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STONE DOGS

#3 in the Draka series

S.M. Stirling

TIMELINE OF THE DOMINATION OR THE DRAKA AND THE
TERRAN DISPERSAL

1947— Fisson power reactors; breeder reactor under
construction.

1948- Frederick and Marya Lefarge born, Hospital of the
Sacred Heart, New York.

1954— Yolande Ingolfsson born, Claestum Plantation, Italy.
Myfwany Venders born, Arethustra Plantation, Sicily.

1955- Ramjet suborbital missile exceeds Mach 8. 1959- First
scramjet flight to orbit.

1961- Space stations.
First " perscomp " marketed in Alliance, by Pacific Cyber
Systems

1962- Manned moon landings; first permanent Lunar
settlements.

1963- Successful activated transfer of mammalian genes,
Virunga Biocontrol Institute.
Alliance tests nuclear-fission pulsedrive vessel. First-generation
drive, using modified tactical weapon and graphite-sheathed



steel thrust plates.
Domination tests pulsedrive.

1964- Alliance, Draka expeditions to Asteroid Belt, Mars.
High-boost probes to Venus, Mercury, outer planets launched
from Earth Orbit.

1965- Magnetic catapult launchers on Luna, supply of
minerals to orbital fabricators in zero-G.

1966- First free-electron laser boost to orbit from Earth.

1968-9-Two-ship Van Riebeck expedition to Jupiter; one lost.
First Apollo-group (Earth-crossing) asteroid captured, brought
into Earth orbit.

1970- Second-generation pulsedrives; subcritical plutonium
pellets compressed by collision from railguns. Liquid reaction
mass used to cover carbon-carbon/steel thrustplates.
Permanent Draka settlement on Mars; orbital stations, mining
operations on Martian moons.

1973- Space-generated solar power beamed to Earth via
microwaves.

1975- Secession of Indian Republic from Alliance for
Democracy. Draka conquest of India.

1980- Third-generation pulsedrives; fission pellets
compressed by lasers
Fourth-generation pulsedrives; deuterium-tritium fusion pellets
imploded by laser/electron beam system.

1989- First planet-based fusion reactor, Nova Virconium,
Mars.

1996- Fifth-generation pulsedrive; deuterium-boron-II fusion
pellets.

PROLOGUE



VIRUNGA BIOCONTROL INSTITUTE
WEAPONS RESEARCH DIVISION
WEST RIFT PROVINCE
DOMINATION OF THE DRAKA
MARCH 1, 1969

"This is the first series," the project manager said; a stocky
brown-haired woman in her thirties. The wall lit up with a
three-dimensional rendering of a virus molecule. It was
color-coded, black and scarlet. "Yo'see how we've replaced —"

"Doctor Melford," the Senator said, with soft courtesy. The
other members of the audience turned slightly to catch his
words. "We've all absorbed as much technical information as
possible from the prep-files, and while I'm sure the computer
projections would be very interestin', perhaps... ?"

He was a tall man, eagle-faced, with silver-streaked blond hair
and mustache, conservatively dressed in indigo velvet and white
lace. There was no impatience in his posture, leaning back at his
ease in one of the two dozen swivel chairs that lined the little
auditorium. Still, the woman in the white lab coat flushed
slightly, coughed to cover it; her fingers moved on the controls.

"Well," she said. Her vowels had a rather crisp tone, an East
African accent; she had been born in these highlands. "Well, here
are the recordings of the chimp results."

The screen blanked for a moment and split. "The left is our
control sample, an' the right is the Series 24 D group."

Two enclosures, sealed under glass but green with flowers and
trees, like giant terrarias. The left showed a group of
chimpanzees foraging, grooming, playing; one male reared up on
his hind legs and then ran screaming down a slope, flailing the
ground with a bamboo, a threat display. On the right, nearly the
same.

"This is an hour after the introduction of the activating



factor; yo' understand, there has to be stress fo' the altered
enzyme chain to... Ah, here."

One of the chimps in the right-hand group had snatched a
palm-heart from her neighbor. The victim rolled back and bared
her teeth, then suddenly leaped. Both animals went over in a blur
of limbs and grass and shrieking.

"This is highly atypical, yo' see. Chimps do fight to the death,
but very seldom—yes." The victor had risen, the blunt
almost-human face wet with blood; she was dancing on the
dying animal's form, with leaps and arm-waving. The others
were visibly agitated, hooting and moving back and forth in
distress. Then two more began to fight; a mother picked up her
infant and slammed it on the ground, over and over, until a big
male leapt on her back and began tearing...

The Senator watched, stony-faced amid his silent aides. The
plainly-clad woman at the heart of the other clump laughed
aloud. A minute passed, and nothing living remained on the
right-hand screen. To the left, a picture of the innocence before
the birth of man.

"It seems," he said, "that yo've been makin' progress, Doctor."

She nodded eagerly." 'Specially since yo' got us the new
computer,” she said, one hand caressing the row of pens in her
breast pocket with a nervous gesture.

The Senator smiled for the first time. "Thank the Yankees; it
was the best we could steal," he said dryly. "How confident are
yo' that these-here results can be transferred to humans?"

"Very, yes," the geneticist nodded. "Chimps are the best
possible test subjects, they're so close to us. Ninety-eight percent
genetic congruence, only five million years since the last common
ancestor, which... Yes. We've managed to move the focus of the
infection from the immune to the limbic systems without'n
much trouble; the original affected the neurological... Well, it
wasn't much trouble. The problem is gettin' it activated with the
sort of arbitrary external stimulus yo' wanted, sir. We've gotten
promisin' results usin "particular frequencies of strobe-lightin’,



the grand mat trigger effect, yo' know? The endorphine response
is modified into a feedback loop. That still needs work."

The woman to the Senator's left spoke, in a flat Angolan
accent: "What's y're success rate?" She was younger than the
Senator, perhaps forty-five, head of a committee in the House of
Representatives that attracted little public attention.

Melford nodded at the right-hand screen. "Ovah 99%; no
point in 'finin' it down further until we moves to human
subjects."

"In y' professional opinion, is this project go or no-go?"

"Go." A decisive nod. "Provided we get the necessary fundin'
an' personnel. Mo' work on the vector—we're still relyin' on blood
to blood—and the secondary keyin' sequence. Four years, eight
maximum an' well have it on-spec."

"Chiliarch," the Senator said. A man in the olive-green
uniform of the Security Directorate spread his hands and laid his
fingertips on the desk before him.

"It's tight. Jus' this one facility, an' the Institute's normal
activity is good cover. The computer's not physically connected
to any datalink. Nothin' certain in my line of work, but I'd bet
mah tender pink ass this'un can be kept close. Until operational
deployment, of course."

"Ah." The Senator dropped his chin onto the steepled fingers
of both hands, and the lids drooped over his narrow gray eyes.
"Doctor, what about keepin' it from the Yankees when we deploy
it against the Alliance?"

"Well." A frown. "Well, they're not as, ummm, sophisticated at
biotech as we are. Those Luddite fanatics of theirs who keep
protestin' every time they try to use somethin', and then again
they can't test humans to destruction the way we can. Sloppy.
Still, they've got some good people."

She paused. "Very unlikely fo' the virus to be discovered —I'm
assuming nothin' goes wrong with the clandestine operations



side. We'd have trouble findin' that bug iff'n we didn't know
what to look for. These retroviruses are cunnin' critters at
concealin' themselves, and we've tweaked it until even the
immune system is completely fooled. Yo'd have to puree the
subject's nerve tissue an' do a congruent-DNA sample test
series... unless it was activated, of course. That'd produce gross
abnormalities and yo' could follow them back. It's less a disease
than gene-surgery, really."

The Senator looked across to his colleague; she nodded and
spoke: "What'll yo' need?"

"Ummm, more funding. More personnel, as Ah said. And
experimental subjects, of course. Several hundred humans,
assorted gender an' age in the postpubescent range, prefrably the
same ethnic mix as the target population. Very delicate to get it
contagious but with a failsafe turn-off. Don't want it becomin' a
global pandemic, do we?"

"Wodan, no," the Senator said. "Well, Doctor Melford, certain
othahs will have to be consulted, but unofficially I think yo' can
take it that the project will be approved fo' further development."
He rose. "Service to the State."

"Glory to the Race," the scientist answered absent-
absentmindedly as the audience left; she was keying the machine
again, reviewing the additional resources that would be needed.

"Well, how do y' like it?"

"Nice view," the Senator said, nodding down from the terrace
toward the lake and drawing on his cigarette.

The Virunga Biocontrol Institute was built in the hills
overlooking Lake Kivu, at the southern edge of the Virunga
range. A century old now, almost as old as Draka settlement in
these volcanic highlands. Low whitewashed buildings of
stone-block, roofs of plum-colored tile, almost lost among the
vegetation; the gardens were flamboyantly lovely even by the
Domination's standards, fertile lava soils and abundant rain and
a climate of eternal spring. National park stretched north and
west, to the Ituri lowlands: haunt of gorilla and chimp, elephant



and hippo and leopard; of the Bambuti pygmies also, left to their
Old Stone Age existence.

Plantations stretched widely elsewhere across the steep slopes,
green coffee and tea and sheets of flowers grown for
air-freighting elsewhere; the air was scented with them, cool and
sweet. The city of Arjunanda lay two thousand feet below by the
waters, turned to a model by distance: buildings white and blue
and violet with marble and tile, avenues bordered with
jacaranda and colonnades roofed in climbing rose and
frangipani. Even the factories and labor-compounds that ringed
it were comely, bordered by hedge and garden. Sails speckled the
waves, and they could see the pleasure boats beating back
toward the docks, and dirigibles lying silvery in the waterfront
haven.

"It's a famous beauty-spot," the woman said with elaborate
sarcasm, indicating the sun setting behind the mountains to
their right, amid clouds turned to the colors of brass and blood.
"No mo' games, man."

He flicked the butt of the cigarette over the railing. Like her,
to be cold even when she's angry. You can see why our enemies
nicknamed us " snakes," looking at her. The burning speck fell
like a tiny meteor, to lie winking for a second before one of the
Institute outdoor serfs arrived to sweep it up.

"It might work," he said quietly.

"It will work. This time yo' suspicions of biotech don't wash.
And this project was mah price fo' supportin' yo' pet schemes."

"Granted."

They gave each other a glance of cool mutual hatred and
turned again to the view beneath. Shadow was falling across the
city and the lake as the first stars appeared above. The
streetlights of Anunanda flicked on in a curving tracery, and the
lamps of the plantation manors scattered down the hills. An
airship had cast off from the haven, and the thousand-meter
teardrop rose from darkness into light as it circled, bound
northward with cut flowers and electrowafers, strawberries and



heavengrape wine.

"Have yo' ever wondered," the Senator said meditatively, "why
we Draka love flowers so?"

The woman blinked, her fox-sharp face shadowed in the dim
glow. "No, can't say as I have," she said neutrally. "Why?"

"They're safer to love than human bein's," he said
thoughtfully. "An' unlike humans, they deserve it." He turned.
"I'll be in contact aftah I speak to the Archon."

