouldn't be
particularly risky. W're only advising and playing politics, after all."

Jeffrey Farr had never liked the Union del Est very nuch. For one thing, the
wai ters, innkeepers, clerks, and such nade it a point of pride to be surly,
and he'd never |iked seeing a job done badly. For another, the wonen didn't
wash or change their undercl othes often enough to suit hiny he supposed that
that was an acadeni c point how that he was a married man with a ni ne-year-old
daught er and another child on the way, but the nenory rankled . . . and she

| ooked so good, before and after she took off her drawers. But phew

The nmen didn't wash nuch, either, but that was | ess personal

Still, the coastal city of Borreaux | ooked well enough; the terrain was |ess
nmount ai nous than nost of the southern shore of the Gut, a |ong narrow plain
flanking a river between | ow nmountains. The plain was covered wi th vineyards,
nostly; the foothills of the nobuntains were gray-green with olives, and the
upper slopes still heavily forested with oak and silver fir despite centuries
of cutting for buildings and ship tinber and barrels. The town itself spraw ed
along the river in a tangle of docks and basins, backed by broad, straight
streets lined with trees and handsone three-story bl ocks of buildings in a
uniformcreamlinestone. The sluns weren't quite as bad as in nost Union
cities and were kept decently out of sight. The rooftop terrace of this
restaurant was quite
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pl easant —sun shi ning through the striped awni ngs, servers in white aprons
bearing food and drink on trays . . . . . . and just to spoil it, three Chosen
officers in gray were at a table nearby, two nmen and a worman, and two | oca

| adi es. The Land aristocrats were plowi ng their way through a five-course
nmeal , and puni shing a couple of bottles of the local wine fairly hard. O
rather, the two nmen were, and | aughing occasionally with their |oca

conpani ons, who were either extrenely high-priced talent or the ninor

gent| eworren they appeared to be. The Chosen worman was sipping at a single

gl ass of the wi ne and | ooking around. Medi um hei ght, dark hair and eyes

Christ, it's Gertal Jeffrey thought, with a jolt of alarmthat turned the
hunger in his stomach to sour churning. Wiy didn't you teU ne?

Wul d have, lad, vfit'd been an energency. Dont want you to | ose your
al ertness, though. W can't always notice things for you.

He tried to keep a poker face, but Gerta nust have seen some change. She

rai sed the wineglass slightly, and an eyebrow with it The mannerism ren nded
himof John a little—but then, they'd been raised together. It startled him
sonmetines to remenber that John had been born ampbng the Chosen. If it wasn't
for that clubfoot. . . observe

A man's | ooks were nore than nuscle and bone; die personality within shaped
them everything fromthe set of his nmouth to the way he wal ked. It took a
monent for Jeffrey to realize that the tafl man in the uniformof a Land
general was John. The face was the same, but full of a quiet, grimdeadliness.
The city behind himwas famliar, too: Borreaux, but in ruins. Adirigible

fl oated overhead, and col utms of Land troops were marching up fromthe docks.

John hosten is in the upper 0.3%of the human ability curve, Center said, in
t he absence of his disability, and assuming no intervention on our
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part, the probability of his achieving general rank by this date in his
timeline is 87% 4. probability of becom ng chief of general staff, 73% 6.
probability of becom ng head of chosen council of state, 61% 8. probability
of chosen conquest of visager increases by 17% +5 in that eventuality.

Jeffrey gave a slight internal shudder. Wth no cl ubfoot—and no Center—he and
John woul d probably have spent their lives fighting each other

correct, probability—
Shut up, Raj and Jeffrey thought sinultaneously.

The waiter arrived at last, and laid a bow of the fanmpus Borreaux fish stew
before him trivalves in their shells, chunks of lizard tail, pieces of fish,
all in abroth rich with garlic, tomatoes, and spices. It snelled wonderful

it woul d have been even nore wonderful if the waiter hadn't had a rimof grine
under his thunbnail, and the thunb hadn't been dipping into the stew Jeffrey
forced hinself to ignore that, and what the kitchen was probably |ike; he
poured hinmself a glass of white wine and tore a chunk of bread off the end of
a long narrow | oaf. Say what you |iked about the Unionaise, they did know how
to cook.



And it was a dammed unl ucky chance that Chosen officers, and Gerta of al
peopl e, happened to be right here when he was expecti ng—

A small, slight man cane up to Jeffrey's table and sat, taking off his beret
and stubbing out a vi Dai nous-snel Bng cigarette in an ashtray. H s eyes flicked
si deways toward the Chosen three tables away.

"They can't hear us," Jeffrey said. "And we're facing away."

So that they couldn't lip-read. O fhand, he thought that the two mal e Chosen
were straight-legs; Gerta certainly wasn't, though, and m ght well have been
trained in that particular skill As to what they were doing here ..

"And we have business," Jeffrey went on, spooning
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up sone of the fish stew "Damm, but that's good," he said mldly.

"Vincen Deshanbre," the thin man said. Jeffrey took his hand for a nonent.
"Del egate of the Parti Uniste Travaitteur." He slid a snmall flat envel ope out
of his jacket and across the table.

"Col onel Jeffrey Farr," Jeffrey replied, reading it.

He spoke fair Fransay, and read it well; the Union del Est had been the
Republic's main foreign eneny until a generation or so ago, w th skirm shes
even nmore recently. Santander military nen were expected to learn die

| anguage, for interrogations and captured documents, if nothing el se.

Vi ncen | ooked over again at the table with the Chosen. "Bitches," he said, his
voi ce suddenly like sonething that spent nost of its time curled up on warm
rocks.

Jeffrey | ooked up, raising his eyebrow. Only one of the Chosen could possibly
qualify.

"Not the foreigners,” Vincen said. A light sheen broke out across his high
forehead, up to the edge of the thinning hair. "They're just pirates. If we
were united, we could | augh at them?"

/ don't think so, Jeffrey thought. Alone, tile Union against the Land of the
Chosen woul d be a match between the hammer and the egg. Not quite as easy a
victimas the Enpire had been, of course. For one thing die terrain was worse,
for another it was farther away, and for a third the country wasn't quite so
backward. S#K, | see his point. And the Land wasn't about to sinply invade the
Uni on, That woul d nean war w di Santander, and die Chosen weren't ready .

yet.

Nei tiier was Santander
"Those whores are what's wong, themand tiiose |ike them"

Jeffrey did a quick scan across the odier table, then turned and | et Center
freeze die picture in front of him magnifying until they all seened to be at
arm s | ength,

"I don't think they're professionals,"” he said.
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Vincen flushed nore deeply; it was a little disconcerting to see a nman
actually sweating with hate.

"Elite," he said, using the Fransay termfor the upper classes. "Merdechiennes
are losing their power, so they call in foreigners to prop it up for them"

"Well, two can play at that game,"” Jeffrey said.

The Uni onai se gave him a sharp | ook. Santander had taken several substanti al
bites out of the western border of the Union, in the old wars. Jeffrey sniled
warmy,

"W're not territorially expansive . . . not anynore, at least."

O course, much of the western Union was an economc satellite of the Republic
t hese days, and the Travai Ueur Worker—party didn't like it one little bit.
Despite the fact that w thout that investnment, its nenbers would still be
scratching out a living farm ng rocks as netayers, paying half the crop to a

I andl or d.

Vincen grunted. "As you say. We have the evidence now General Libert is
definitely in correspondence with Land agents. They offer transport for his
Legi on troops back to the mainland."

Center called up a map for Jeffrey. The Union del Est covered a big chunk of
the southern | obe of Visager's mmin continent, between Santander and the
sort-of-republic of Sierra. South of it wasn't nuch but ocean right down to
the south polar ice cap, but there were a series of fairly substanti al

i sl ands, some independent, sone held by the Republic or the Union

"Libert's on Errif, isn't he? That's quite a ways out, seven hundred
kilometers or so. Can't your navy squadron in Bassin du Sud keep himbottled
up?"

The Legi on were the best troops the Union had, and nostly foreigners at that.
They were the ones who'd finally beaten the natives on Errif, after a war
where the Union regulars nearly got thrown back into the sea. And there were
large units of Errifan natives under Union officers on the islands too, now
They' d probably
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be about as tough fighting agai nst the Union governnment as they had been in
the initial war.

The navy is loyal to the governnment, yes," Vincen said. "But the Land, they
offer air transport if there is a matching mlitary uprising on the mainland."

Jeffrey whistled silently, remenbering the air assault on Corona in the
openi ng stages of the Inperial war. Can't fault the Chosen on audacity, he
thought. Errif was a lot further fromtheir bases. Overfly the Union, he

t hought, cal cul ating di stances. They could at that; the Landi sch Luftanza had
a concession to run a route that way. Refuel at sea, from ships brought round



the continent in international waters. Yes, it's possible. Just. You had to be
ready to take chances in war; otherwise it turned into a series of slugging
mat ches. Big risks could have big payoffs ... or disaster, if things went into
t he pot.

"Why don't you recall himand jail hinP" Jeffrey asked "Before he has a chance
to rebel."

Vincen clenched his fists. "Because this coalition so-called governnent has
even less balls than it has brains!" His half-how brought stares fromthe
tabl es around them and he |lowered his voice. "Us, the dammed syndicalists,
t he regi onal aut onom sts—everyone but the tw ce-damed anarchi sts and
separatists, and nane of a dog! W have to keep them sweet, too, because we
need their votes in the Chanbre du Del egate.™

He nade a disgusted sound through his teeth, hands waving. Unionaise were |ike
Imperials that way: tie their hands and they were struck dumb as a fish.

"Last year, we could have arrested him Arrested all the traitors in uniform
What did our so-called government do? Pensioned half of themoff! Gave them
pensi ons wung out of the workers* sweat, so that they could plot at neir

| ei sure.”

"*Never do an eneny a snmall injury,'"
Very old, fromwhat Center said

Jeffrey quoted "Ad Inperial saying."

Vineen's small eyes were hot with agreenent. "W
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shoul d have executed the lot of them" he said. "Now its too late. The
government is holding off on General"—he virtually spat the word—Libert in
the hopes that if they don't provoke him he'll do nothing."

"Stupid," Jeffrey said in agreenent. "They're al so probably afraid that if
they send troops to arrest him they'll go over to himinstead."