CHAPTER ONE

Representatives of the Alexandria Technological Institute
today announced that the fetal-transplant process has been
cleared for Citizen use after extensive testing. "Ova may now be
stored indefinitely in frozen form, either before or after
fertilization, then warmed and implanted in either the donor or
a host-mother." Eugenics Directorate officials are enthusiastic
about the technique, which they say removes the last biological
constraints on the reproduction and improvement of the Citizen
population. Clinics offering transplant services will be
established throughout the Domination; healthy serf wenches to
act as host-mothers will be provided for those who have none
suitable in their own households. In addition. Citizens with
outstanding mental and physical characteristics will be asked to
make contributions to sperm and ova banks. Once brought to
term in host-mothers, the Infants will be offered for adoption
into selected Citizen families or raised in the Education
Directorate's existing orphanages. It is expected that over the
next twenty years, these measures will at least double the present
Citizen birthrate of 24 per thousand, enabling Citizen women to
do their reproductive duty to the Race without interfering with
their military and other commitments. Even greater
improvements are to be anticipated shortly, when
gene-engineering becomes practical.



Alexandria Herald
May 8, 1962

CLAESTUM PLANTATION
DISTRICT OF TUSCANY
PROVINCE OF ITALY
DOMINATION OF THE DRAKA
SEPTEMBER 1, 1964

Eric von Shrakenberg paused at the edge of the steps, looking
up at the constellations of the northern hemisphere. This was the
north front of his sister Johanna's Tuscan plantation manor; the
stone pathway wound up to the crest of the hill under ancient
trees, oak and cypress and chestnut. They had been here long
before the Eurasian War, but the new masters of Europe had
changed the patch of forest to suit their tastes. He could hear the
tinkle of water ahead, smell the damp scents of new-cut grass
and flowers; roses, he thought, opening their blooms to the hot
Italian night. Sweat tickled his flanks under the linen of his
djellaba robe, under the leather of the shoulder-holster harness
beneath it.

For a moment, he considered going back to the birthday
party, rather than seeking out his sister and her husband. No, he
decided. The people were salt of the earth, no doubt about that.
Local planters, of course, overseers, Combine and League execs
from the nearby towns... not many of them personally known to
him. And face it, provincial, he thought. And politics keeps me
in Archona too much, and Johanna and Tom seem to have
grown on to this place like a pair of barnacles.

He would not have thought it of her, or of Thomas Ingolfsson
either, when the man had been a neighbor and a friend and a
rakehell fighter pilot in his sister's squadron, back during the
War... Well, time and marriage and children do change us, he
thought, and walked up the steps. The stone was smooth and
warm and slightly gritty under his bare feet.



"Shhhh, Lele!" Yolande Ingolfsson hissed.

The night was quiet on this side of the hill; the house was
visible only as a glow through the treetops ahead of them, the
noise of the guests less than that of the crickets and nightjars
and the slow rubbing of branch and thicket. Away to her right in
the valley were the lights of the Quarters, but the party there
would have ended sooner, the plantation-hands had to be back at
their work tomorrow, getting ready for the vintage.

The serf girl beside her looked subdued. Yolande sighed to
herself as she squirmed on her stomach past the topiary bush.
This whole birthday party for Ma had been boring. The gifts
were stupid stuff, mostly: statues and paintings and jewelry, or
Combine shares and like that. She gritted her teeth. And her
cousin Alexandra von Shrakenberg had been put in charge of the
children's part of the celebrations, and that was... was...
impossible, she decided; that was the word. Being ten was
impossible, too.

Alexandra's only thirteen, that's only three years older than
me, she thought resentfully. Stuck-up. Because she was in Senior
School; all she could talk about was the serious things they had
to study and the boring love affairs at school and how her
parents' estate in France was prettier than Claestum...

Yolande heard voices and string-music from uphill. There was
a waist-high circle of clipped hedge ten meters before them. Her
eyes estimated the ground the way the instructor at school told
the children. The slope here was down from the wooded crest,
and to the north; there was an artificial stream coming down,
falling through a stepped marble trough in a chuckling tumble.
Cypresses on either side, opening out into circles around the
pools, each with its benches and flowerbeds, and the hedges
around those. So.

She looked back at Lele. The serf girl was nearly her age. Deng
the foreman's daughter, one of Yolande's birthday presents,
given to her like a puppy five years ago. I'm getting too old to
play with serfs, Yolande decided. Tantie Rahksan's son Ali had
been fun, always ready to climb and stuff, but he had gotten all
sullen and close-mouthed lately. Lele was better, but she was so



weak and slow... All serfs were, of course. Yolande sighed
imperiously, then led the way at a stop-motion leopard crawl
toward the hedge; they were on clipped grass, which made it
easier to move quietly. Reconnaissance was fun; there was a
thrill to spying on the grownups, and you could hear things they
wouldn't say in front of a child.

Dew chilled her chest and stomach as she crawled; mouth
open and breathing light and regular, the way the trainers said.
Test your path, touch it lightly. Don't look at anything bright, it
cripples your night-vision. She reached the hedge, rolled under
the bench and curled her body to lie under it, a hand's-breadth
back from the prickly leaves; it was whitethorn, not the shaggy
multiflora used for field-boundaries out in the working part of
the plantation. Lele followed more clumsily; they lay head to
head, feet pointing in opposite directions along the circle.
Yolande applied her eye to a natural gap.

Ooops, she thought. It was her mother and father, sitting at
their ease in the pool; a housegirl was on one of the inner
benches in the background, strumming on a mandolin. The pool
itself was a circle of white-and-green marble two meters across,
with water entering and leaving by the top and bottom ends.
Tantie Rahksan was there, too, laying out a tray with wine and
fruit and a waterpipe. That was unusual: Tantie had been with
Ma forever, and she never did menial's work. Supervised the
house staff, and she had run the nursery before the Ingolfsson
children were of school age. She was quite old, too, nearly as old
as Ma, nearly forty. From Afghanistan; you had to look in the
history books for that, it wasn't there any more.

Oh. Tantie Rahksan had drawn her tunic over her head, and
gotten into the pool, too; all she had on was a string of beads
around her waist. It was funny, she didn't look all that old. Field
wenches were just solid and brown and lumpy when they were
forty, and the ones in the Great House got fat, mostly, but
Rahksan was all curvy still. Her breasts floated up when she sat
between Yolande's mother and father, handing them each a glass
of wine. They drank some, and gave Rahksan sips out of their
glasses, and passed the mouthpiece of the waterpipe back and
forth. Yolande made a face; kif, she could smell it. Children



weren't supposed to use it; she had snuck a quick puff once, and
it had just made her feel heavy and sleepy.

I'd better leave, she thought. Pa was kissing Rahksan, and Ma
was touching her breasts. Tantie Rahksan was sort of squirming
and making sounds, and her hands were stroking the Draka on
either side of her. Yolande felt her ears burn, as if they were
turning bright red at the tips, and a weightless feeling in her
stomach. There were books and tapes about sex in biology class
at school, of course, but children weren't supposed to watch, and
it was really impolite, and Ma might strap her if she found out.

Yolande looked up, and met Lele's wide eyes. She laid a finger
across her lips and prepared to squirm backward, when she
heard a voice from beyond the other side of the pool.

Trapped! she thought. A tall man at the north side could see
the stretch of lawn they must cross to get to the next downslope
terrace. Oh, boy, I'm really going to get into trouble now!
Longingly, she thought of her bed in the tower room and the
new Young Draka's Illustrated Odyssey Uncle Eric had brought
her. Oh, shit, that's Uncle Eric!

"Oh. Sorry," Eric said, seeing that his sister and
brother-in-law were busy, and half-turning to go.

"No matter," Thomas Ingolfsson said. "Just amusin' ourselves.
Settle in, if yo' were lookin' fo' us."

"Was at that," Eric said. Rahksan emerged dripping from the
pool to take his robe; he looked her over with reminiscent
pleasure. Still a fine figure of a wench, he thought, remembering
times on the ancestral von Shrakenberg estate in southern
Africa. She gave him a pouring smile and folded the cloth by the
pool's curb, the Tolgren 10mm neatly on top.

"Ahh, that feels good," he said as he sank in across from the
pair. The cool water seemed to wash more than his skin, relaxing
tensions he had not known were there. He ducked his head under
and threw the wet hair back from his forehead. "Good to slow



down fo' a while, too," he continued, lying back against the
glass-smooth marble and sliding down on the underwater shelf
that acted as a seat.

"No more news about Sofie?" Johanna said, taking up her
wineglass.

"Thank yo'," Eric murmured as Rahksan waded across with
another for him. "No, not since this mornin.Those lung
transplant operations are still tricky..."

"Wouldn't have minded if yo'd stuck it in Archona," Johanna
said' Eric nodded gratefully; his sister had always liked Sofie,
even though his wife came from what passed as a lower class
among the Citizen caste.

"Yo' know Sofie, wouldn't hear of it," he said. A scowl:
"Wouldn't stop smokin', either."

Tom shrugged. "If'n I knows our Sofie"—his voice made an
attempt at a hoarse soprano—" People who expect to live a long
time don't join the paratroops, and if I hadn't done that I
wouldn't have met Eric. And think that clinches the argument."

"Well, now she's goin' to quit," Eric said, and for a moment
his voice went entirely flat. Then he shook off the mood. " Relief
to get away from all the politics, too."

"Well, Archona is the capital," Johanna said. "Some grapes,
Hahksi... which is why I stay away from it as much as I can." She
cocked an affectionate eye at him. "Yo' know, brothah dear, I
always figured Pa pulled in his polit'cal debts to get yo' the
Senatorial seat just so yo' could write those damn subversive
novels without gettin' a pill from the headhunters."

A Senator had a certain immunity from the Directorate of
Security, even for offenses that would merit a pistol-bullet in the
back of the head for an ordinary Citizen.

Eric turned his hands up from the edge of the pool and raised
the palms. "Think that's how he thought about it." Eric's own
war record had not hurt, but that was something he preferred



not to remember. "I... it's a matter of responsibility." He grinned.
"Service to the State," he added.

"Glory to the Race," they muttered back, in the obligatory
formality.

"Well, just between thee an' me, the headhunters are still
tryin' to trip me up. Tried to block me from the Science and
Technology section of the Strategic Plannin' Board, but failed."

"Oh, ho, we are movin' up in the world," Tom said. "Why,
though?"

"Well, partly... yo' heard of Louise Gayner? SD Merarch, 'fore
she retired. Representative from North Angola, now. Has it in fo
me, personal. Damn it, the headhunters spend half their time
tryin' to steal research from the Yankees; how do they expect us
to apply it, if'n we don't make mo' use of the serfs? We've got to
keep this creakin' anachronism of a social system workin'
somehow. Field hands don't need to know how to read,
factory-serfs can do without it. Even ordinary Janissary infantry
soldiers could, though it's inefficient and we're givin' them all
basic now. Bookkeepers an' secretaries and technicians, we could
get away with rote-learnin', but times are changin'. Computers
and space between them, they're the frontier of power... less than
a hundred million Citizens in the Domination, a billion and a
half serfs, we need millions with real education—"

'

He stopped, relaxed once more. "Sorry, didn't mean to launch
into a campaign speech." Though it wouldn't hurt to have
friends in the local sections of the Landholders' League and the
Party, he thought. That brought sadness; would there never be a
time again when he could wholly discard his work? Probably not
, he decided.

"Tell me bout' it," Johanna said. "Just got one of those tiny
brains ourselves; wonderful, if we didn't have to have the League
send round a technician every month. Speakin' o' space," she
continued, "how we doin'?" She looked up; was there an edge of
wistfulness there? Eric suspected flying the family plane did not
leave his younger sister completely satisfied...



"Not bad, not bad at all. The scramjets are workin', and the
Technical Section people say the next lot will even be as safe as
Russian roulette. That giant magnetic catapult dingus on Mt.
Kenia is on schedule. And we're copyin' that Yankee pulse-drive
thing. Sounds insane, throwin' atomic bombs out behind yo' ship
fo' propulsion, but evidently it works."