Vi ncen nodded jerkily. "There are | oyal troops—the Assault CQuards, for
i nstance—but yes, the ministry is concerned with that."

"Whi ch brings us down to practicalities,"” Jeffrey said. "If there is a
mlitary uprising with Land support, what exactly do you plan to do about it?"

"W will fight!"
"Yes, but what will you fight wth?"

The little Unionaise linked his fingers on the table. "W have confidence that
part of the army at least will remain | oyal. Beyond that, there are the
regional mlitias."

Jeffrey nodded. He had no confidence in them for one thing, they had even
less in the way of real training than the provincial mlitias back hone. Sone
of the states of the Union were run by the conservative opposition parties,
and thereby pro-Chosen. Even in the ones that weren't, too many of the
mlitias were under the influence of |ocal magnates, alnost all of whom
supported the conservative opposition parties, as did the Church here. The
Church here was a great | anded nagnate, cone to that.



"And we'll hand out arnms to the party nmilitias of the coalition, and to the
workers in the streets—tets see how the Regulars |ike being drowned in a sea
of armed workers."

"It's good to see you're in earnest,"” Jeffrey said. It all sounded like a
prescription for a bl oodbath, but that was preferable to another sw ft Chosen
triunmph, he supposed. "For ny part, | can assure you that my governnment will
declare any outright intervention in internal Union affairs an unfriendly
act."
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That meant |less than it should; sem -clandestine intervention wouldn't provoke
Sant ander retaliation. The Republic sinply wasn't ready for war, either
physically or psychol ogi cal ly.

"And | think we can guarantee that you'll be allowed to purchase weapons.
Speaking in ny private capacity, you'll also find sone of our banks
synmpathetic in the matter of |oans. Provided your government is equally
reasonabl e. "

"I suppose you'll want concessi ons.

They settled down to dicker; when Vincen left, the expression on his face was
marginally | ess sour. Fortunately, the Chosen officers left alittle later
The men went with their |ocal conpanions; one of them stopped to say a fina
word with CGerta Hosten. She | aughed and shook her head. The man shrugged, and
the girl with him pouted. Wien they had left, Gerta picked up her w negl ass
and canme over to Jeffrey's table.

"You're wel come,"” he said as she seated herself wi thout asking perm ssion

The hard dark face showed a slight snmile. "W neet again. A pleasure. It would
have been an even bigger one if Heinrich had had the sense to shoot you four
years ago. | told himyou were a spook."

"I"'mhere on vacation," Jeffrey said, snmling back despite hinsel f. "Besides,
Hei nrich doesn't have your suspicious mnd."

"Which is why he's a straight-leg. Too dammed good-natured for his own good."
Gerta rai sed her wi neglass. These Uni onai se nake sonme pretty things," she said
as the cut crystal sparkled in the evening sun. "And they nake good wi ne. But
they couldn't organize sailors into a whorehouse."

"Well, that's your problem" Jeffrey said. "You' re the ones with the training
m ssion here."

"Purely as private contractors, on |leave fromour regular duties," Gerta said
pi ously. |, "And I'ma tourist," Jeffrey said.
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Unwi I lingly, he joined in Gerta's chuckle.

"You know t he best thing about conpeting with you Santies?" Gerta asked. Wen



he shook his head, she continued: "It's not that you' re short of guts, because
you aren't, or because you're stupid, because you aren't that, either. It's
that you're never, ever ready" She finished her wine and rose.

"And we're going to win this round," she said.

"Why's that, the invincible destiny of the Chosen race?"
"I'nvincible nuleshit," she said cheerfully, with a grin that m ght have cone
out of deep water, rolling over for the killing bite. "The reason that we're
going to win this one is that we're trying to help fuck this place up—and the
Uni onai se are positive geniuses at that, anyway."

Everyone in Bassin du Sud was afraid. John Hosten could taste it, even w thout
Centers quick flickering scans of the people passing by. The narrow crooked
streets were less full of people than he'd seen on previous business visits,
and the storekeepers stood at the ends of their I ong narrow shops, ready to
drop the rolling netal curtain-doors. Wndows were | ocked behind the scrolled
i ronwork of their bal conies, and simlar ironwrk doors had been pulled across
nost of the narrow entranceways that led to interior courtyards. He could
still get glinpses down them the sight of a fountain or a statue in old green
bronze, or a tine of washing above plain flagstones.

Gerta's smile haunted him seen through Jeffrey's eyes.
Every tine he'd seen her smile like that, people started dying in job |ots.

There was sonething el se about the streets, he decided. | hope jean-Cl aude is
still there. Something very odd about die streets, but he couldn't quite put
his finger on it.

fewnlitary personnel, Center said.

Bassin du Sud had a fair-sized Union garrison, plus a navy base. In fact, if
he turned, he could see part of it downslope fromthe rise he was on. H s

st epf ather woul d have gone into a cold rage at the knots hanging fromthe
rigging of the three hermaphrodite cruisers at the dock, and the state of

t hei r upperworks, but.

The sound hit a huge soft pillow of air, knocking hi mbackward. Down by the
naval docks a heni sphere of fire bl ossomed upwards, with bits and pi eces of
iron and
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wood and crewnen fromthe three cruisers. A stunned silence followed the
expl osion, then a great scream ng roar |ike nothing he had ever heard in his
life.

A mob, Raj's nental voice said softly. That's the sound of a hunting nob.
Over it canme sounds he had no problemrecognizing. First a series of dull soft
thuds in the distance, like very |large doors slamm ng. Then a burbling,

poppi ng sound that went on and on, rising and falling. Artillery and small
ar ns.



"I"'mlate, God damm it," he said, and began to run. Perhaps too late. The
rough pavenent was slippery and uncertain under his boots; he kept his right
hand near the front of his jacket, ready to go for a weapon.

Careful, lad. Raj cautioned. / don't think foreigners are going to be att that
popul ar around here right note.

The narrow street widened a little, into a small cobbl ed pl aza the shape of an
irregul ar polygon, with a fountain in the mddle spilling water into granite
horse troughs around it. A bullet spanged through the air. He dove forward and
rolled into the cover of the troughs, ignoring the stone gouging at his back
and came up with the automatic ready in his hand.

A man in a nonk's brown robe was staggering away fromthe little church on the
other side of the plaza. He was a thick-bodied nman, with a kettle belly and a
round, plunp face. A few hours earlier it mght have been a good-natured face,
the jolly nmonk too fond of the table and bottle of the stories. Nowit was a
mask of blood froma |long cut across the tonsured scal p. Dozens of nen and
worren in the rough blue clothing of city | aborers were follow ng the nonk,
jeering and poking himwi th sticks, spitting and ki cking. The cleric's heavy
body jerked to the blows, but his wide fixed eyes | ooked out of bl ood-wet skin
with a desperate fixed expression, as if his mind had convinced itself that
the exit to the plaza represented safety.
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There was no safety for him One of the nob tired of the fun. The pried-up
cobbl est one he swung must have wei ghed ten pounds; the nonk's head burst with
a sound much like a waternellon falling six stories onto pavenent. He
col | apsed, his body still twitching beneath the brown robe. John swore softly
to hinmself and rose, letting the pistol fall down by his side. The bl ack
crackle finish of the weapon's steel probably wouldn't show nmuch agai nst his
frock coat. . . and while the ten rounds in the magazi ne al so woul dn't be much
good agai nst a charging nob, he didn't intend to die alone if it came to that.

"Hey, there's one of the Chosen dog-suckers who're in bed with the elite and
the Christ-suckers!" soneone baw ed.

"Sant ander!" John shouted, in a controlled roar. It cut through the nurnur of
this little outlier of the mob. "I'm from Santander"—though | was born in
Cat ht aki ng and ny father's a general on the Council, but there's no need to
conplicate matters—on di pl omati ¢ business."

He pulled out his passport with his left hand and held it up. Half the crowd
probably couldn't read, nuch | ess recognize official stanps, but his
accent|l ess Fransay and his manner nade them hesitate.

"I"'mon my way to the Santander consul ate right now," he went on, and pointed
to the northward where the sound of fighting was heaviest. "Don't you people
have busi ness up there?"

The crowd milled, people talking to their neighbors; individuals once nore,
rather than a beast with a single mnd and will, John bol stered his weapon and
trotted past them past the church where flane was beginning to lick out die
shattered stained-glass wi ndows. A quick glance inside showed the chaos of

swi ft incompetent |ooting and the body of a nun lying spread-eagled in a huge
pool of blood from her gashed-open throat. , Wat lovely allies, he thought
dryly, and nmentally waved aside Center's coments. / know, | know "



The streets broadened as he clinbed the sl ope above
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t he harbor and gained the nore-or-less | evel plateau that held the newer part
of the city. The press of people grew too, crowds of thempouring in fromthe
dock areas behind himand fromdie factory-worker suburbs. He dodged around an
electric tramstanding frozen in the mddle of the street, past another
burni ng church—fromthe colums of snoke, there were fires all over town—and
past cars, |ying abandoned or passing cramed past capacity. Those held arned
men, in civilian clothes or green Assault Guard gendarnerie uniforms with

bl ack | eather hats, or army and navy gear. Al the nen in them had red

ar nbands, though, and sonme had miniature red or black flags flying fromtheir
| ong sword-bayonets. John cursed, kicked, and pushed his way through the
crowds, but the press grew closer and closer; it was |ike being caught in
heavy surf, or a strong river current.

Suddenly the crowd surged around him an eddy this tinme. He barely cleared the
corner onto the Avenue d' Armes when the shooting broke out ahead, |ouder this
time. He was enough taller than the Unionaise crowd to see why. A dozen
mlitary steam cars had pulled up and bl ocked the road fifty yards ahead. They
weren't arnored vehicles, but they each had a couple of pintle-munted machi ne
guns. Infantry followed, rushing up and depl oying on and around the cars.

Their rifles came up in a bristle, and the crews of the machine guns were

sl apping the covers down and jacking the cocking levers. The fat water jackets
of the automatic weapons jerked and quivered with their fearful haste.

John felt a cold rippling sensation over his belly and | oins. Everything
seened to nmove very slowy, giving himplenty of time to consider. A tnan in
front of himwas pushing a wheel barrow full of stones and hal f-bricks,
ammunition for the riot which this no |l onger was. He squatted—there was no
roomto bend—gripped the man by wai st and ankl e, and heaved. The Uni onai se
pitched forward, flying over the toppling wheel barrow and into
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the three men ahead of it, staggering them They fell backward agai nst the
wood and iron in the sanme instant that John dove forward and down onto the
bricks it spilled, into the space it had made, the only open space in the
whol e vast crowd.