He yawned, slightly tired, slightly disoriented still from the
long flight up. Always a little bewildering, to go from winter to
summer. It made you conscious that you really did live on the
surface of a globe. Eric glanced up; none of the new moving stars
in Earth's firmament was visible just now, but they were there.
The Alliance and his people had two orbital platforms each now,
and the tiny new stations on the moon. It changes your
perspective, he thought. How I envy those youngsters up there.

Johanna sighed. "Better be gettin' back to bed," she said. She
and her husband rose, and Rahksan moved to towel them down
and hand them their clothes.

"Mistis?" Eric looked up; the Afghan was crouched by her
owner's feet, fastening the sandals. "Mmmm... maybe Mastah
Eric want an attendant here?"

Eric smiled. "Don't let me deprive y'all," he said politely. There
was a rustling sound; the Draka froze and reached out for their
gunbelts. A moment passed.

Tom laughed, and snapped fingers for the serf with the
mandolin. "Fox, or a rabbit. Haven't had bushman trouble here
fo', oh, seven, eight years... Yo' stay here then, Kahksi; we can
always teach Elizabetta heah a new tune," he said. Johanna
chuckled and threw an arm around his waist.

"See yo' in the mornin', brothah," she called over her shoulder
as they left.

Rahksan moved the refreshments closer and slid into the
water again. "Masta Eric, yo' hasn't changed one li'l bit," she
said, half chidingly. He smiled at the familiar accent. It was the
serf dialect of the Old Territories, below the Zambezi, the speech
of his childhood, the sound of home.



"Neither have yo'," he said. Not quite true: the full breasts no
longer stood out without benefit of buoyancy, and there was a
little gray in the strong coarse black hair. And genuine
friendliness in the curve-nosed, roundly pretty face. More
warming than any number of younger and more comely bodies,
when you could not know the thoughts behind the eyes. "I means
up here," she said, touching him on the forehead. "Yaz still
thinks too much, Mastah. Hurts yaz inside." She grinned, slow
and insolent, and the hand stroked teasingly down to grip him
below the water and knead. He put his hands around her waist,
and she swung to face him, knees astride his waist. "And I knows
how to make yaz stop thinkin',f whiles," she whispered.

They nearly heard us, Yolande thought, forcing herself not to
shake. She had been glued to the hedge while they spoke; this
was great stuff, about spaceships—and then Lele had nearly
spoiled things by trying to crawl away too soon. I'm going to
switch her, Yolande decided, glaring at the abashed half-Chinese
serf. She had never actually beaten Lele, but... Oh. I'd have to tell
Ma or Tantie Rahksan why I wanted to switch her. Children
had no disciplinary authority over servants, even their own, until
well into their teenage years. I'll just yell at her.

She put her eye back to the hole in the hedge. Tantie Rahksan
and Uncle Eric were face to face, moving. Just then the serf gave
a cry, and her feet came out of the water, locking around the
man's lower back. He stood, water cascading off the linked
bodies, and Tantie Rahksan had her hands dug into his
shoulders and her head right back... I had really better go,
Yolande decided. This wasn't at all like the pictures. It's
confusing and scary and their faces look so... fierce, she
thought, squirming back.

Below the lower terrace, they rested for a moment. Yolande
looked up, through the moving leaves. Stars, she thought. That
would be something.



From: CLAESTUM PLANTATION DISTRICT OF Tuscany
TO: BAIAE SCHOOL DISTRICT OF CAMPANIA
PROVINCE OF ITALY

DOMINATION OF THE DRAKA

SEPTEMBER 1, 1968

It's too crowded in here, Yolande Ingolfsson thought irritably.

The crowding was not physical. The van was an
Angers-Kellerman autosteamer from the Trevithick Combine's
works in Milan, a big six-wheeler plantation sedan like a
slope-fronted box with slab sides. There were five serfs and one
young lady of landholding Citizen family in the roomy cabin; the
muted sound of the engine was lost in the rush of wind and
whine of the tires. None of them had been this way before.

Young Marco the driver was chattering with excitement, with
stolid Deng sitting beside him giving an occasional snarl when
the Italian's hands swooped off the wheel. The Oriental was a
stocky grizzle-haired man of fifty, his face round and ruddy. He
had been the House foreman since forever; Father had brought
him from China when he and Mother came to set up the
plantation, after the War. Saved him from an impaling stake, the
rebel's fate, or so the rumor went, but neither of them would talk
about it. Bianca and Lele were bouncing about on the benches
running along either side of the vehicle, giggling and pointing
out the sights to each other.

Not to me, Yolande thought with a slight sadness. Well, she
was fourteen, that was getting far too grown-up to talk that way
with servants.

The van had the highway mostly to itself on the drive down
from Tuscany, past Rome and through the plantations of
Campania; Italy was something of a backwater these days, and
what industry there was clustered in the north. There was the
odd passenger steamer, a few electric runabouts, drags hauling
linked flats of produce or goods. Nevertheless the road was just
as every other Class II way in the Domination of the Draka, an
asphalt surface eight meters broad with a graveled verge and
rows of trees on either side; cypress or eucalyptus here, but that



varied with the climate.

Fields passed, seen through a flicker of trunks and latticed
shadow slanting back from westering sun, big square plots edged
with shaggy hedges of multiflora. Fields of trellised vines, purple
grapes peering out from the tattered autumnal lushness of their
leaves; orchards of silvery gray olives, fruit trees, hard glossy
citrus, and sere yellow-brown grain stubble. Fields of alfalfa
under whirling sprinklers, circles of spray that filled the air with
miniature rainbows and a heavy green smell that cut the hot
dust scent. Melons lying like ruins of streaked green-and-white
marble tumbled among vines, and strawberries starred red
through the velvet plush of their beds.

Arch-and-pillar gateways marked the turnoffs to the estate
manors, hints of colored roofs amid the treetops of their gardens.
Yolande felt what she always did when she saw a gate: an
impulse to open it. Like an itch in the head, to follow and see
what was there, who the people were, and what their lives were
like. Make up stories about them, or poems.

Silly, she thought. People were people; plantations were
plantations, not much different from the one she grew up on.

Words and surfaces, hard shiny shells, that was all you could
know of people. Yet the itch would not go away. You thought that
you knew what they were like, especially when you were little;
then a thing would happen that showed you were wrong. She
shivered. Like that time years ago at the party; she had been
peeking down through the banisters when Mother and the
stranger began quarreling. Their voices had gone hard, then very
quiet. The man began a motion to hit Mother, and the slap of
her hand on his forearm was very loud.

A second before the main hall had been noisy with talk and
music, then quiet had gone over it, rippling the way wind did
through ripe wheat. Yolande had watched her mother's face go
strange, very still and smiling. Not moving at all, even when the
others talked and then some houseserfs came with her gunbelt
and the man's. The two of them had walked out the French doors
into the garden, Pa and a friend with Mother, two guests with
the one who had tried to hit her. Two shots, so quick, before she



had time even to be afraid, to think that Mother might be dead.
Then she and Pa had come walking back through from the
garden; Mother was laughing, and she had her arm around his
waist. Some of the house servants had come in carrying the
stranger on a folding garden chair; there was blood glistening
and seeping from a pressure-bandage on his stomach, and his
face looked yellow and waxy.

Yolande shook the memory aside. It was just because it was
so sudden, she reminded herself. Duels were-not that
common—years could go by without one—and the insult had
been gross. I was too young to understand.

The senior maidservant Angelica was sulking, but she was
quite old, twenty at least, probably missing somebody back
home. It would have been good to have someone to talk to,
reading in a car had always made her nauseated. Lele gave a
giggle that was almost a squeal at something the other
maidservant, Bianca, said, and Deng turned back to scowl at her.
Lele stuck out her tongue at him, but lowered her voice. Lele was
Deng's get; usually it was anybody's guess who fathered a
housegirl's children, but the foreman was the only Oriental on
the estate. You could see it in the saffron-brown tint of her skin,
the delicate bones and the folds at the corners of her hazel-tinted
eyes.

The Draka girl leaned back with a sigh, feeling heavy and a
little tired from the going-away party last night. She had the rear
of the autosteamer to herself, a semicircle couch like the fantail
of a small yacht. Nearly to herself: her Persian cat Machiavelli
was curled up beside her. He always tried to sleep through an
auto drive; at least he didn't hide under a seat and puke
anymore... The windows slanted over her head, up to the roof of
the auto, open a little to let in a rush of warm dry afternoon air.
She let her head fall back, looking through the glass up into the
cloudless bowl of the sky, just beginning to darken at the zenith.
Her face looked back at her, transparent against the sky,
centered in a fan of pale silky hair that rippled in the breeze.

Like a ghost, she thought. Her mind could fill in the tinting,
summer's olive tan, hair and brows faded to white-gold, Mother's



coloring. Eyes the shade of granulated silver, rimmed with dark
blue, a mixture from both her parents. Face her own, oval, high
cheekbones and a short straight nose, wide full-lipped mouth,
squared chin with a cleft; Pa was always saying there must be elf
somewhere in the bloodlines. She turned her head and sucked in
her cheeks; the puppyfat was definitely going, at long last. She
was still obstinately short and slight-built, however much she
tried to force growth with willpower.

At least I don't have spots, she mused with relief. Her first
year at the new school, and her first in the Senior Section, as
well.

"Bianca, get me a drink, please," Yolande said, shifting
restlessly and stretching. The drive had been a long one, and she
felt grubby and dusty and sticky; the silk of her blouse was
clinging to her back, and she could feel how it had wrinkled.

The air had a spicy-dry scent, like the idea of a sneeze.

Yolande sipped moodily at the orange juice and watched as
the auto turned south and east to skirt the fringe of Naples: just
a small town now, badly damaged in the War, and afterward
most of the non-historic sections had been torn down. The low
bulk of Vesuvius was ahead of them, twin peaks notching the
broad cone of the volcano, and the road swung west toward the
impossible azure blue of the Tyrrhenian Sea. Her mouth was dry
despite the cold drink. She handed the glass back to the servant
girl and wiped her palms down the sides of her jodhpurs, hitched
at her gunbelt, ran fingers through the tangled mass of her hair,
adjusted her cravat.

"Bianca, Lele, my hair's a mess," she said. "Fix it." There was
a sour taste at the back of her mouth, and a feeling like hard
fluttering in her stomach.

The two servants quieted immediately and knelt on the
cushions to either side of her. The feeling of their fingers and
brushes was familiar and comforting, even if it hurt when they
tugged at the snarls. Yolande used the forced immobility to
practice the breathing exercises, driving calm up from the body
into the mind. There was something oddly soothing about having



your hair combed, a childlike feeling of trust.

Don't fidget, she told herself as the tense muscles of her
shoulders and neck eased. It's serfish. It was emotional to be
frightened of going to a new school; they weren't going to hurt
her, after all. Children and serfs were expected to be emotional; a
Citizen ruled herself with the mind. Bianca was humming as she
used the pick on the end of her comb to untangle a knot.
Yolande's hair had always been feather-soft and flyaway.