A giant gripped a sheet of canvas in nmetal gauntlets and ripped. John curled
hinself into a ball behind the wheel barrow and barred his teeth at the picture
his mnd supplied of what was happeni ng ahead. The crowd couldn't retreat, not
really, not with so many thousands behind themstill pressing forward and the
hi gh bl ank wal s on either side.

Twenty machi ne guns fired continuously, and several hundred nagazine rifles as
fast as the soldiers could work their bolts and reload. Bodies fell over the
wheel bardw, over John, turning his position into a nount that kicked and

twi tched and bl ed. He heaved his back against the sliding, thrashing mass; if
he let it grow he'd suffocate here, trapped beneath a half-ton of flesh. The
barricade of bodies shuddered as bullets smacked honme. John was blind in a hot
dar kness that stank with die iron-copper of blood and sliny feces and body
fluids. They ran oxwn over him matting his clothing, running into his nouth



and eyes. He heaved again, feeling his frock coat rip with the strain. Bodies
slid, and a draft of fresher air brought himback to conscious thought.

Can't attract attention

Through a gap he could see die rooftops beyond the barricade of war-cars.
Sonet hi ng noved there, and sonething smaller flew though the air.

Crunp. The dynanite bonb | anded between two cars and roll ed under the front
wheel s of one. It backflip-ped onto the vehicle next to it with a rending
crash of glass and netal; superheated steamflayed nmen for yards around as the
flash-boiler coils in both ruptured. Some officer with strong presence of mnd
was redirecting fire to the rooftops on either hand, but nore dynamite bonbs
rai ned down. Crunp. Crunp. Crunp.
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There hadn't been tine for panic to infect the whole nmob, even though

hundr eds—t housands—had been | olled or wounded. Not even Center could have
predicted their reaction. The survivors ran forward, and John ran with them
One nachi ne gun snarl ed back into action briefly, and then the forefront of
the nmob was scranbling over the ramp of dead and dying that stood four and
five bodies deep in front of the wecked war-cars. He dove over it headfirst,
whil e the surviving soldiers shot down the rioters silhouetted upright on the
edge. The automatic was in his hand as he knelt. A green grid of lines settled
over his vision, and the aimstrobed red as he swung fromone target to the
next. Crack. A soldier pitched backward fromthe spade grips of his machine
gun with a round bl ue hole between his eyes and the back bl own out of his head
by the wadcutter bullet. Crack. An officer folded in the mddle as if he'd
been gut-punched, then slid foreward to lie linply anong the ot her dead.

Crack. Crack. The slide | ocked back and his hands automatically ejected the
enpty magazine .and replaced it with one fromthe clips attached to the
shoul der - hol ster rig.

John blinked, breathing hoarsely. H's hand shook slightly as he bolstered the
automatic and he blinked again and again, trying to shed the glassy sensation
that made himreel |ike an abandoned hand- puppet.

| never liked it either, Raj said. There was the nonentary inmage of a roomin
a tower, with half a dozen nmen spraw ed in death across tabl es and benches.
It's necessary, sonetines. Brace up, lad. Wrk to be done,

John nodded and wi ped at the congealing blood on his face. Well, that didn't
work. He stripped off his businessman's frock coat and used the relatively dry
lining instead, cleaning away enough so that his eyes didn't stick shut and
spitting to clear the taste out of his nmouth. Then he bent to pick up a
soldier's fallen rifle and bandolier; the weapon was Land-made or a copy. No,
Cat ht aki ng arnory marks. He thunbed two stripper
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clips into the nagazi ne and sl apped the bolt Hone before working his way to
the edge of the crowd. Not nuch chance his contact would be at hone, but it

wasn't far and he had to check

Snipers were firing fromthe towers of the Bassin du Sud cathedral The Maison



Muni ci pal was directly across fromit, with inprovised barricades of furniture
and planter boxes hill of flowers in front of the entrances and people
shooting back from behind them and fromthe w ndows above. John went down on
his belly and | eopard-crawl ed al ong the sidewal k from one piece of cover to
the next. Wien he was hal fway across an explosion lifted him and slamed him
against die wall of die building, |eaving himhalf-stunned as the cathedra
facade slid into the square in a slownotion collapse, falling al nost
vertically. Quarter-ton |limestone building bl ocks m xed wi di gargoyl es and
fretwork and fragnents of gl ass aval anched across the pavenent. John pressed
his face into the sidewal k and hoped diat die plane trees and benches to his
right would stop anything diat bounced diis far. There was a pattering of
rubbl e, and somediing grazed his buttocks hard enough to sting; dien a cloud
of choki ng dust swept across him mnmaking himsneeze repeatedly. The earthquake
runbl e died down, and he doggedly resuned his craw .

W1 1ling hands pulled himover the barricade; the crowd behind it included
everyone from Assault CGuards to female file clerks, armed w di everydung
concei vabl e, including fireplace pokers and Y-fork kid's catapults. Mny of
the people diere were standing on die piled furniture and cheering the ruin of
die cathedral, despite die fact diat hostile tire was com ng from ot her
bui | di ngs around die plaza as well. John prudently rolled to one side before
com ng erect, grunting slighdy as his bruises twi nged. An Assault Guard | ooked
at him wunconsciously fingering the pistol at his side.

"Who are your he said.

*Tm here to see Jean-C aude Deschines,” John replied.
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"Just like that?" The gendarne had narrow eyes and a heavy bl ack stubble. "I
asked who you are."

"And | asked to see Jean-Cl aude. Tell himJohn is here with the package he was
expecting."

The other man's eyes narrowed; he nodded and trotted of f. John set his back
against a twisting granite columm and westled his breath and heartbeat back
under control, ignoring the sporadic shooting and cheering and trying to

i gnore the deadly whine of the occasional ricochet making it through the

barri caded wi ndows. Ten years ago he woul dn't have been breathing hard .. ~The
entrance hall was dark because of those barricades, just enough light to see
the big curving staircase at its rear, and the usual allegorical nurals
depicting Progress and Harnony and I ndustry, the sort of thing the Syndicat

dlInitative put up in any Unionaise town hall. One did catch his eye, a npsaic
pi ece showi ng Bassin du Sud as it had | ooke.J a couple of centuries ago, with
only the grimbulk of the castle onits hill, and a small walled vill age at

its feet. That castle had been built as a base to stop Errife corsairs, back
when the island pirates had virtually owned the coast, setting up bases and
raiding far inland for slaves and | oot.

The castle was still there. And it was die garrison HQ for the Bassin du Sud
mlitary district. The curtain walls » and noats and arrowslits weren't al
that rel evant anynore, but there were heavy shore-defense nortars in the
courtyards, Land-nmade breechl oaders, capable of conmanding the harbor if die
pl otters consolidated their hold on the garrison

Atall man with a swag belly clattered down the staircase; he had a police



car bi ne over his shoul der and a pistol thrust dirough the sash around his
wai st .

"Jean!" he roared genially, and cane toward John with open arns for the hug
ana | ass on both cheeks that was the standard friendly greeting in die Union
At the last nonent he recoil ed.

John | ooked down briefly at his shirt. "Mst of it's other people's blood," he
sai d hel pfully.
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"Narme of a dog! You were caught in the street fight-
i ng?"

John nodded. "Nearly got nassacred by some soldiers w di car-mounted machi ne
guns, but sonebody dropped dynamite on diem There seemto be a |ot of
expl osi ons going on today." He jerked his head towards tile doors |eadi ng out
onto the plaza.

"My faith, yes," the mayor of Bassin du Sud said happily. "Copper m ners.
ah ... arranged for a special train to bring in a few hundred of them from
up in the bills. Ingenious fellows, aren't tiiey?"

John nodded. They were al so anarchists alnost to a man, those that weren't
menbers of the radical wi ng of the Trauai Ueur party. A few years ago, when die
Conservatives had been in power, they'd taken up arms in a revolt hal fway

bet ween a damed viol ent strike and outright revolution. The gover nnent had
turned General Libert's Legionnaires and Errife | oose on them when the regul ar
arnmy couldn't put die insurrection down.

"You're going to need nore dian dynamte and hunting shotguns to get die
garrison out of the casde. Especially if you want to do it before Libert
arrives. What've you got in the way of ships to stop himcrossi ng?"

"Three cruisers were lost."

"I saw it. Sabotage?"

The mayor nodded. "Tinme bonbs in the nmagazi nes, we dunk. But there's one
corsair-class commerce raider, and sonme torpedo boats. There were nothi ng but
nmer-chantmen in Errif harbor at |ast report.™

"That's last report. He may shuttle nen over by air. Chosen “vol unteers' under
"private contract.' In fact, I £ wouldn't put it past die Chosen to escort his

troopships in with a squadron of cruisers.”

"That woul d nean war!" The mayor's natural olive , changed to a pasty gray.
"War widi the Republic."

"Not if they could claima |ocal governnent invited themin."
"Nobody coul d—=
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"Man am, you don't know what Santander |awyers are |like. They could argue the
devil into the Throne of God—er at |least tie everything up on the question for
a year or better. Wich is why you have to get some transport down to ny ship;
she's stuffed to die gills with rifles, machine guns, amrunition, explosives,
nortars, and field-guns."

Jean- O aude nodded decisively. "Bon" He turned and began to shout orders.

Gerta Hosten put her eye to a crack in the worn planks of the boathouse. It
was crowded, with the hal f-dozen Chosen commmandos and the fishing boat pulled
up on the ways, and the stink of old fish was soaked into the oak and pine

ti mbers. The rubber sknsuit she was wearing was hot and clamy out of the

wat er; she shrugged back the weight of the air tank on her back and peered
down the docks.

"Still burning nicely," she said, |ooking over to the naval dockyards. "The
st orehouses and wharfs are burning, too. Considerate of the eneny to use
wooden hulls."

osol ete, but this was a conplete backwater in mlitary terms. Al the Union's
few nodem war shi ps were up in the Gut, and it would take weeks to bring any
down here. By then this action would be settled, one way or another. Her
conpani ons were too well disciplined to cheer, but a |ow nmutter of

sati sfaction went through them Then soneone spoke softly:

"Native conming." They wheel ed and crouched, hands reaching for weapons. "It's
ours."

The Uni onai se knocked at the door, three quick and then two at |onger
intervals. One of the conmandos opened it enougji for himto sidle in; he
| ooked around at the hard-set faces and swal |l owed uneasily.

"What news, Louis?" Gerta said, in his |anguage. She spoke all four of
Vi sager's mmjor tongues with accent-|ess fluency.

"Qur men are pinned in the garrison and the seafront
batteries,” he said. "The syndicates are slaughtering everyone they can
cat ch—everyone wearing a gentlenman's cravat, even, priests, nuns . "

The Chosen shrugged. Wiat el se woul d you do, when you had the upper hand in a
situation like this? Louis swallowed and went on

"And they are handing out arnms to all the rabble of the city."

"Where are they getting then?" Gerta asked. According to the last reports,
nost of the weapons in Bassin du Sud were in the castle or the fortified gun
enpl acenents that guarded the harbor nouth.

"There is a Santander ship in dock, one that cane in a few days ago but did
not unl oad. The cargo is weapons, all types—fine nodern weapons. They are
handi ng t hem out at the dock and sendi ng wagons and trucks full of others al
around the city."

"Dam, " CGerta swore mldly. That would put a spanner in the gears. "Show ne."



She unfol ded a waterproof map of the harbor and spread it on the gunwal e of
the fishing boat Louis bent over it, squinting in the half darkness until she
nmoved it to a spot where a sliver of sunlight feD through the boards.

"Here," he said, tapping a finger down. "Quay Seven, Western Dock."

"Hmm " Gerta measured the distance between her index and little fingers and
then noved them down to the scale at the bottom of the nmap. "About half a
mle, say three-quarters, as we'll swim"

Bassin du Sud had a harbor net, but like all harbors the filth and garbage in
the water attracted marine life. And on Visager, nmarine life meant death nore
often than t not. They'd already |ost two nenbers of the team

"Nothing for it," she said. "Hans, Erika, OQto, you'l

cone with nme. The rest of you, |aunch the boat and

bring it here." She tapped a finger on the nmap; the
pot hers crowded around to nmenorize their positions.
function check now. "
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Everyone went over everyone else's air tanks, regulators, and other gear. Hard
hat suits with air punped down a hose had been in use for fifty or sixty
years, out this equipnment was barely out of the experinental stage.

"Air pressure.”

" Check. "

"Regul at or and hose. "

" Check. "

" Spear - bonb gun. "

" Check. ?

"M nes."

"Check and ready."

The last of the foot-thick disks went into the teardrop-shaped container, and
the man in charge of it adjusted the internal weights that kept it at neutra
buoyancy Gerta pulled the goggl es down over her face and put the
rubber-tasting nout hpi ece between her |ips. She checked her watch: 18:00
hours, two hours until sunset. ldeal, if nothing held them up seriously.

Lifting her feet carefully to avoid tripping on her fins, she waded into the
wat er .



The Merchant Venture had her deck-guns manned and ready when John | eapt off
the runni ng board of the truck and down onto the dock at the foot of the
gangway. She also had full steam up and her deck-cranes rigged to unl oad
cargo

"Go!" John said, trotting towards the deck.
"I's that you, sir?" Barrjen blurted.

The bl ood on his face nust | ook even nore ghastly now that it had a chance to
dry.

"Not mine," he said again. "Get the first |oad down on the dock," he went on
"CGet sone crewren up here and forma chain to hand rifles and bandoliers down
to anyone who conmes up and asks for one."

The ex-Marine blinked at that, but slung his own weapon and began bar ki ng
orders. It was a relief sonetimes, having soneone who didn't argue with you
all the tine.

Stevedores were pushing rail flats onto the tracks al ongsi de the Santander

nmer chant shi p; Jean-d aude had gotten them out of the fighting and noving fast
enough. Steam chugged and a wi nch whirred with a snell of scorched castor oi
on the deck ahead of the ship's central island bridge. The crates com ng out
of the hold were the heavier stuff: field-guns and nortars and their

ammuni tion. Mre trucks were arriving, honking their air-bulb horns, and
growi ng crowds of people with Assault Guards to shove theminto sone sort of
['ine.

"Damdest fucki ng way—beggi ng your pardon, sir—I've ever seen of unloading a
ship," Adams, the vessel's first mate, said unhappily.

"No alternative at present," John said.

He Iifted his eyes to the hills. Chateau du Sud was invisible fromhere, al

but the pepperpot roof of one of the towers. That gave them direct observation
for the fall of shot, though; and those 240mm Schl enfa Emma up there coul d
drop their shells right through the deck. -Wen the stored amunition and

expl osives went off, it would make the destruction of the Unionaise cruisers
earlier in the day look like a fart in a teacup

Long narrow crates full of rifles and short square ones full of anmmunition
began goi ng down the gangways hand to hand, then out into the eager crowd.
John restrained an inpulse to get into the chain and swi ng some wei ght, and
another to |l ook up at die castle again. Nothing he could do now but wait. At

| east there was also nothing I' the rebels or their Chosen backers could do to
himeither, except fire those guns . . . and they didn't seem:to suspect what
was goi ng on. Yet.

The harbor water was nmurky and dark, tasting of oil id rot. Gerta felt the
reach of the tentacle before she it, flicking up fromthe nud and scattered
debris the bottom thick as a big nman's arm and coated on side with oval
suckers and barbed bone hooks. The 3k of it buffeted her aside, tunbling her
t hr ough the
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water like a stick. It wapped itself around Hans Dieter with the snapping

qui ckness of a frog's tongue closing around a fly. Then it jerked him
downwar d, scream ng through the muffling water. Bl ood and gouting air bubbles
trailed behind hinm so did the streaniined container of |inpet mnes, anchored
by a stout cord to his waistbelt.

Schei sse, Gerta thought.

Her body reacted automatically, stabilizing her spin, jacknifing and plunging
downward as fast as her fins could drive her. The darkness grew swiftly, but
the creature was noving upward with its strike. Ten neters long, a torpedo
shape with a three-lobed tail; the nouth had three flaps as well, fringed with
teeth like ivory spikes around a rasping sucker tongue, with a huge reddi sh
eye above each. The tentacles were threefold A second had cl osed around Bans
legs, pulling his legs loose fromhis torso and guiding theminto the

sausage- machi ne maw. The third | ashed out at her

She whirled, poising the speargun, and fired. A slug of conpressed air sent

t he bul bous- headed spear flashing down and ki cked her back; she could feel the
schunnnk as the mechani smcycled in her hands. The spear slammed into the base
of the tentacle just as the hooks slashed through her skinsuit and tore at her
flesh. She shouted into me rubber of the nouthpiece, tasting water around it,
and curled herself into a ball. The shock of the explosion thunped at her
sendi ng her spinning off into the nmurky water

It had been muffled by flesh. There was inky-1ooking blood all around her. She
extended arnms and legs frantically to loll the spin. That saved her life; the
| ong shape of the killer piscoid floundered by where she woul d have been
flailing the water with its two intact tentacles, nmouth gaping. CGerta fought
to control her speargun while the creature bent itself double to attack again.
There was a crater in the rubbery flesh where its third tentacle had been
gouting blood into the watei
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but that didn't seemto be fazing it nuch. The nouth opened as broad as the
reach of her arms, the other two tentacles trailing back in its wake and stil
hol di ng bits of Hans. Sone crazed corner of her mind wondered if it was com ng
at her or up at her or down .

No matter. One last chance . . . she fired.

The nmouth closed in reflex as something entered it. Swallow ng was equally
automatic. This tinme she had a perfect view of the consequences. The snooth
body behind the eyes was as thick as her own torso. Now it belled out like a
gun barrel fired when the weapon's nmuzzle was stuffed with dirt. The nouth
flew open the way a flower did in stop-notion photography, with bits and

pi eces of internal organ and of Hans Dieter shooting out at her. The predator
fish drifted downward, quivering and jerking as its nervous systemfired at
random

CGot to get out of here, she thought. The blood and vibrations would attract
scavengers fromall over the harbor. And then: Were are the mines?

Oto swamup pulling the container. Gerta felt her shoul ders unknot in relief,
enough that she was di zzy and nauseous for an instant before control clanped

down. It had been so quick . . . and Hans had been a good troop. She grabbed a
handhol d on the other side of the container and signaled to Elke with her free



hand, telling her to take over the watch. It would be faster with two pulling,
and they'd lost tine.

The additional risk was something they'd just have to take.
"About half done," John said to hinself.

He hal f turned to speak to Adans when the deck surged under his feet. Water
spout ed up between the dock and the hull, a fountain surge that drenched the
whol e front of the ship. Seconds later the hufl shuddered

E" , and another nmass of water fell across her md-: and a third, this tine at
the stern. Dead sea-things ed to the surface.
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John | ooked up reflexively. But there had been no sound of a heavy shel
droppi ng across the sky. Torpedo? his mind gi bbered. There wasn't nore than a
yard or two between dock and hul

a mne, Center said, attached to the hull by strong nagnets, put in place by
divers with artificial breathing apparatus, probability approaches unity.

Crewnen vonited out of the hatches, scream ng. A second wave cane a few
seconds later, dripping and sodden with seawater, sone of them dragging
wounded crewmrates. John stood staring blankly, fists squeezing at either side
of his head. Then the deck began to tilt towards the quayside, scores of tons
of water dragging the port rail down. Hi s ears rang, so loudly that for a
nmonent he couldn't hear Barrjen's shouted questions.

John shook his head Iike a wet dog and grabbed Adanms* shoul der. "\Were are the
starboard stopcocks?" he said, then screaned it into the man's ear until the
expression of stunned incredulity faded.

"What ?"
"The stopcocks! We've got to counterflood or she'll capsize!"
"But if we flood, she'll fookin* sink."

"Iliere's only ten feet of water under her keel; we can sal vage the cargo and
float her later, but if we don't flood she'll capsize, man. Now "

He could feel the force of his will penetrate the seaman's nental fog.
"Right," the mate said, w ping a hand across his face. "This way."

"Il come, sir," Barrjen said.

"Good man. Let's go."