The school was on the Bay itself, surrounded by a thousand
hectares of grounds. A chest-high wall of whitewashed stone
marked the boundary, overshadowed by tall dark cypresses; the
van slowed as they passed through the open wrought-iron gates
and past the gatekeeper, bowing with hands over his eyes as the
law commanded. Then the wheels were crunching and popping
on the gravel of the internal road. Lawns like green-velvet plush
spread around them, flowerbanks, clusters of stone-pine, oak,
clipped hedges of box and yew. A herd of ibex raised their
scimitar-homed heads from a pool, muzzles trailing drops that
sparkled as they fell among the purple-and-white bowls of the
water lilies.

"Turn right," Yolande said, unnecessarily; there was a servant
in the checkered livery of the school directing traffic.

The sun had sunk until it nearly touched the horizon, and the
light-wand in the serfs hand glowed translucent white. More
servants waited at the brick-paved parking lot, a broad expanse
of tessellated red and black divided by stone planters with
miniature trees. The van eased into place, guided by a wench
with a light-wand who walked backwards before them, and
stopped; Yolande felt the dryness suddenly return to her mouth
as she rose.

"Well," she said into air that felt somehow motionless after
the unvarying rush of wind on the road. "Let's go."

Deng pushed the driver back into his seat. "Not you, Marco,"
he said.

The younger man gave him a resentful glare but sank down



again. Deng was not like some bossboys, he did not use the strap
or rubber hose all the time, but he was obeyed just the same. He
flicked a match-head alight between thumb and forefinger as he
climbed down from the cab, lighting a cigarette and puffing with
grateful speed, then undamped the stairs beneath the side door.

Yolande ignored the acrid smoke and the stairs as well,
stepping out and taking the chest-high drop with a flex of her
knees. The servants followed more cautiously, passing the parcels
and baggage out to Deng and taking his offered hand as they
clambered down the metal treads. The Draka girl stood looking
about as the pile of luggage grew. There was activity enough, but
nobody seemed particularly concerned with her. An
eight-wheeler articulated steamer was unloading a stream of
girls; that must be a shuttle from Naples, the ones coming in
from the train and dirigible havens.

They were all dressed in the school uniform, a knee length
belted tunic of Egyptian linen dyed indigo blue, and sandals that
strapped up the calf. She felt suddenly self-conscious in her
young-planter outfit, even with the Togren 10mm and
fighting-knife she had been so proud of. They were mostly older
than her; all the Junior Section would have arrived yesterday.
Their friends were there to greet them, hugs and wristshakes and
flower-wreaths for their hair...

Yolande swallowed and forced herself to ignore them, the
laughter and the shouts. A few private autos were unloading as
well, sleek low-slung sports steamers, and two light aircraft in an
empty field to the east. Tilt-rotor craft, civilianized
assault-transports; as she watched one seemed to tense in place,
the motors at the ends of the wings swinging up to the vertical.
The hum of turbines rose to a whining shriek and brown circles
appeared in the grass beneath the exhausts as the long propellers
blurred. Burnt kerosene overwhelmed the scents of steamcar
distillate, flowers, warm brick. Then the airplane bounced five
hundred meters into the air, circled as the engines tilted forward
to horizontal mode, shrank to a dot fading northward.
Navigation lights blinked against the pale stars of early evening.

She blinked; in half an hour it would be past Sienna. Past



Badesse, past home. Over the tiny hilltop lights of Claestum; her
parents might look up from the dining terrace at the sound of
engines. Tantie Rahksan with her eternal piece of embroidery...
Moths would be battering against the globes, and there would be
a damp smell from the pools and fountains. Warm window-glow
coming on in the Quarters down in the valley, and the sleepy
evening sounds of the rambling Great House. Her own bedroom
in the west tower would be dark, only moonlight making
shadows on the comforter, her desk, airplane models and old
dolls and posters...

This is ridiculous, she scolded herself, working at the knot of
misery beneath her breastbone. The quarrel at the old school
had not been her fault; even if somebody had to leave, it should
have been Irene, not her. Would have been, if they had not
valued peace over justice.

"Hello."

She looked down with a start; a girl her own age was standing
nearby, hands on hips and a smile on her face.

"You're Yolande Ingolfsson, the one from up Tuscany way?"

She nodded, and grasped the offered wrist. Then blinked a
little with surprise, feeling a shock as of recognition.

I must know someone who looks like her, she thought.

"Myfwany Venders," she was saying. "Leontini, Sicily. I'm in
yo' year, and from out-of-district, too, so I thought I'd help yo'
get settled.”

The other girl was a centimeter taller, with brick-red hair and
dark freckles on skin so white it had a bluish tinge, high
cheekbones, and a snub nose; big hands and feet and long limbs
that hinted at future growth. She grinned: "I know how it is.
They pitched me in here last year and I went around blearing
like a lost lamb. It's not bad, really, once y' get to know some
people."

"Thank yo'," Yolande replied, a little more fervently than she



would have liked. Myfwany shrugged, turned and put thumb and
forefinger in her mouth to whistle sharply. "It's nothing,
veramente. Let's get the matron."

"Missy."

Yolande stretched and turned over, burrowing into the
coverlet.

"Missy. Time to get up."

That was Lele with the morning tray. She was wrapped in a
robe, her own half-Asian face still cloudy with sleep.

"Thank you." The Draka yawned and stretched, rolled out of
bed, and drank down the glasses of juice and milk.

It was still quite early, with only a faint glimmer of light
through the glass and drapes along one side of the bedroom. She
walked over and drew back the curtains, yawning again, and
walked out onto the terrace. This section of the school faced the
sea, with a series of garden-terraces running down to the beach.
The sun was behind her, still hidden by the hulk of the inland
mountains; a mild breeze was setting in from the ocean, smelling
of salt, oleander, rosemary. Gray-blue water stretched to meet
dark-blue sky; Jupiter and Venus were fading overhead, and
lights winked from the water. A hydrofoil ferry going out to
Capri, fishing boats, a tall-masted freighter raising sail; above,
along the horizon, were the long hale-shape of a dirigible and the
distant pulsing of engines.

Yolande stretched again, turned back into the bedroom. The
white-and-green marble tiles were cool under her feet. She
worked her toes into the Isfahan carpets and looked around. It
was not large, twenty feet by fifteen, part of the usual five-room
Senior School suite. Schools had the same facilities, but they
were not built to a set pattern. Pale-blue stone walls, plenty of
room for anything she wanted to put up; some of her hangings
and pictures were still boxed in corners. She walked through the



olive-wood door and down the corridor. Different marble on the
floor, patterned in geometric shapes. Doors: a study, a lounge,
cupboards, a washroom. A room for her servants; she had
checked that last night.

Mother's voice in her mind's ear: You make their choices. It's
your responsibility.

A vestibule, before the outside door. Deng and Marco were
waiting, ready for the trip back to the plantation. The Oriental
bowed slightly, and the younger man looked down and flushed.
Yolande blinked in puzzlement, then realized she was naked. Oh,
she thought. Serfs were strange about that sort of thing.
Especially here in the New Territories; Marco had not been up
from the Quarters long, and that mostly in the garages.

"We leaving now, Mistress Yolande," Deng said, crumpling his
cap in one hand and bowing again. His eyes flickered past her, to
Lele...

"A quick journey back and a happy return," Yolande said.
"Tell the Mastah and Mistis I'm well settled in, not to worry, I'll
call soon. Give Tantie Rahksan a kiss fo' me." She felt the
familiar wince of guilt; she was a terrible correspondent, missed
her parents bitterly, could never seem to remember to call...
Home was a prison that you longed to escape, and your safe
warm place as well; seeing Deng go was like losing another bit of
it. "Don't yo' worry either, Deng, I'll take good care of her." She
parted his shoulder; it was like tapping the edge of a boulder.

"Thank you, Missy," he said, with a rare smile.

She could remember him smiling that way when he played
tossup games with her, when she was a toddler; now her eyes
were level with his. The two men left, and the door closed with a
sough.

The other score or so of girls in her Year and section were
already gathering in the courtyard, dressed like her in rough
cotton exercise tunics and openwork runner's sandals, talking



and yawning and helping each other stretch. Baiae School was
laid out in rectangular blocks running inland from the water's
edge; it was slightly chilly in the shade of the colonnade that ran
around three sides of the open space, and the sun was just rising
over the higher two-story block at the east end. The low-peaked
roof was black against the rose-pale sky, and the sound of birds
was louder than the human chatter. In the center of the court
was a long pool; water spouted from a marble dolphin, and she
could feel a faint trailing of mist as she walked out into the
garden beside it among the flowerbeds and benches.

A few heads turned her way as she rummaged among the
equipment on a table. Weights for the ankles, and to strap
around her wrists; she bound back her hair with a sweatband,
and sniffed longingly at the smells of coffee and cooking that
drifted over the odor of dew-wet grass and roses. No food for an
hour or two yet.

"Ingolfsson!" It was Myfwany Venders, the redheaded one who
had greeted her at the parking lot. "Come on over here, meet the
crew." The girl from Sicily continued to her knot of friends: "This
is Yolande Ingolfsson, down from the wilds of Tuscany." She
turned to the newcomer. "This is — "

Yolande struggled to match names with faces as the
introductions were made; it was important, she was the outsider
here. Most of the others were from south-central Italy, daughters
of planters and overseers, civil servants and Combine execs. A
few from farther away — that was government policy — from the
French and Spanish and Balkan provinces, even from the older
territories on the south shore of the Mediterranean. Most
humiliatingly taller than her, why was she still short...

"Look out," Myfwany muttered. "It's Bruiser and the Beak."

Two adults were walking toward them from the
administration block at the head of the courtyard. A woman in
white cotton pants and singlet with a towel around her neck;
stocky-muscular, broad in hips and shoulders, big-busted for a
Draka, with a hard flat face and golden-brown hair. The man
beside her was much taller and almost thin, with a close-cropped
mat of black hair shot with silver and a face that would have



been handsome except for the eagle swoop of his nose. He was
stripped to the waist and his body looked wiry and very strong,
long ropy muscles moving easily under tanned skin.

"Teachers," Myfwany continued, sotto voce. "Married. She's
Unarmed Combat and Hand Weapons, he's Firearms and
Tactics."

The students fell silent. "Keep stretching," the woman said,
walking and appraising. "Some of you need it." The man
dropped forward, caught himself on three fingers and a thumb
and began doing one-handed pushups. His wife stopped in front
of an apprehensive-looking girl and poked her below the ribs
with one finger. "Too much pasta this summer, Muriel. Yo'll
regret it."

Well, she is a bit plump, Yolande thought. Not fat, but with a
smoothed-at-the-edges look, serfish. Stupid to let yourself go like
that over the holidays; it just made school harder... and you lost
respect, too.

Myfwany held out linked hands. "Hamstring?" she said.

"Thanks." She swung the heel of her right leg into the other's
fingers. "Higher," she said, rolling back the toes and laying the
ball of her foot in line with the shin, kicking position. Myfwany
bent her knees and raised it slowly until Yolande's foot was
pointing at the sky. That brought their faces close together, and
she whispered:

"What're they like?"

"Beak's not bad," the redhead whispered back. "Used to be a
tank commander in the Third. His classes are pretty interesting.
Bruiser's fair even with her own daughters, but sort of strict.
Doesn't much care for excuses; she was in a recon cohort."

The former scout-commando came to stand behind the new
girl. "Good extension there," she said. "Try the other leg."
Yolande switched feet. "Well, yo' limber enough. Here." Her
accent was flat and a little nasal, north-Angolan or Katanga.



Yolande shook out her legs and took the offered hand; it was
like gripping a piece of carved wood. She squeezed as strongly as
she could, admiring the thick wrist and smooth flat ripple of the
teacher's forearm.

"Not bad," the instructor said, releasing her. "Stronger than
yo' looks; little ones fool yo', sometimes."

The girl's ears burned. Why does everyone have to comment
on my height? she thought.

"Right, fo' all the new ones here, I'm Vanessa Margrave, and
this is my husband Dave." The man dropped onto the fingers of
both hands and flicked himself upright, using the strength of his
arms only.

"That's Miz Margrave to yo' little horrors. We're goin' to get
on fine, as long as certain things are remembered. Back home on
Pappy's plantation, yo're all princesses an' the apple of every eye.
Here, we learn discipline." She grinned, and a few of the girls
swallowed nervously. "Yo've all had seven years of the basics; now
Mr. Margrave an' I are responsible fo' turnin' y'all into killin'
fighters. Yo' will do it, and all become credits to the Race. And in
the process, yo' will suffer. Understand?"

"Yes, Miz Margrave!" they chorused.

"Now, it's six kilometers befo' breakfast, and I'm hungry.
Let's go."

Yolande hesitated at the entrance to the refectory, one of
several scattered throughout the complex. There were seven
hundred students at Baiae School, half of them in the Senior
years, and Draka did not believe in crowding their children. In
theory you could pick the dining area you wanted, from among
half a dozen. In practice it was not a good idea to try pushing in
where you were not wanted, and she had tagged along with
Myfwany's group from the baths where they had all showered
and swum after the run.



I feel like a lost puppy following somebody home, she thought
resentfully. Back at the old school she had had her recognized
set, her own territory. Here... Oh, gods, don't let me end up a
goat, she thought. Yolande knew her own faults; enough adults
had told her she was dreamy, impractical, hot tempered. School
was a matter of cliques, and an outcast's life was just barely
worth living.

The dining room was in the shape of a T, a long glass-fronted
room overlooking the bay with an unroofed terrace carried out
over the water on arches. Yolande hesitated at the colonnade at
the base of the terrace, then closed the distance at a wave from
one of Myfwany's friends. There were four of them, five with her,
and they settled into one of the half-moon stone tables out at the
end of the pier. It was after seven and the sun was well up,
turning the rippled surface of the bay to a silver-blue glitter that
flung eye-hurting hints of brightness back at her like a moving
mirror, or mica rocks in sunlight.

There was shade over the table, an umbrella shape of
wrought-iron openwork with a vine of Arabian jasmine trained
through it. The long flowers hung above their heads translucent
white, stirring gently in the breeze that moved the leaves and
flickered dapples of dark and bright across the white marble and
tableware. Yolande stood for a moment, looking back at the
shore. You could see most of the main building from here,
stretching back north. It was a long two-story rectangle like a
comb with the back facing Vesuvius; the teeth were enclosed
courtyards running down toward the sea. The walls were pale
stone half-overgrown with climbing vines, ivy or bougainvillea in
sheets of hot pink, burgundy, and purple.

Formal gardens framed the courts and the white-sand beach.
At the north end of the main block another pier ran out into the
water from a low stone boathouse; little single-masted pleasure
ketches were moored to it, and a small fishing boat that supplied
the kitchens with fresh seafood. Beyond that she could see a pair
of riders galloping along the sea's edge, their hooves throwing
sheets of spray higher than the manes.

"Pretty," she said as she seated herself.



"Hmmm? Oh, yes, I suppose it is," Myfwany said, pressing a
button in the center of the table. "Everyone know what they
want?"

"Coffee, gods, coffee," one of the others said as the serving
wench brought up a wheeled cart.

Yolande sniffed deeply, sighing with pleasure. The scent of the
brewing pot mingled with the delicate sweetness of the flowers
over their heads and the hot breads under their covers, iodine
and seaweed from the ocean beneath their feet, and suddenly she
was hungry. For food, for the day, for things that she could not
know or name, except that they made her happy. She looked
around at the faces of the others, and everything seemed clear
and beautiful, everyone her friend. Even the serf, a swarthy
thick-set woman with a long coil of strong black hair; the
identity number tattoo below her ear showed orange as she bent
to fill the cup, and the coffee made an arc of dark-brown from
the silver spout to the pure cream color of the porcelain.

"Thank yo'," she said to the servant, with a bright smile. "I'll
have some of those—" she pointed to a mound of biscuits,
brown-topped and baked with walnuts —and the fruit, and some
of those egg pies."

"Grapefruit," Muriel said sourly, watching with envy as the
others gave their orders and Yolande broke a roll. It steamed
gently, and the soft yellow butter melted and sank in as soon as it
was off the knife. The plump girl had lagged badly when they
sprinted the last half-kilometer of the run, and bruised herself
doing a front-flip over one of the obstacles. The wench put two
neatly sectioned halves before her. "I loathe grapefruit.”

"Then don't be such a slug, Muri," Myfwany said ruthlessly,
looking up from a clipboard. "You were doing quite well last
year, and then spent all summer lolling about stuffin' yo'self with
ricotta and noodle pie."

Somebody else giggled, and Muriel's face went scarlet; her
expression went from sullen to angry, and then her eyes starred
with unshed tears.



"Honest, Muri, everyone's just tryin' to help—" one girl began.

There was a rattle of crockery as Muriel pushed her half-eaten
plate away, rose, and left at a quick walk that was almost a run.
Myfwany scowled at the girl who had tittered.

"Veronica Adams, that was mean."
"Well, I didn't call her a slug, anyway."

"An'T didn't laugh at her. Are we her friends, or not? I thought
yo' two were close."

Veronica frowned and pushed strips of chicken breast and
orange around her plate. "Oh, all right." she muttered. A
moment later: "I'll tell her I'm sorry." A sigh. "It's just... all the
trouble we went to, an' she slides back down the hill when we
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stop pushin'.

"Things aren't easy fo' her," Myfwany continued, expertly
filleting her grilled trout. Aside, to Yolande: "Her parents are
religious."

Yolande kept silent for a moment, biting into the biscuit and
catching a crumble beneath her chin with the other. Myfwany
was obviously the leader of the group, and it would not do to
offend... not while she was on probation.

There was a slight taste of honey and cinnamon to the pastry,
blending with the richness of the butter and the hot morsels of
nut. The egg pies looked good, too, baked in fluffy pastry shells
with bits of bacon and scallion; she ate one in three swallows,
feeling virtuous satisfaction. Her body felt good and strong and
loose, warmed from the run and the swim, relaxed by the
masseur's fingers.

It would not do to look tongue-tied, either. She swallowed,
looked up and raised a brow. Religious... That was unusual,
these days. "Aesirtru?" she asked. You still found a scattering of
neopagans about, though even in her grandfather's time it had
been mostly a fad.



"No, worse. Christians."

Yolande made a small shocked sound, one hand going
unconsciously to her mouth. Very unusual, and not altogether
safe. Not forbidden, precisely. After all, only a few generations
ago most Draka had been at least nominal Christians. But now...
it was enough to attract the attention of the Security
Directorate. Believers were tolerated, no more, provided they
kept quiet and out of the way and gave no whisper of socially
dangerous opinions; the secret police took the implications of
the New Testament seriously, more so than most of its followers
ever had. And it could kill any chances of a commission when
you did your military service, even if the krypteia could do no
more to you than that.

She felt the eyes of the others on her. "Well, she's a Citizen,"
she said with renewed calm, undoing her hair and shaking it out
over her shoulders. The sea breeze caught it and threw it back,
trailing ends across her eyes. "She's got a right to it, if she wants
to."

Myfwany smiled with approval. "Oh, it didn't take," she said,
waving her fork. "That's part of the problem, we talked her out of
it last year—partly us, some of the teachers helped— and then
when she went home it was one quarrel with her parents after
another, and she was gloomin' all the time. She'll snap out of it."
Another hard look at Veronica. "If we help her."

"I said I'd say I was sorry," the girl snapped back, then bridled
herself with a visible effort. Softly: "I am sorry." She was
broad-shouldered, with a mane of curly dark-brown hair and the
sharp flat accent of Alexandria and the Egyptian provinces.
"What's today?"

"Intro Secondary Math 8:00 to 10:30," Myfwany said,
glancing back at the clipboard. "Classical Lit from 10:45 to 12:15.
Historical Geography till lunch, rest period, and then we're back
to Bruiser and The Beak. Shouldn't be too bad, Beak's givin' us a
familiarization lecture on rocket-launchers today."

"Moo," the third girl said. "Secondary Math." Yolande fought
to remember the name. Mandy Slauter. Tall and lanky and with



hair sun-faded to white, pointed chin propped in one hand.
"Tensor calculus, an' Ah had trouble enough with basic. Euurg,
yuk, moo."

"Y'can't make flying school without good math," Myfwany
said, reaching for a bunch of grapes from the bowl in the center
of the table. She stripped one free, flicked it up between finger
and thumb and caught it out of the air with a flash of white
teeth. To Yolande: "Yo've fallen in among a nest of would-be
spacers."

They all gave an unconscious glance upward. It had only been
a few years since the first flights to orbit, but that was a strong
dream. Only a few thousand Draka had made the journey beyond
Earth's atmosphere as yet, and rather more Americans, but it
was obvious that the two power blocs who dominated the planet
were moving their rivalry into space. There would be thousands
needed when the time came for their call-up in half a decade.

Yolande flushed. "Me, too," she said. "Both my parents were
pilots in the War." With shy pride: "Pa was an ace. Twelve Kkills."
Some of the others looked impressed. Thank you, Pa, she
thought. Well, it was impressive.

Mandy shrugged. "But tensor calculus... Sometimes Ah'd
rather just settle fo' the infantry. Not so much like school,
anyway." She reached for a passionfruit, cracked the mottled
egg-shaped shell, and dumped the speckled greyish contents into
her mouth.

"How can yo' eat those things with your eyes open?" Veronica
said. "They look like a double tablespoon of tadpoles glued
together with snot." In an aside to Yolande: "Mandy's boy-crazy
already, that's why she's considerin' the infantry." The pilot corps
was two-thirds female, while the ground combat arms had a
slight majority of men.

Mandy laughed and raised the fruit rind threateningly. "Ah
am not boy-crazy—"

"Aren't we all a little old fo' food-fights?" Myfwany said,
looking at her watch. "Class time."



CHAPTER TWO

... sorry it took so long to write but it's been a bit of a whirl.
The school is very pretty here on the bay, and my rooms are fine.
I checked on the servants' quarters and food and everything, like
you said. Bianca complains about the cooking but that's just
because it's Neapolitan, and they all have trouble understanding
the Italian around here (so do I) which isn't like Tuscan at all.
The school servants can mostly speak English anyway, since they
come from all over. A lot of them can read, too. The classes are
about like the old school on Elba, but we've got a really tough
Unarmed Instructor and I'm learning a lot. You have to or she
thumps you, which I suppose is fair.

The other girls are mostly nice and I've made some friends
already, especially Myfwany and Muriel and Veronica and
Mandy. People are calling us the Fearsome Five, and we're all
going to try for pilot training and the space program. Can I
invite them up to home for the Novembers?

Anyway, I miss you all the time. Mother, and Pa, too, and
Edwina and Dionysia and even John but don't tell him or he'll be
even worse than he usually is. And Tantie Rahksan and Deng,
too, and the house and everything.

Love,
Yolande

P.S. The stables are pretty good here, so could you send down
Foamfoot? The school hacks have all got mouths like saddle
leather.