The conpani onway down fromthe bridge was steep and slippery with oily soot
fromthe funnels at the best of times. Now it was canted over at thirty
degres, and John went down it in a controlled fall. The hatchway bel ow fl apped
open, abandoned in the rush to get away fromthe waters pouring through the
rent hull. He dropped through it into water already ankle-deep
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braci ng hinself against the wall with one hand to keep erect on the tilting
deck.

"Don't tell ne," he said as Adans staggered beside him "The stopcocks are on
t he other side of the ship."

"Yessir."

"No time like the present,"” John said grimy, and gave him a boost forward.
The trip across the beam of the ship becane steadily nore like a clinb. Adans
st agger ed ahead, pushed from behind by John and the ex-Marine. At |ast they
cane to a conplex of wheels and pipes.

"That one!" Adans shouted, pointing. Then he | ooked down the side of the ship.
"Ch, Jesus, the barnacles are showi ng—Jdesus Son of God, Mary Modther, she's
going to go over."

"No she isn't," John said, fighting off a nonment's imge of drowning in die
dark with air only a few unreach-able feet away through the hull. He spat on
his hands. "Let's do it."

The spoked steel wheel was about a yard in dianeter, |ocked by a chain and
pin. Adans snatched it out, and John | ocked his hands on the wheel. It noved a
gquarter of an inch, stopped, nmoved again, halted. John braced a foot agai nst
the wall and heaved until his nuscles crackled and threatened to tear |oose
fromhis pelvis.

"Jamed, " Adams said. "Mist've jamed-shaft torqued by the explosion."
"Then we'll unjamit."

John | ooked around. Resting in brackets on the side of the central island of
die ship were an ax, sledgehanmer, and prybar

"Jam t hese through the spokes," he said briskly. "Here and here. Now both of
you toget her, heave."

They strained; there was silence except for grunts of effort and the distant
shouts on the dock. Then the ax handl e snapped across with a gunshot crack
Barrjen skipped aside with a curse as the axhead whi pped past hi mand bounced
off the wall, leaving a streak of shiny nmetal scraped free of paint on the
wal | .
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"Fuck this" John shout ed.

He snat ched the sl edgehamer from Adam s hands, jammed the crowbar firmy in
pl ace, and braced hinmself to strike. That was difficult; the ship was well
past its center of gravity now A few nore mnutes, and the intakes for the
flood val ves woul d be above the surface. That woul d happen seconds before she
went over.

Cung. The vibrating jolt shivered painfully back up his arms, into his

shoul ders, starting a pain in the small of his back. He took a deep breath as
di e sl edge swung up again, focused, exhaled in a grunt of total concentration
as the hamer came down. Cung. Cung, dung.



Adans' nerve broke and he fled back up the | adder. Two strikes later Barrjen
spoke, at first a breathy whisper as he stared at the wheel with sweat running
down his face

"She's noving." Then a shout: "The hoors noving!"

It was; John had to reposition hinself as it turned a quarter revolution
Easier now. He flung the sl edgehanmer aside and pulled the crowbar free,
grabbing at the wheel with his hands. Barrjen did |Iikew se on die other side.
Both nmen strained at the reluctant netal, faces red and gasping with the
effort, bodies knotted into straining statue-shapes. The wheel jerked, noved,
jerked. Then spun, faster and faster

A new sound cane from beneath their feet, a vibrating runble.

"Either that works, or she's already too far gone,'
fromthe dock."

John gasped. "Let's see

There was a crowd waiting. They cheered as John and the stocky ex-Marine
junped fromthe tilted deck to the wharfside, a score of hands reaching to
steady them John ignored the babbl ed questions. He did take a proffered flask
of brandy, sipping once or twi ce before handing it back and never taking his
eyes fromthe ship.

"She's not tilting any further,"” Barrjen said.

"And she's settling fast."
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Four m nutes and the decks were awash. Another and they heard a deep runbling
bong, a sound felt through the soles of their feet nore than through the ears.
Trie funnels, central island and crane-nmasts of the nerchantman trenbl ed
through a thirty-degree arc to a position that was nearly vertical as the
relatively flat bottomof the ship rolled it nearly upright on the nud of the
har bor bottom

John flexed his hands and took a deep breath. "Right," he said, when the
cheers died down. "CGet sone small explosive charges here, we'll want to kil
off any sea life." Scavengers were swarnming in. "W'l|l need diving suits, air
punps, nore ropes. Get noving!"

He | ooked up into the darkening evening sly, then over towards the castle. He
was just in time to see the great bottle-shaped spearhead of flane show over
the courtyard walls. The siege howitzers were in action at last. H's shoul ders
tensed as he listened to the whirring, ripping sound of the shell's passage,
toning | ower and |ower as it approached. The three-hundred-pound projectile
cane closer, closer . . , then went by overhead. John pivoted on one heel

part of a nass-novenent that turned the crowd |ike sunflowers follow ng the
sun across the sky. A red gout of flame billowed up fromthe gun batteries
hol di ng t he approaches to the harbor. Seconds | ater the other heavy how zer in
the castle tired, and the high-velocity guns in the batteries were in fixed
revetnents. They couldn't be turned to face the castle, and wouldn't be able
to elevate that high if they did.

"I'"ll be damed," John said softly. "The garrison went over to the government
side. "



Probably after killing all their officers. The Uai onai se regul ar arny was
short-service conscript.

Barrj en pounded hi mon the back, "W won, eh, sir? Goddam "

John shook his head "W won sone time." He | ooked at the cel ebrating crowd.
"Let's see if we can get the snail-eaters to nake sonme use of it."

There were no Land dirigibles in the air over the city of Skinrit. Comrander
Horst Raske felt a little uneasy w thout the quiver of stamnped-al um num

deckpl ates beneath his feet. Several of the other Air Service captains around
him | ooked as if they felt the same, and everyone in the Chosen party | ooked
unnatural out of uniform-still nmore as they were in sonething resenbling

Uni onai se civil dress. Raske kept his horse to a quick wal k and spent the tine
| ooki ng around.

"Bad air currents here," he nuttered.

Several of his conpani ons nodded. Skinrit itself was nothing renmarkable, a
litde port about three steps up froma fishing village, smelling of stale

wat er inside the breakwater, and strong stinks fromthe packi ng and canni ng
plants that were its main industries—the cold currents down here bel ow t he
mai n continent were heavy with sea life. Hundreds of trawl ers crowded the
gquays, and battered-looking tranp steaners to take their cargoes of salted and
frozen and canned fish to the north. The area around the town was hilly

farm and and pasture; nost of the buildings were in the whitewashed Uni onai se
style and quite newbuilt since their predecessors were burnt in the Errifean
Revolt ten years ago. Around themreared real nountains, ten thousand feet and
nore, their peaks gleanmng salt-white with year-round snow, their sides dark
with forests of oak, maple, birch, and pine.

Vi ci ous, he thought. Convection currents, erossw nds, unpredictable gusts.
Cat htaking is bad, but this will be

WOr se.
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None of the crowds in the street seemed to be taking rmuch notice of them
which was all to the good. Mdst were Unionaise thensel ves, sailors or settlers
here; the remainder Errife in |long robes, striped or checked or splotched in
the patterns of their clans. Cccasionally soldiers would cone through, usually
wal king in pairs with their rifles slung, and al ways surrounded by an enpty
bubbl e of fear-inspired space. They wore die khaki battl edress of the Union
Legion, and its fore-and-aft peaked cap with a tassle. Raske thought that |ast
alittle silly, but there was nothing | aughabl e about die troops thensel ves;
quite respectabl e, about as tough-looking as Prote'ge' infantry, | ooking

strai ght ahead as they swung through the crowd.

They noved out of the street into the main plaza of Skinrit, past die |egpon
HQwith its motto in black stone above the door: Vive |e Mart—tong Live Death.
A couple of Errife skulls were nailed to die lintel, wi di scraps of weathered
flesh and their long braided hair still clinging to diem It was a reassuring
sight, rather honelike, in fact.

The governor's pal ace was |large and lunpy, in a Unionaise style |ong obsol ete.



Errif had been a Unionai se possession in dieory for sone tine, although diey'd
held Ht de of die ten thousand square mles of rock, nountain, and forest unti
a few decades ago. Just enough to stop the pirate raids diat had once oeen die
terror of die whole southern coast of die continent; a few Errife corsairs had
gotten as far north as die Land, ahhough diey'd seldomreturned to die islands
alive.

Servants showed theminto a square roomw th benches, probably sone sort of
guard chanber.

"Masquer ade' s over," Raske said.
"Good!" one of his officers said.

She stripped off die Unionaise clothing with venom back in die Land, only
Prot ege" wonen wore skirts. They switched into die-plain gray uniforms in
their packs and bol stered their weapons. The |ack of those nad nade
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them feel considerably nore unnatural than the foreign clothing. Gerta Hosten
gave hima bland smle,

"You do the tal king, Horst," she said.

He nodded stiffly. It wasn't his specialty, airships were. On the other hand,
a Uni onai se general would probably be nore confortable talking to a nan, and
they needed this Libert ... for the nmonment.

"Why on earth didn't they send an infantry officer?" he asked plaintively.

"Behfel ist Behfel, Horst. This is die transport phase. They are going to send
an infantry officer, once Obert's on die ground and we start sending in our
own people. "Volunteers," you know .

"Who's the lucky man?"
"Heinrich Hosten."

Horst Raske smiled blandly at the Unionaise officer. CGeneral Libert was a
short, swarthy, tubby little man with a big nose. He | ooked slightly
ridiculous in the khaki battledress of the Union Le”on, down to the scarl et
sash around his anple waist under the |leather belt and die little tassel on
hi s peaked cap.

The Chosen airman reninded hinmself that the same tubby |itde man had restored
Union rule here when the Errife war-bands were burning and killing in the
outskirts of Skingest itself, and then taken the war into their own nountains
and pacified the whole island for the first tinme. The way he'd put down the
mners' revolt on the mainland had been al nost Chosen-1li ke.

Li bert abruptly sat behind the broad polished table, signaling to the staff
of ficers and ai des behind him Raske saluted and took the seat opposite;
Errife servants in white kaftans | aid out coffee. He recogni zed the taste:
Kot enberg bl end, relatives of his owned | and there.

"We agree," Libert said after a monent's sil ence.