Letter from Yolande Ingolfsson to her parents
Dated: October 21st, 1968

From Contemporary Poets Series
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The classroom was comfortably cool, even though the day was
growing sultry in the hours after noon. Half the frosted-glass
panels of the inner wall were folded away, leaving gaps between
the slender pillars of white-streaked rose marble; beyond was the
shade of the inner colonnade, and hot white light on the
courtyard's gardens and fountains. Yolande still fought to stifle a
yawn; there was a feeling of drowsiness to the hot air. It smelled
of cool stone, seawater, and the summer-scent of pine resin
baking out under the unmerciful sun. Her eyelids fluttered down,
and she brought herself back up with a jerk. It had been like that
since her periods started a year before. Wild energy, and then
sleepiness in the middle of the day; despair and happiness
switching on and off like a light-switch.

And I don't even have breasts yet, she thought resentfully,
looking down at a chest still almost as flat as a boy's. She looked
over at Mandy, in the next desk. She already looks like a woman
and she's tall, too. It isn't fair!

Myfwany hissed at her and she rose as the teacher walked
briskly through the colonnade, followed by a serf with a double
armful of books and papers.

"Make yo'selfs comfortable, girls," the instructor said. There
was a rustle as they sat again. "Just leave it all, Helga," she
added to the servant.

How elegant she looks, Yolande thought, watching the
teacher as she arranged the materials. Sort of distinguished.
Sixtyish, with graying brown curls cropped close to her head;
slender, with a scholar's well-kept hands and an athlete's tan,
dressed in a long gray robe with a belt of worked silver
vine-leaves. And a miniature gold circlet pinned over her heart;
the corona aurea, the Archon's highest award. Awed, Yolande
wondered what it was for. Usually for



bravery-above-and-beyond, or some really important
accomplishment for the Race.

"Service to the State," the teacher said formally.

"Glory to the Race," the students murmured in perfunctory
unison.

The class was a little over average size, twelve pupils seated at
desks of African flame-cedar in irregular clumps across a floor
tiled in geometric patterns of blue and green, facing the rear wall
and the teacher's station.

"I'm Catherine Harris," she said, sitting with one hip on the
edge of the green malachite slab that was her desk.

There was a big display-screen on the wall behind her, one of
the new crystal-sandwich types; she touched a control on the
desk and it lit with a world map in outline. The smaller screens
on the students' desks came alive as well, slaved to the master
control. Countries were shown in block colors: black for the
Domination, with the Draka firelizard sprawled across it, and
shades of green for the nations of the Alliance.

"Well start with a regression. This is the situation today, with
more than half the world under the Yoke." All Africa, all Europe,
all of mainland Asia except the southern peninsulas running
India-Malaysia-Indochina. "Now before the Eurasian War, in
1940." The area of black shrank; now the Domination was mostly
Africa, with the Middle East and Central Asia and only a toehold
in the eastern Balkans. The names of vanished lands reappeared
on the screen: Germany, France, Russia, China.

"Now 1914, before the Great War. Which, difficult as it may
be to imagine, infants, I can remember." Muffled laughter, and
the screens showed Africa alone in black, with outliers in Crete
and Cyprus and Ceylon. "Ten-year intervals back to the
beginning." The dark tide receded, from the western bulge of the
continent and from the interior. 1800, and Egypt went pale. Two
decades more, and there was nothing but a tiny black spot
around Cape Town in the extreme south.



Yolande stirred uneasily at the sight. The sequence was
familiar, but showing it in reverse was not. Usually the maps
started with the tiny speck, and then it flowed irresistably
forward. Doing it this way seemed vaguely... improper, somehow.
She glanced at the servant, who was sitting on her heels by the
side of the desk, hands folded neatly in her lap and eyes cast
down. A wench in her twenties, blond and with a
Germanic-looking pallor, very pretty—what Pa would call a
hundred-auric item—with the serf-number standing out orange
beneath her ear.

I wonder what she thinks of the course, the Draka girl
thought suddenly. The wench must have heard it dozens of
times. Some people said serfs didn't think at all, except about
things like food and sex and their work, but that wasn't true. Serf
children played quite freely with the offspring of the Great House
when they were young, and Yolande had learned all their gossip;
the stories, whose mother yelled and hit, and whose father drank
too much smuggled grappa. Deng thought a lot, he was really
smart even if he wasn't very talkative. Rakhsan, Mother's Afghan
maidservant, she could tell you things about times way back
before the War. It was the older fieldhands who kept so quiet,
never speaking unless you asked them something, the ones old
enough to remember the War and the times right after it, the
purges and the camps.

"... Sure yo're quite familiar with it," the teacher was saying.
"What I'm goin' to teach is the realities beneath it. Question:
how did we get from that,"—she moved her head toward the
screen—"to this." A hand indicated the school.

Myfwany raised her palm. "We won, Miz Harris," she said,
and there was another muffled giggle.

Harris smiled herself, and reached into the folds of her gown
for a gunmetal cigarette case. "Pardon the bad example," she
said sardonically at their round-eyed stares. Draka of their
generation did not often smoke, at least not tobacco.

"I was raised befo' we knew it was bad for yo'. Yes, Myiwany,
we won. But war isn't the explanation, it's the result. We're a
warrior people, and our weakness is that we tend to think too



much of battles and not enough of the things which lead up to
victory. There are problems that don't yield to the butchershop
logic of the sword. Yo' can say a man dies because his heart
stops, but it doesn't explain. We need to know the why."

She turned slightly, leaning back against the desk and
cupping her right elbow in the left hand. "School is trainin', and
not just to fight."

"Yo', girl." She pointed at Mandy. "How many Draka are
there?"

The tall girl started. "Hum, ah, sixty million? Roughly." Under
her breath: "I hope. Moo."

"Fifty-eight million, nine hundred and twenty thousand-odd.
How many serfs?"

"Lots, ah, a billion and a half?"

"Correct. So we're about three percent of the total; that's not
countin' the billion or so wild ones in the Alliance countries. It's
not enough to be strong an' fierce, good fighters. Necessary, but
not enough; to use the old cliche', we aren't a numerous people
and nobody loves us. We have serfs enough in the Janissary
legions for brute force, to carry rifles and die. Yo' are Citizens,
and need to be able to think."

A meditative puff. "History is process; like dancin', or an
avalanche. Sometimes it's... too ponderous to move, just grinds
on regardless. Sometimes it balances delicately, and a minor
push can turn it. Other times, yo' can turn even a pretty heavy
movement with a small force by findin' the right lever to magnify
yo' strength."

"That's how we dominate. Leverage... and this class is goin' to
teach yo' how the process works. Look to either side of the
screen, now."

Murals flanked the two-meter square of the display panel, a
landscape of hills rocky and steep and covered with the
olive-green scrub bush of southern Africa. A labor-gang was



building a road through it, black men in leg-hobbles swinging
picks and sledgehammers; others pushed wheelbarrows full of
crushed rock, chipped granite blocks for the curbs, pulled stone
rollers beside yoked oxen. Draka worked with surveyor's
transepts and spirit levels to mark the course, swung their whips
over the bent backs of the serfs, sat mounted and armed to
guard.

"Question," the teacher said. "Date this mural and place it."

Yolande blinked at it, dredging at her memory. No powered
machinery, just ox-wagons and horses. Probably before the
1820s. Her eyes switched to the right, a close-up of a horseman.
Canvas-sided boots, baggy leather pants, a coarse cotton shirt,
and a jerkin of zebra-hide; long yellow hair in a twisted braid
down his back to the waist. A saber at the belt, and a saw-hilted
flintlock pistol in his right hand, double-barreled and
clumsy-looking. Two more in holsters at his saddle-bow, and a
fourth tucked into the high top of a boot. The long-barreled
musket slung across his back was the same as the heirloom
antique Mother had brought north from her family's plantation
in the far south, a Ferguson breech-loader.

Her hand went up. "1790s?" she said, when the teacher
glanced her way. "Uhhh, somewhere north of the Whiteridge?
Limpopo valley, I think." Myfwany glanced her way, and Yolande
caught the thumb-and-forefinger gesture of approval with a
flush of pleasure.

"Excellent," Harris said. She looked down and tapped again at
the controls set in the stone, and a map of Africa appeared on
the screens. It jumped as the focus shifted, narrowing down to
the southeastern corner of the continent, and a red dot
appeared. "1798, in the Northmark." That was the province
north of the Limpopo. "Not far from where I was born, just south
of the Cherangani mountains. A wild place and time."

Yolande looked at the man in the picture again. There was a
trick she knew, of getting inside someone's head. You had to
think really hard, and imagine you were wearing their skin,
feeling what they felt. Sometimes it worked; sometimes you
could even put it down in words, and that was the most magical



feeling there was. She fixed her eyes on the face in the picture,
made herself forget that it was pigments on a flat surface.

There was pale stubble on his cheeks, and she could see the
sheen of sweat on it; the hand that held the pistol was
tight-clenched, with half-moons of black under cracked nails. He
would stink, of sweat and leather and gun-oil and sulfury black
powder, and his hands would have the sweet-sour pungent smell
of brass from the hilt of his sword. It was a good picture... no,
not a picture, that's how he looked.

Eyes slitted, they would be flickering ceaselessly back and
forth. At the laborers, there were hundreds of them, big
muscular men with heavy hammers and picks in their hands.
Captured warriors, not meek born-serfs. At the dense bush all
around; rough stumps and edges where it had been cut back
from both sides of the road, but it rose dense enough to block
sight within javelin-cast. She felt the unseen hating black eyes on
her back, and pink-palmed hands gripping the hafts of
iron-bladed spears. Trapped in close thornbush country, eight
shots and then hand-to-hand with cold steel...

"Ah, I see yo' understand," Harris said softly as she blinked
the present back into her eyes and met the teacher's.

Yolande's mouth was dry, and she drank from the glass of
lemonade beside her screen. "No radios or tanks, no helicopter
gunboats or automatic weapons. Tell me, how did you place it?"

Yolande willed the sour taste of fear to leave her mouth. The
feelings lingered just below the surface of her mind, an
adrenaline-hopping intensity of focus, of anger and ferocity.
"Ahh... it couldn't be earlier. The way they're wearing their hair,
and the zebra-skin. But that's an early-model Ferguson, my
Mother's got one just like it, see how the trigger-guard has only a
little knob to turn it and open the breech? Later on they made
them with a bigger handle sticking down from the buttstock."

"To increase the rate of fire," Harris said. "We were the first
to adopt the breech-loader, because it shot further an' faster.
Gatling came to the Domination, because we'd use his
invention... because we were always outnumbered, and had to be



able to kill them faster than they could charge. Right, now
someone else. Which is the richest continent? Yo', Veronica."

"Uh, Africa?"

Harris grinned. "Sorry, trick question. Wealth is a subjective
quantity. Fo' example, the Congo river generates as much
hydropower as the whole of North America... if yo' can get at it,
through jungles crawling with diseases."

Her hand reached to the screen controls again. "This is a
disease map of Africa, before we cleaned it up. Sleeping sickness.
Ngana. Malaria. Yellow fever. Dengue fever, river blindness,
bilharzia. Now well overlay it on the political sequence-map I
showed befo'. Muriel, what do you see? Patterns, remember.
Process."

A frown and a long pause from the student whose parents
followed the proscribed faith. "The south's healthiest, the areas
south of Capricorn. Then the high country all the way north and
east to the Ethiopian provinces, then the far north."”

"Right. Now the sequence again."

"They... they overlap. Not always, but the conquest starts in
the south, then leaps 'way north to Egypt, then it goes across
North Africa and in both directions down the rift highlands. For
a long time, anyway."