Raske rai sed an eyebrow. "That sinple?"

"You charge a higjb price, but after the fiasco at Bassin du Sud, tine is
pressing." He frowned "You woul d have
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done better to be nore generous; the Land's interests are not served by an
unfriendly government in Unionvil."

"Nor by a premature war with Santander, which is a distinct risk if we back
you fully," Raske pointed out. "That requires conpensation, besides your
gratitude."

Li bert allowed hinmself a small frosty smile, an echo of Raske's own. They both
knew what gratitude was worth in the affairs of nations.

"Very well," Libert said. He held a hand up, and one of the aides put a pen in
it. "Here." He signed the docunents before him

Raske did |ikew se when they'd been pushed across the nahogany to him
"When can we begi n | oadi ng?" Libert said. "And how quickly?"

"I have twenty-seven Tiger-class transports waiting," Raske said. "One fully
equi pped infantry battalion each; say, seven hundred infantry with their
personal weapons and the organic crew served nmachi ne guns and nortars. Ten
hours to Bassin du Sud or vicinity, an hour at each end for turnaround, and an
hour for fueling. Say, just under two flights a day; mnus the freightage for
artillery, ammunition, imediate rations, and ten percent for downtine—ahich
there wiU be. Call it four days to land the thirty thousand troops."

Li bert nodded in satisfaction. "Good. This is crucial; my Legionnaires and
Errife regulars are the only reliable force we have in the southern Union. W
shoul d be able to get the first flight underway by sundown, don't you think?"

Raske blinked slightly. Beside him Gerta Hosten was smling. It |ooked as if
they'd picked the right mule for this particular journey.

Jeffrey Fair closed his eyes. Everyone else in the roommght think it was
fati gue—he' d been working for ten >hours strai ght—and he was tired. \Wat he
want ed, .though, was reconnai ssance.
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As always, the view through his brother's eyes was a little disconcerting,
even after nearly twenty years of practice. The colors were all a little off,
fromthe difference in perceptions. And the way the vi ew noved under soneone
el se's control was difficult, too. Your own kept trying to linger, or to focus
on sonething different.

At | east nmost of the tinme. Right now they both had their eyes glued to the
view of the dirigible through the binoculars John was hol ding. A few sprays of
pi ne bough hid a little of it, but the rest was all too plain. Hundreds of
soldiers in Union Legion khaki were dinging to ropes that ran to | oops al ong
its lower sides, holding it a few yards fromthe stretch of country road ten



mles west of Bassin du Sud. It hobbled and jerked against their hold; he
could see the valves on the top centerline opening and closing as it vented
hydrogen. The men | eapi ng out of the cargo doors were not in khaki. They wore
the Iong striped and hooded kaftans of Errife warriors. Over each robe was
Uni onai se standard field harness and pack with canteen, entrenching tool
bayonet and cartridge pouches, but the barbarian nmercenaries al so tucked the
sheat hs of their long curved knives through the waistbelts. John swung the

gl asses to catch a grinning brown hawk-face as one stunbled on | andi ng and

pi cked hinsel f up.

The Errife were happy; their officers had given themorders to do sonething
they'd I onged to do for generations: invade the mainland, slaughter the
faranj, kill, rape, and-Ioot.

How many? Jeffrey asked.

/ think tfiey' ve |l anded at |east three thousand since dawn, maybe Jive. Hard
to tell, they were deploying a perinmeter by the time | got here.

Jeffrey thought for a nonment. What chance of getting the Unionaise in Bassin
du Sud to nount a counterattack on the | andi ng zone?

Sonmewher e between zip and fucki ng none, John
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t hought; the overtones of bitterness came through well in the nental |ink

they all took two days off to party when the forts in the city surrendered.
Pl us having a cel ebratory massacre of anyone they coul d even inagi ne havi ng
supported the coup

Don't worry, Jeffrey said. // Libert's nmen take the town, there' U be a
slaughter to make that | ook Iike a Staff College bun fight. Wat chance do you
have of getting the locals to hold them outside the port?

Sonmewhere between . . . no, that's not fair. W've finally gotten the ship
unl oaded, and there's bad terrain between here and there. Maybe we can make
them break their teeth.

Sl ow t hem down, Jeffrey said. / need tine, brother. Buy nme tine.

He opened his eyes. The space around the map table was crowded and stingi ng
blue with the snoke of the vile tobacco Unionaise preferred. Sonme of the
peopl e there were Unionaise mlitary, both the red arnbands on their sleeves
and the rank tabs on their collars new. Their predecessors were being tunbled
into mass graves outside Unionvil's suburbs even now The rest were
politicians of various types; there were even a few wonen. About the only
thing everyone had in common was the suspicion with which they | ooked at each
other, and a tendency to shout and wave their fists.

"CGentlenen," he said. A bit nore sharply: "Gentlenen!"

Rel ative silence fell, and the eyes swung to him Christ, he thought. I'ma
goddammed foreigner, j»r CGod' s sake.

That's the point, lad. You're outside their faction*, or npst of nem Use it.

"CGentlenen, the situation is grave. W have defeated the uprising here in



Uni onvil, Borreaux, and Nanes."

H s ringer traced fromthe northwestern coast to the high plateau of the
central Union and the provinces to the east al ong the Santander border
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"But the rebels hold Islvert, Sannere, Marsai on the southeast coast, and are
| anding troops fromErrife near Bassin du Sud."

"Are you sure?" His little friend Vincen Deshanbres had ended up as a senior
menber of the Emergency Committee of Public Safety, which wasn't surprising at
al l

"Citizen Conrade Deshanbres, |'m dead certain. Troops of the Legion and Errife
regul ars are being shuttled across fromErrif by Land dirigibles. Over ten
t housand are ashore now, and they'll have the equival ent of two divisions by

the end of the week."

The shouting started again; this time it was Vincen who quieted it. "Go on,
General Farr."

Col onel , Jeffrey thought; but then, Vincen was probably trying to inpress the
rest of the people around the table. He knew the politics better

"W hold the center of the country. The eneny hold a block in the northeast
and portions of the south coast They also hold an excellent port, Marsai
situated in a stretch of country that's strongly clerical and anti govern-nent,
yet instead of shipping their troops fromErrif to Marsai, the rebel generals
are bringing themin by auto Bassin du Sud. That indicates—

He traced a line north from Bassin du Sud. There was a railway, and what
passed in the Union for a main road, up fromthe coastal plain and through the
Monts du Diable to the central plateau

"Nanme of a dog," Vincen said "An attack on the capital ?"
"It's the logical nove," Jeffery said. "They' ve got Libert, who' s a conpetent
tactician and a better man conpetent organizer—

"Atraitor swine!" sonmeone burst out. The anarchist . . . well, not really
| eader, but something close. De Villers, that was his nane.

Jeffrey held up a hand. "I'm describing his abilities, not his norals," he
said. "As | said, they' ve got Libert,
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Land help with supplies and transport, and thirty to forty thousand
first-rate, well-equipped troops in formed units. Wiich is nore than anyone
el se has at the nonent."

There were gl um | ooks. The Uni onai se regul ar arny had never been |arge, the
government's purge-by-retirenent policy had deprived it of nost of its senior
of ficers, and nost of the remainder had gone over to the rebels in the week
since the uprising started. The army as a whole had shattered |ike a day crock



heat ed too hi gh
"What can we do?" Vincen asked.

"Stop them" Jeffrey's finger stabbed down on the rough country north of
Bassin du Sud. "Get everything we can out here and stop them If we can keep
their pockets fromlinking up, we buy time to organize. Wth time, we can w n.
But we have to stop Libert fromlinking up with the rebel pocket around
Islvert."”

"An excell ent analysis,"
will agree.”

Vincen said. "I'msure the Commttee of Public Safety

That produced nore nervous glances. The Conmittee was nore sel ective than the
nmobs who' d been runni ng down rebels, rebel synpathizers, and anyone el se they
didn't like. But not much. De Viflers glared at him mouth working like a
hound that had just had its bone snatched away.

"And I'msure there's only one nan to take charge of such a vital task."
Everyone | ooked at Jeffrey. Ch, shit, he thought.

"What now, mercenary?" De Villers asked, coming up to the staff car and
clinmbing onto the runni ng board.

"Vol unteer," Jeffrey said, standing up in the open-topped car

It was obvious now why the train was held up. A solid flow of nen, carts,

mul es, and the odd motor vehicle had been noving south down the double-Iane
gravel road. Yow certainly couldn't call it a march, he thought. Annies noved
wi th wheel ed transport in the center and infantry marching on either verge in
colum. This bunch
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sprawl ed and bunched and straggled, |eaving the road to squat behind a bush,
to drink water out of ditches—which nmeant they'd have an epi dem c of
dysentery within a couple of days—to take a snooze under a tree, to stea

chi ckens and pick half-ripe cherries fromdie orchards that covered nany of
the hills.

That wasn't the worst of it, nor the fact that every third village they passed
was enpty, neaning that the villagers had decided they |liked the priest and
squire better than the local travaitteur or anarchist school -teacher or

cobbl er-organi zer. Those vill ages had the school burnt rather than the church
and the people were undoubtedly hiding in the hills getting ready to ambush

t he government supply lines, such as they were.

What was really bad was the solid colum of refugees pouring north up the road
and tying everything up in an inextricable fende. Only die pressure from both
sides kept up as those behind tried to push through, so the whol e thing was
bul ging the way two hoses would if you joined diemtogether and punped in
water from both ends. And they'd blocked die train, which held his artillery
and supplies, and the men on the train were starting to get off and mngle
with the shouting, milling, pushing cromd as well. A haze of reddish-yell ow
dust hung over the crossroads village, mngling with the stink of coal snoke,
unwashed humanity, and human and ani mal wastes.



"We've got to get sone order here," Jeffrey nuttered

The anarchi st political officer |ooked at himsharply. True order energes
spont aneously fromthe people, not froman authoritarian hierarchy which
crushes their spirit!"™ De Villers began heatedly.

"The only thing energing spontaneously fromthis bunch is shit and noise,"
Jeffrey said, leaving the man staring at hi m open-nout hed.

Not used to being cut off in mdspeech

"Brigadier CGerard," Jeffrey went on, to the Union-aise Loyalist officer in the

car. "If you would cone with ne for a nmonent ?"
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CGerard stepped out of the car. The anarchist nmade to fofl ow, but stopped at a
| ook fromJeffrey. They wal ked a few paces into the crowd, nore than enough
for the anbient sound to nmake their voices indaudible.