"Good, Muriel. Most of this part,"—Harris' finger indicated
the western coast of Africa—"is a deathtrap for Caucasians
without modem medicine. It ate them alive. Now, when was the
first European settlement at the Cape?"

Yolande raised her hand again. "1654, Miz Harris. The
Dutch."

"Right, the Dutch East India Company. Feeble little colony,
and after a hundred and fifty years there were only ten thousand
of them. Why?"

"They weren't interested in it?"



"Right again, they never sent mo' than a few hundred
colonists; it was so healthy that they multiplied fast. Some of us
are descended from them, though they got swamped pretty
quick. Next significant date."

"1779," Myfwany said. "The British annexed the Cape."

"Conquered. The formal annexation was in 1783 after the
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Peace of Paris. But our ancestors were already arrivin'.

The screen flashed a montage: American Loyalists being
driven from their homes by revolutionary mobs, Loyalist
regiments and their families boarding sailing ships as the British
evacuated Charleston and Savannah and New York, Hessian
mercenaries sitting idle in camp as the war for which they had
been hired wound down.

"Question: with about twenty thousand fightin' men—it was
all men in those days—our forebearers conquered a half-million
square miles of southern Africa in about a decade. We've seen it
was possible partly because the environment didn't loll them; but
two generations later, it took a hundred thousand men two
decades to conquer North Africa for us... with better weapons an'
organization, too. There were two million strong an' warlike
blacks in the southern provinces. Why were they relatively easy
to break to the Yoke? Yes, Berenice."

"Mmmm, blacks are stupid an' backward?"

Harris laughed. "A comfortin' lie that was obsolete when I was
yo' age girl." She called up the world map again. "Whats the
most relevent fact about that area, all things considered? Think
about it Berenice."

"It's... far away from everywhere?"

"Correct. As far as yo' can get , failin' Austrailia. Societies
grow and develop by compitition, same as species, only the
process is Lamarckian not Darwinian.The inhabitants of this
area are barely neolithic, cept' for havin' iron spears and hoes.
No political unit larger than a few villages, no written language,
no horses, no wagons, an' a magical-ritual world view. Four



thousand kilometers of mountain, jungle, and fever-bush
protection; than three millennia of progress arrived overnight by
ship, with the result that they became our cattle."

She glanced at her wrist. "Class over. Fo' the next, I want a
short essay, outlinin' why plantations became the standard rural
unit." A hard look. "I do not want a rehash of chapter 7," she
added, tapping the brown jacketed text before her. The
Domination: A Historical Survey. "Yo' own thoughts. Give yo' a
hint: look at where the most of the Loyalists came from. Then
look at the figures in the appendix on soil fertility an' erosion in
the far-southern provinces, and the demographics chapter. See
yo' Thursday, girls. Service to the State."

"Glory to the Race," they answered. The desks hummed and
began to spit printouts of the maps the
teacher had summoned into the receiver trays.

Wheeee! Yolande thought, slowing to a handstand on the
parallel bars. Her body was straight as a plumbline, toes pointed
to the ceiling and arms a rigid Y on the hardwood poles. Then
she let her weight fall back, a long swoop that accelerated like a
sling's circuit into speed that pulled the blood out of her head,
flung her up and her hands came off the bars and she twisted in
midair, body whirling like a top. Slap and her hands were back
on the bar, almost in the same position but facing the opposite
direction.

Five, she thought. That was enough; her arms were starting to
tire. There was no sense in risking an injury. Instead she spread
her legs in the air and lowered her feet, placing them neatly just
behind her hands. The damp skin touched oak; she took a deep
breath and sprang, backflipping in the air and landing on the
balls of her feet, knees bending slightly to take the shock as she
touched down on the hard rubbery synthetic of the palaestra's
floor.

There was applause. Startled, Yolande looked up as she
reached for a towel. Several of the other girls had stopped and
were clapping, halting for a moment the stick-fighting or free



weights or exercise machines that their individual programs
prescribed. She blushed and bent her head to dry herself off; she
was slick-wet with sweat from face to feet, a familiar enough
sensation and rather agreeable. The embarrassment was not,
and she was glad that the exertion-glow would hide it. She
finished and drew on the rough cotton trousers and singlet,
pulling the drawstring of the pants tight with fingers that
trembled slightly. Half irritation, half a pleasure that was almost
painful...

I am good at the bars, she thought. I just wish... it's nice to
be good, but I wish it didn't make you stand out. Why can't I
ever just fit in...

"Not bad," Margrave said. The instructor was dressed in
pankration practice-armor, shiny black leather and synthetic,
and a padded helmet with protective bars across the face. "Ever
thought of trying for the Games?"

"Yes, Miz Margrave," Yolande said. The Domination had little
in the way of professional sports, but amateur athletics had high
prestige. She had daydreamed it, standing on the rebuilt plinth
at Olympia with the golden olive-wreath resting on her hair...
but that would mean giving up all her spare time, and... "There
are too many other things to do."

Margrave nodded, and jerked a thumb over her shoulder at
the rack of pankration equipment on the far wall. "Such as that.
Suit up, I'd bettah check yo' style."

Yolande swallowed dryly and trotted to obey; that was one of
the rules, you ran everywhere. This palaestra was a severly plain
box two stories high and open on one end to face a turf
running-track and a long vista of fields and woods; the interior
was finished in white tile, with mirrors and stretching-rails
around most of the perimeter, climbing-ropes and rings
dangling from the ceiling. "Thanks," she muttered to Myfwany,
as the other girl helped her on with the armor.

"Level?" she asked the instructor as they faced off.

"Full contact far as yo' concerned," Margrave said. "Startin'...
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now.

Yolande dropped into fighting position, feet at right angles
and knees bent. Breath in through the nose, out through the
mouth. Muscles relaxed; you could make yourself faint with
exhaustion in minutes if you tensed. The weight of armor, boots,
and gloves was familiar; you never practiced without them, for
protection's sake and because real-world fighting wasn't done in
gym clothes. The teacher quartered, and Yolande responded with
a pivot on her front foot. Don't let the opponent push you back,
she reminded herself.

A kick. Straight hop-kick forward, toward her stomach. She
moved into it, parrying with her left hand and swiping upward
with her left elbow towards the chin... No, that was a mistake,
Margrave was too tall...

The teacher's kicking leg had come down aside, leaving her in
a wide horse-straddle stance. Her hands clamped down on
Yolande's arm, elbow and shoulder; she hip-twisted to leave her
right leg as a trip-bar and threw the student forward and down.
That was simple enough, so simple that she could think while
reflex ingrained since her fifth year rucked her head down and
made her throw herself with the motion. Time slowed as she fell.
Impact on the shoulders. Rolling to break the hold, rolling
forward curled into a ball to preserve momentum.

"Can't get up fast enough," she muttered, vocal cords
following thought without conscious intervention. She was
watching between her own feet as she rolled, watching the
teacher's machine-fluid rush after her. Slap, and her forearms
went down on the mat in a neat V; her body curled on top of
them, its own weight coiling it back like a spring. A hunnh of
effort, and she drove both legs back, toes curled towards her
shins and heels together.

They struck, heelbones driving into the teacher's solar plexus.
That hurt, she thought; it was like kicking a concrete-block wall,
and it jarred every bone in her body down to the small of her
back. Move, move. Margrave was folding backwards bending at
the middle, moving like a stone dropped into thick honey.
Yolande let the impact stop her own body in mid air, curled her



knees towards her chest and roll-bounced upright. The teacher
was just straightening; the girl swung forward in a flying scissor,
pumping the left knee up for momentum and then down as the
right foot whipped around in a torquing circle, aimed for—

Blackness.

"She's all right," a voice was saying. Yolande blinked and
started to shake her head. That was a mistake, and she was
barely able to contain the surge of nausea that followed. Flecks of
glitter drifted past her retinas, and her vision quivered as hands
undid the helmet and slid her head free.

A finger peeled back one eyelid, while a hand clamped her
head steady. "Good—even dilation. No concussion."

A cool cloth touched brow and cheeks: Myfwany. "Yo' were
just out fo' a sec," she said, her voice anxious. Margrave removed
her own practice helmet and threw it to one side, leaning
forward again to probe at Yolande's neck and shoulders with
expert fingers.

"Nice work. Iff n I hadn't had the breastplate yo' might have
put me out with that back-kick. "

"Sorry," Yolande mumbled, squinting against the multiple
images. Margrave grinned.

"Nevah say sorry fo' doin' it right." She looked up to the circle
of students. "That was the right move. 'Specially against superior
weight an' strength. The follow-up was the problem; those-there
high-jumpin' kicks don't do it, 'less'n the other side's
immobilized anyways. Don't get fancy." Margrave came up on
one knee, leaned over with elbow on thigh.

"Good work, Ingolfsson," she continued. "Yo' really pushed me
a little. Rest easy fo' a while." To the others: "Right, pick partners
an' face off. No contact."



It was full dark now on the beach, and the driftwood fire
crackled, sending sparks flying up with sharp popping sounds.
The flames were blue and red and orange, a white-crimson over
the bed of coals below; the smell was dry and hot. Inland the
trees and shrubs rustled, shadows dark and moving against the
lesser dark of the sky. The waves were breaking in a foam of
cream, glittering in starlight and moonlight, surge and retreat.
The sound of them was like heartbeat in her ears, like lying
beside some huge and friendly beast. Out beyond her friends
were still diving and playing, flashes of white bodies otter-sleek
among the water. Their voices dropped into the warm dark, no
louder than the cicadas and nightbirds.

Yolande laid her head on her knees and wiggled her toes over
the edge of the blanket. The powdery white clung to them like
frosting; she tapped her feet together and felt the grains trickle
down her insteps, tickling or clinging where the skin was still
damp from her swim. Looking up, the moonpath lay on the
water like silver, almost painfully bright. The stars were sparse
around the moon, abundant elsewhere; the lights of men were
far too few to dim them. A faint glow west across the bay was
Naples, and she could make out the long curve of the coast by the
wide-scattered jewels that marked the towns and manors of her
people. Elsewhere the shore was quiet and lightless, fields and
groves and orchards.

She lay back on the striped wool and smiled, stretching her
arms above her head. Stars... there was a trick to that. A mental
effort, and the velvet backdrop with its glowing colored lights
vanished; instead there was depth, an endless dark where great
fires hung burning forever amid the slow-fading hydrogen roar
of creation. Her lips parted, and she felt a sensation that might
have been delight, or a loneliness too great to bear; she forced
herself to hold the wordless moment, mind suspended in pure
experience. Moisture gathered slowly around her eyes, trickling
in warm salt streaks down the wind-cooled skin of her temples.

"Woof!" Mandy's voice. "I'm turnin' into a prune. Come on!"

Yolande started as the others dashed out of the ocean, wiping
away the not-quite-tears with the back of her wrist. They ran



past her to the freshwater fountain at the edge of the beach,
laughing and splashing each other around the stone basin as
they sluiced off the salt. The darkness closed around as they
threw themselves down on the blankets about the fire; now it
was a hearth, the tribe's fortress against the night. Myfwany sat
cross-legged beside her, leaning back on braced palms. She was
still breathing deeply from the swim; from Yolande's position her
face was shadowed against the backlit dark-red curtain of her
hair. The drops of water that ran down her flanks glistened with
the rise and fall of her chest, changing from blood-crimson to
lemon-yellow.

"You're quiet, 'Landa," she said. "Head still troublin'?"