"Brigadier Gerard," Jeffrey began

"That's Citizen Conrade Brigadier Gerard," the officer said deadpan. He was a
short man, broad-shoul dered and rmuscular, with a horseman's wal k—+i ght

cavalry, originally, Jeffrey renenbered. About thirty-five or alittle nore, a
few gray hairs in his neatly trimed nustache, a wary look in his brown eyes.

"Horseshit. Look, Gerard, you should have this job. You' re the senior Loyali st
officer here."

"But they do not trust nme," CGerard said.

"No, they don't. Better than half the professional officers went over to the
rebels, | was available, and they do trust me ... a little. So I'mstuck with
it. The question is, are you going to help me do what we were sent to do, or
not? 1'mgoing to do ny job, whether you help or not. But if you don't, it
goes from being nearly inpossible to conpletely inpossible. If |I get Tolled,
I'd like it to be in aid of something."

Cerard stared at himinpassively for a nonent, then inclined his head
slightly. "Bon," he said, holding out his hand. "Because appearances to the
contrary, non am "—he indicated the mlling nob around them=this is the
better side.”

Jeffrey returned the handshake and took a map out of the case hanging fromhis
webbi ng belt. "All right, here's what | want done," he said. "First, |'m going
to | eave you the Assault CGuards—

"You're putting me in command here?" Gerard said, surprised.

"You're now ny chief of staff, and yes, you'll command this position, for
what it's worth. The Assault i- Guards are organi zed, at least, and they're
used to keeping civilians in line. Use themto clear the roads. Ofload the
artillery and send the train back north for nore of
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everything. Meanwhile, use your . . . well, troops, | suppose ... todig in
here.”

He waved to either side. The narrow valley wound t hrough a region of tunbled
low hills, nmostly covered in olive orchards. On either side reached sheer
fault nountains, with near-vertical sides covered in scrub at the | ower
altitudes, cork-oak, and then pine forest higjier up.

"Don't neglect the high ground. The Errife are half nountain goat thenselves,
and Libert knows how to use them"

"And what will you do, G tiz—General Fair?"
"I"'mgoing to take . . . what's his name?" He jerked a thunb towards the car.
"Antoine De Villers."

"Citizen Conrade De Villers and his anarchist mlitia down die valley and buy
you the time you need to dig in."

Cerard stared, then slowly drew hinself up and saluted. "I can use all the
time you can find," he said sincerely.

Jeffrey smled bleakly. "That's usually the case,” he said. "Ch, and while
you're at it—start preparing fallback positions up the valley as well."

CGerard nodded. De Villers finally vaulted out of the car and strode over to
them hitching at the rifle on his shoulder, his eyes darting fromone sol dier
to the other.

"What are you gentlenen di scussing?' he said. "Gentleman" was not a conplinent
in the governnent-held zone, not anynore. In some places it was a sentence of
deat h.

"How to stop Libert,"” Jeffrey said. 'The main force will entrench here. Your
mlitia brigade, Citizen Conrade De Villers, will nove forward to"-he | ooked
at the map—Vi ncennes."

De Villers' eyes narrowed. "You'll send us ahead as the sacrificial |anbs?"
"No, I'll lead you ahead," Jeffrey said, meeting his gaze
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steadily. The Committee of Public Safety has given nme the conmmand, and | |ead

fromthe front. Any questions?"
After a noment, De Villers shook his head.

"Then go see that your nen have three days rations; there's hardtack and
jerked beef on the last cars of that train. Then we'll get them noving south.”

When De Villers had left, Gerard leaned a little closer. "My friend, | admre
your choice . . . but there are unlikely to be many survivors fromthe
anarchi sts. "

He flinched a litde at Jeffrey's smle. Tin fully aware of that, Brigadier



CGerard. My strategy is intended to inprove die governnments chances in this
war, after all."

General Libert wal ked around the aircraft, hands clenched behind his back. It
was a biplane, a wood-franmed oval fusel age covered in doped fabric, with
simlar wings joined by wires and struts. The Land sunburst had been hastily
pai nted over on the wi ngs and showed faintly through the overlay, which was

t he doubl e- headed ax synmbol of Libert's Nationalists. A single engine at the
front drove a two-bl aded wooden prop, and there was a |ight machi ne gun

mount ed on the upper wing over the cockpit. It snelled strongly of gasoline
and the castor oil lubricant that shone on the cylinders of the little rotary
engi ne where they protruded through the foreward body. Two nore like it stood
near by, swarming with technicians as the Chosen "vol unteers" gave their

equi prent a final going-over.

"So," Libert said again. "Wat is the advantage over your airships?"
CGerta Hosten paused in working on her gloves. She was sweating heavily in the
summer heat, her glazed | eather jacket and trousers far too warmfor the

sea-|l evel summer heat. Soon she'd be out of it.

"Ceneral, it's a smaller target—and nuch faster, about a hundred and forty
mles an hour. Al so nore
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maneuver abl e; one of these can skimalong at treetop |evel. Both have their
uses."

**| see," Libert said thoughtfully. "Very useful for reconnai ssance, if they
function as specified."”

"Ch, they will," Gerta said cheerfully.

The Uni onai se general gave her a curt nod and strode away. She vaulted onto
the lower wing and then into the cockpit, fastening the straps across her
chest and checking that the goggl es pushed up on her |eather hel met were
clean. Two Prote' ge' crewren gripped the propeller. She checkecl the sinple
control panef fighting down an un-Chosen gleeful grin, and worked the pedal s
and stick to give a final visual on the ailerons and rudder / |ove these

t hi ngs, she thought. One good mark on John's | edger; he'd delivered the plans
on request. And the Technical Research Council had inproved them consi derably.
"Check!" she shout ed.

" Check!"

"Contact!"

"Contact!"

The Proteges spun the prop. The engi ne coughed, sputtered, spat acrid blue



snoke, then caught with a droning roar. CGerta | ooked up at the wind streaner
on Its pole at a corner of the field and made hand signals to the ground crew
They turned the aircraft into die wind; she | ooked behind to check that the
other two were ready. Then she swung her left hand in a circle over her head,
whil e her right eased the throttle forward. The engine's buzz went higher, and
she could feel the light fabric of the machine straining against the Hocks
before its wheels and the hands of die crew hanging on to tail ancl w ng.

Now. She chopped the hand forward. The airplane bounced forward as the crew s
grip released, then bounced again as die hard unsprung wheels met the uneven
surface of die cow pasture. The speed built, and the jouncing ride becane
softer, mushy. Wen the

. tailwheel lifted off the ground she eased back on the stick, and the

bi pl ane slid free into the sky. It nearly slid sideways as well; this node
had a bad torque problem She corrected with a foot on the rudder pedals and
e+ banked to gain altitude, the other two planes foll ow ng

. her to either side. Her scarf streanmed behind her in die

slipstream and the wi nd sang through the wires and

stays, counterpoint to the steady drone of die engines.

Bassin du Sud opened beneath her; scattered houses

t here in the suburbs, clustering around the electric trolley

lines; a tangle of taller stone buildings and tenenents

closer to the harbor. Pillars of snoke still rose fromdie

7 oty center and the harbor; she could hear the occasiona

. poppi ng of small-arms fire. Mopping up, or execution

e .squads. There were Chosen ships in the harbor, ner-/ .chantrmen wi di die
gol den sunburst on their funnels, > unloading into |lighters. Gangs of |aborers
were trans-.. fering die cargo fromdie lighters to the docks, or work-: ing
on clearing die obstacles and weckage diat pre-J: vented full-sized ships
fromcomng up to die quays; she

was | ow enough to see a guard smash his rifle butt into

di e head of one who worked too slowy, and dien boot

die body into die water. The engi nes | abored, and the Land aircraft gai ned
anot her thousand feet of altitude. Fromthis height she

e; could see the big soccer stadiumat the edge of town, 5 and di e huge crowd
of prisoners squatting around it. ;,;j: Every few nminutes another few hundred
woul d be pushed in through the big entrance gates, and the “machi ne guns woul d
rattle. General Libert didn't believe wasting tine; anyone with a bruise on
tiieir shoul-froma rifle butt went straight to die stadium plus on dieir
list of suspects, or who had a trade union ibership card in his wallet. Anyone

who still has one 'those is too stupid to live, Gerta diought cheerfully,

ig die plane north.



.Tiiere were nore columms of snoke fromdie roll-coastal plain, places where
die wheat wasn't fully
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harvested and the fields had caught, or nore concentrated where a farnhouse or
village burned. Dust marked the main road, a long wi nding serpent of it from
Li bert s Legionnaires and Errife as they marche i north. The wheel ed transport
was nostly ani mal -drawn, horses and mules, and strings of packnul es too. That
woul d change when the harbor was functional again; the Land ships waiting to
unl oad included a fair nunber of steamtrucks, and even sone arnored cars. The
infantry was marching on either side of the road in ordered columms of fours;
heads turned up to watch the aircraft swoop overhead, but thankfully, nobody
shot at her.

The nount ai ns ahead grew cl oser, jagged shapes of Prussian-blue | oormg hi gher
than her three thousand feet. There was a godlike feeling to this soaring
flight; to Gerta's way of thinking, it was utterly different fromairship
travel. On a dirigible you mght as well be on a train running through the
sky. This was nore like driving a fast car, but with the added freedom of
three di mensions and no road to follow, alone in the cockpit she allowed
herself a chuckl e of delight. You could go anywhere up here. Ri ght now she was
supposed to go where the action was. A faint pop-pop-popping cane fromthe
north. Ah, sone of the eneny are sttil putting up a fight. The resistance in
Bassin du Sud and on the road north had been inconpetently handl ed, but nore
determ ned than she'd have expected.

CGerta waggl ed her wings. The other two airplanes closed in; she waited unti
they were cl ose enough to see her signals clearly, then slowy pointed |eft
and right, swooped her hand, and circled it again before pointing back

sout hward. Her flankers each banked away. Funny how fast you can | ose sight of
t hi ngs up here, she thought They dwindled to dots inra few seconds, al nost

i nvi sible against jthe background of earth and sky. Then she put one w ng over
and dove.

Time to check things out, she thought as the falling-elevator sensation lifted
her stomach into her ribs.
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Sonebody screamed and poi nted upwards. John Hosten craned his neck to | ook

t hrough the narrow | eaves of the cork-oak, squinting against the noon sun. The
roar of the engine whined in his ears as the wings of the biplane drew a
rectangl e of shadow across the woods. It canme | ow enough to al nost brush the
top branches of the scrubby trees, trailing a scent of burnt gasoline and hot
oil strong enough to overpower the snells of hot dry earth and sunscorched
vegetation. He could see the | eather-hel neted head of the pilot turn-ing back
and forth, insectile behind its goggl es.

Everyone in the grove had frozen |ike rabbits under a hawk while the airplane
went by, doing the best possible thing for the worst possible reason.

"It's a new type of flying machine,"” John said. "They build themin Santander
too; that one was fromthe Land, working for Libert."



The chink of picks, knives, and sticks digging inpro-vised rifle pits and

sangars resuned; everyone still alive had acquired a healthy know edge of how
important it was to dig in. John still had an actual shovel. He worked the
edge under a rock and strained it free, lifting the rough |imestone to the

edge of his hole.

"Sir," one of his ex-Marines said. They're coning." He tossed the shovel to
anot her man and craw ed for-ward, sheltering behind a knotted, twisted tree
trunk, since the cork had been stripped off, and his binocul ars. Downsl ope
were rocky fields of stubble, with an occasional carob tree. In die e distance
was a farmstead, probably a |landlords the size and bl ank whitewashed outer
wal I s. A defi-black anarchist flag showed that the present occuts had
different ideas, and nortar shells were fall-on it. Beyond it, Errife infantry
wer e advancing, small ips dashing forward while their conrades nred in then
repeating the process. John shaped a silent e of reluctant aoWation at their
boundi ng agility,
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and the way they disappeared fromhis sight as soon as they went to earth, the
br own-on-brown stripes of their kaftans vani shing against the stony earth.

Good fieldcrafty Raj said. Dammed good. You'd better get this bunch of
amat eurs out of their way,

son,
"Easi er said than done," John nuttered to hinself.

"Ah, sir?" Barrjen said, lowering his voice. "You know, it mght be a good
idea to sort of nove north?"

There were about three hundred people in the stretch of woodl and, nostly nen,
all armed. There had been a coupl e of thousand yesterday, when he began
back-peddling fromdie ruins of Bassin du Sud. He was still alive, and so were
nost of the Santander citizens he'd brought with him the crew of the Merchant
Venture, and all the ex-Marines fromthe C ano enbassy guard. Not so
surprising, they're the ones who know what the heU they're doing, he thought.
He doubted he'd be alive

wi t hout them
"Al'l right, we've got to break contact with them" he said aloud. "The only
way to do that is to nove out quickly while they' re occupied with that

ham et . "

Most of the Unionaise stood. About a third continued to dig thenmselves in. One
of them | ooked up at

John:
"Va. W will hold them"
"You'l| die."

The man shrugged. "My family is dead, ny friends are dead—+ think sone of
t hose nerdechi ennes shoul d

follow them'



John closed his mouth. Nothing to say to that, he thought. "Leave all your
spare ammunition," he said to the others. Men began rummagi ng i n pockets,
knapsacks and i nprovi sed bandoliers. "Cone on. Let's nmake it worthwhile."

"Damm, but I'mglad to see you."

Jeffrey was a little shocked at how John | ooked; al nost
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as bad has he had when he got back fromthe Enpire. Thinner, |inping—inping
nore badly than Smith beside him-and with a | ook around the eyes that Jeffrey
recogni zed. He'd seen it in a mrror lately. There was a bandage on his arm
soaked in old dried blood, too, and a feverish glitter in his eyes.

"You, too, brother," Jeffrey said.

He gl anced around. The comandeered farnhouse was fuU of recently appointed,

el ected, or self-selected officers (or coordinateurs, to use their own sl ang)
of the anarchist mlitia down fromUnionvil and the industrial towns around
it. Most of them were grouped around the map tables; thanks to John and
Center, the counters marking the eneny forces were quite accurate. He was nuch
| ess certain of his, owm. It wasn't only |lack of cooperation; although there
was enough of that, despite the ever-present threat of the Committee of Public
Safety. Most of the coordinateurs didn't have much idea of the size or

| ocation of their forces either

"C non over here," he said, putting a hand under John's arm 'Things as bad as
you' ve been sayi ng?"

"Wirse. Those aeropl anes they've got, they caught us crossing open country
yesterday."

observe, Center said.

—and John's eyes showed uprushing ground as he clawed hinself into the dirt.
It was thin pastureland scattered with sheep dung and show ng |inmestone rock
here and there.

"Sod this for a gane of soldiers,” soneone nmuttered riot far away.

A buzzing drone grew | ouder. John rolled on his back; being facedown woul d be
only psychol ogi cal confort. Two of the Land aircraft were slanting down
towards the Bassin du Sud refugees and the Santander party. They swelled as he
wat ched, the translucent circle of the propeller before the angular circle of
pi stons, and wings |like sone great flying predator. Then the nachine
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gun over the upper wing began to wink, and the tat-tat-tat-tat of a Koegel nan
punctuated the engine roar. A line of dust-spurting craters flicked towards
him. . . and then past, |eaving himshaking and sweating. A dot fell from one
of the planes, exploding with a sharp crack fifty feet up

Grenade, he realized. Not a very efficient way of dropping explosives, but
they'd do better soon. Voices were screanming; in panic, or in pain. A few of
t he refugees stood and shot at the vanishing aircraft with their rifles, also



a form of psychol ogical confort, not to feel totally helpless |like a bug under
a boot. The aircraft banked to the north and came back for another run. Most
of the riflenen dove for cover. Barrjen stood, firing slowy and carefully, as
the Iines of machine-gun bullets traversed the refugees' position. Both
swerved towards him noving in a scissors that would nmeet in his body.

"CGet down, you fool!" John shouted. Dammit, | need you! Loyal men of his
ability weren't that common.

Then one of the machines wavered in the air, heeled, banked towards the earth.
John started to cheer, then felt it trail off as the airplane steadi ed and
began to clinmb. He was still grinning broadly as he rose and sl apped Barrjen
on the shoul der; both the Land pl anes were headi ng south, one wavering in the
air, the other anxiously flying beside it |ike a nother goose beside a chick

"Good shooting," he said.

Barrjen pulled the bolt of his rifle back and carefully thunbed in three | oose
rounds. "Just have t'estimate die speed, sir," he said.

Smith used his rifle to |l ever hinmself erect. "Here," he said, tossing over
three stripper clips of anmunition. "You'll use 'embetter than nme."

—and John shook his head. There | was, thinking how fucking ironic it would be
if I got killed by sonething designed to plans |I'd shipped to the Chosen," he
sai d.
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Jeffrey closed his eyes for an instant to |l ook at a still close-up of Centers
record of the attack. "Nope, they've nade sone inprovenments. That was noving
faster than anything we've got so far."

correct, Center said to themboth, a sonewhat nore powerful engine, and
i mprovenments in the chord of the w ng.

"I still sent themthe basics,"” John said.

"Consi dering that your conpani es have been doing the work on *em and they
know t hey have, it would | ook dammed odd if their prize double agent didn't
send themthe specs, wouldn't it?" Jeffrey said. "You know how it is. If
disinformation is going to be credible, you have to send a | ot of good stuff
along with it."

John nodded reluctantly. "lI'mgetting sick of disastrous retreats," he said.
Jeffrey smiled crookedly. "Well, this isn't as bad as the Inperial War," he
said. "We're not fighting the Land directly, for one thing."

He | ooked over his shoul der and call ed nanmes. "Cone on, you need a doctor and
some food and sl eep. The food's pretty bad, but we've got sone decent doctors.
Barrjen, Smith, take care of him"

"Do our best, sir," Smith said. "But you might tell himnot to get shot at so
often.”

The two Sant anders hel ped John away. Jeffrey turned back to the map, | ooking
down at the narrow line of hilly low and that snaked through the nountains.



"We'|l continue to dig in along this line,’
finger.

he said, tracing it with his

"Why here? Why not further south? Why do we have to give up ground to Libert
and his hired killers?" De Villers wasn't even trying to hide his hostility
anynor e.

Jeffrey hid his sigh. "Because this is right behind a dogl eg and the narrowest
poi nt around," he said. "That means he can't use his artillery as well —ae have
virtually none, you'll have noticed, gentle ... ah, Ctizen Conrades. And the
nmountains make it difficult for him
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to flank us. Hopefully, he'll break his teeth advancing straight into our
positions."

"We shoul d attack. The eneny's nercenaries have no reason to fight, and our

troops' political consciousness is high. The Legionnaires will run away, and
the Errife will turn on their officers and join us to restore their
i ndependence. "

A few of the others around the table were noddi ng.
"Citizen Conrades," Jeffrey said gently. "Have any of you seen the refugees
com ng through? O listened to thenP"

That stopped the chorus of agreement. "Well, do you get the inpression that
the Legion or the Errife refused to fight in Bassin du Sud? Is there any
reason to believe that they'll be any weaker here? No? Good."

He traced lines on the map. "Their |lead elenents will be in contact by sunset,
and | expect themto be able to put in a full attack by tonorrow. W need
maxi num al ert ness. "

He went on, outlining his plan. In theory it ought to be effective enough; he
had fewer nen than Libert in total, but the terrain favored him and holding a
secure defensive position with no flanks was the easiest thing for green
troops to do.

The problem was that Libert knew that too, and so did his Chosen advisors.
CHARTER
"What news fromthe acadeny?"

Libert's aide smiled. 'The report from Comrandant Soubirous is nothing to
report, ny general."

The pudgy little nman nodded seriously and tapped his map. There was enough
sunlight through the western entrance of the tent to show clearly what he
meant; the Union MIlitary Acadeny was | ocated at Foret du Loup, out on the
rolling plateau country, between the nountains and Unionvil.

"When we have cl eared the passes through the Monts du Diable, we nust send a
col um—-a strong colum—to the relief of the acadeny. The Reds nust not be
all owed to crush Commandant Soubirous and the gallant cadets.”



Hei nri ch Hosten coughed discreetly. "My general,” he said, in fl