"Mmmmm... no. Hammerin' great headache yesterday,
couldn't hardly move this mornin'. Now it's just a bit stiff all
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ovah. No, I's just lookin' at the stars and thinkin'.

Myfwany probed at her neck, tracing the cords down to her
shoulders; she shivered slightly at the touch, still cold and wet."
'S right, stiff," Myfwany said definitely. "Maybe swimmin' wasn't
such a good idea. Muriel, give me a hand? Roll ovah, 'Landa."

Yolande turned onto her stomach and laid her cheek on her
crossed hands, feeling a painful warmth in her stomach.
"Thanks," she muttered. Massage was usually serfs work,
although everybody learned it; it was something you did for close
friends, a sign that status was put aside. Two pairs of hands
began to work on her, one starting on the soles of her feet, the
other where the neck-muscles anchored on the base of her skull.
She felt uncomfortable for an instant, as the pressure made her
aware of soreness she had been ignoring, then surrendered to the
sensation.

"Y'all bein' mighty nice," she said sincerely. Myfwany snorted,
and Muriel laughed and slapped her lightly on the calf.

"Yo' the one bruised the Bruiser," Mandy said. She was
kneeling by a basket across the fire, rummaging within. "Never
seen her move so fast; mean of her to thump yo' head, though."

"No, that's the point," Myfwany said. "Bruiser had to move



fast, an' react automatic-like."

"Jus' so —Veronica, watch where yo' puttin' that dirt! I's got
scallops in heah!"

The stocky girl had been raising the fine sand in double
handfuls, letting it trickle down over her body. She laughed and
bent backward from her kneeling position until her head
touched the blanket behind her, a perfect bow, stretching.

" 'Salright," she said as she rose. A sigh. "Ah jus' love this time
of year. Perfect, just cool enough fo' a fire, but not cold. Look!
There it is!"

She raised a hand. They followed the gesture, and saw a
moving star crawling slowly across the southern horizon.

"That our'n or their'n?" Mandy asked. The Domination and
the Alliance had both put up another dozen orbital platforms in
the last few years; the rivalry was pushing development hard.

"Ours," Myfwany said, sinking back on her elbows. "Oh, ours."
Her voice became dreamy. "I wonder... How do the stars look
from there?" To Yolande: "What were yo' thinkin' of,
starwatcher?"

"Lots of things," Yolande said abstractedly. "How we can't see
the stars, jus' the light they sent long ago. Like readin' a book,
hey? An'... how far away, an' how perfect."

"Perfect?"

"There's no right or wrong with them," Yolande continued,
almost singsong, whispering. "No lovin' or hatin'; they just...

"

are.

They were silent for long minutes, each staring upward past
the fire-glow and the dancing sparks.

"Well," Mandy said, her hands moving again in the basket.
"Who's fo' lemonade, and who's fo' wine?"



"Mmmum, I'll take the wine," Yolande said.

"Lemonade first, I'm too thirsty fo' drinkin'," Myfwany said.
"That enough, 'Landa?"

"Feels nice," she replied.

Veronica and Mandy were making skewers from a pile of
willow-switches, sharpening the ends and threading on pieces of
scallop and shrimp wrapped in bacon; they handed the limber
sticks around, with wicker platters of soft flat Arab bread, and
glasses. The five girls drew closer to the fire. Yolande sat up,
watching the flames. The breeze had picked up slightly, and
gusts of it blew the tongues ofcolored flame toward her. She
sipped at the wine as the bacon sizzled and dropped fat to pop
and flare on the white coals; it was cool from the earthenware
jug, rather light, slightly acidic. A southern vintage, she thought,
probably from Latium.

"Strange," Muriel said, hugging her knees and leaning back,
letting her head fall against Veronicas ' shoulder.

"What?" Mandy asked.

"I was thinkin'... Here we are. In twenty-odd years our own
daughters will be here, or someplace like here. Maybeso raaht
here; maybeso doin' and thinkin' just what we are. Strange."

"What brought that on?" Myfwany said. She brought the
skewer close, examined the seafood critically, and used a piece of
the flatbread to pull it off. "Mmm, these are good."

"I was... I was thinkin' about history class. An' about the
things Ma and Pa used to tell me, yo' know, those religion
things." Muriel stuck the butt-end of her skewer into the sand
and rolled the wine-cup between her hands. "I mean... if yo'
believes all that, the God stuff, then,"—she frowned —"then it
would all look different. It would be comin from somewheres,
and goin to somewheres. Like-so a story, hey? An' if yo' don't
believe it, then it's... all sort of, well, it just happens."

"Iff'n yo' believes it, we're all goin' straight to hell," Veronica



laughed, giving a light tug on Muriel's brown curls.

"Pass the wine, will yo', hey?" Yolande said. There was a clink
of stoneware. "Thanks, Mandy. Well, the way Harris says it, it's
the story of the Race; where we came from an' where we're
goin'."

Muriel rested her chin on the edge of the cup. "That sort of
depends, don't it? I mean, the Race didn't have to happen;
Harris says so herself. History's a story leadin' up to us, but only
on account we happened. If the Yankees killed us all off, then it'd
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be a story about them, an' we'd just be part of history,".

"But we did happen, an' the Yankees aren't goin' to win; we
are," Myfwany said definitely.

Yolande chuckled. "So the story has an endin' and a meanin’,
because we're tellin' it." A pause. "Us here, too. It's... true
because we make it true, eh? So we tell history like ouah own
story, like we was writin' it. Like God."

The others looked at her. "Say, that's really pretty clever,"
Myfwany said.

Yolande flushed and looked down into her wine cup,
continuing hastily. "Speakin' of which, what are we goin' to do
once we've conquered the Yankees?"

Myfwany laughed. "My brothah, Billy? He likes the Yankee
movies; says the girls look nice. Says he's goin' buy a dozen when
we put the Yoke on them."

"Euuu, yuk, boys," Mandy said. "Ooops, this is overdone..."

"Ah thought yo' liked boys," Veronica said. She bent her head
to whisper something in Muriel's ear, and the other girl giggled
and worked her eyebrows.

Yolande looked at Veronica and flushed again; the
Alexandrian girl was no older, but she had definite breasts, and



the dark-brown hair between her legs was thick and abundant. It
made her conscious of her own undeveloped form again. And...
strange about sex and things, she mused. When yo' young, yo'
know about it an it isn't all that interesting and all of a sudden
it's scary and important. She shook her head; at least there was a
while before she had to worry about that sort of thing. Freya's
Curse, I hate being shy!

"I do like boys," Mandy said. "At least, I sort of like the idea of
'em. But they still sort of yucky, too. Yo' know, my brothah
Manfred, he only a year older than me, an' he's got ouah cook
pregnant? Ma found him ridin' her in the pantry, an' cook's
thirty, with a bottom a meter across an' a mustache. I mean,
we're not planters, we've only got a dozen houseserfs, but Pa
bought him a regular concubine when he turned thirteen, and
still he goes an' does things like that." She brooded for a
moment. "Yucky."

"My Ma," Yolande began, "says it's on account of they don't
have enough blood." She grinned at their blank looks and held
out a hand, palm-up, then slowly curled up her index finger. "Yo'
know, all the blood rushes to they crotch, their brains shut down
fo' lack of oxygen, an' they stop thinkin'?"

There was a moment of silence, and Yolande felt a flash of fear
that her joke had fallen flat. Then the laughter began and ran for
a full half-minute, before trailing off into teary giggles.

"Ali, that's a good one," Muriel said. She glanced up at the
stars again. "When we've beaten the Yankees, we'll put up mo' of
those power-satellites my Pa's workin' on."

"Build cities on the moon !"
"Turn Venus into anothah Earth!"
"Give Mars an atmosphere!”

"Hollow out asteroids an' fly 'em to Alpha Centauri!" The
comments flew faster and faster, more and more outrageous,
until everyone collapsed into giggles again. Myfwany rose, and
pulled out a velvet case from their bundles.



"This is your'n, isn't it,Landa?"

"Yes—careful!" Yolanda took the long shape in her hands; they
moved toward it with unconscious gentleness. "It's a mandolin."

Muriel whistled between her teeth. "An' Archona's a city. Old
one, hey?"

"My great grandma's," Yolande said. She put the pick between
her teeth while she arranged the case across her lap, then settled
the instrument and slipped it onto her hand. "On my Ma's side;
she Confederate-born. Had it fancied up some..." She tuned it
quickly; the strings sounded, plangent under the fire-crackle
and shhhhh of the waves. The wood was smooth as satin under
her fingers, the running leopards inlaid in ivory around the
soundbox as familiar as her own hands.

"Well, give's a song, then," Myfwany said.
"I don't sing all that well—"
"C'mon," Mandy said. "Well all join in."

"Oh, all right." Yolande bent her head, then tossed it as the
long pale ripple of her hair fell across the strings. She swept
through the opening bars, a rapid flourish, and began to sing: an
alto, pure but not especially strong.

Twas in the merry month of May
When green buds all were swellin’,
Sweet William on his deathbed lay
Fo'love of Bar'bra Allen—

The ancient words echoed out along the lonely beach;
everyone knew that one, at least. They all had well-trained voices
as well, of course; that was part of schooling. Myfwany's sounded
as if it would be a soprano, rich and rather husky. Muriel's was a
bit reedy, and Veronica's had an alarming tendency to quaver;
Mandy's was like her own, but with more volume. They finished,
gaining confidence, and swung into "Lord Randal" and "The
Wester Witch."



"What next?" Veronica said. "How about something
modern?"

"Alison Ghoze?" Muriel said.
Mandy made a face.

"Oh, moo. Call that modern? It's a hundred years old; modern

rn

iff n yo' count anythin' after the land-takin'.

"I—" Yolande strummed, forced the stammer out of her voice.
"I've got somethin' new, care to hear it?"

The others nodded, leaning back. Calm. Breathe deep. Out
slow. She began the opening bars, and felt the silence deepen; a
few seconds later and she was conscious of nothing at all but the
music and the strings.

It ended, and there was a long sigh.

"Now, that was good," Myfwany said. She half-sang the last
verse to herself again:

"An we are scatteriris of Dragon seed On a journey to the
stars!

Far below we leave—-fo'ever

All dreams of what we were."

"Who wrote that, anyways?"

"I—" Yolande coughed. "I did."

They clapped, and she grinned back at them. Mandy laughed
and jumped to her feet.

"C'mon, let's dance—Muriel, get yo' flute out!"

The silver-bound bamboo sounded, a wild trilling, cold and
plangent and sweet. Yolande cased her mandolin and joined the
others in a clap-and-hum accompaniment. The tall girl danced
around the outer circle of the firelight, whirling, the colored
driftwood flames painting streaks of green and blue across the



even matte tan of her skin and the long wheatblond hair. She
spun, cartwheeled, backflipped, leaped high in an impossible
pirouette, feet seeming to barely touch the sand.

"C C'mon, yo' slugs, dance!" she cried.

... as we dance beneath the moon
As we dance beneath the moon!"

Myfwany came to her feet and seized Yolande's hand in her
right, Muriel's in her left. "Ring dance!" she said. "Let's dance
the moon to sleep!"

"Oh, wake up, Pietro," Veronica said, kicking the serf lightly
in the side. He started up from the grass beside the little electric
runabout and loaded the parcels as they pulled on their tunics
and found seats.

"Do y' know," Mandy said, tying off her belt, "that the Yankees
wear clothes to go swimmin'?"

Veronica made a rude noise. "And fo' takin' baths, too. "

"No, it's true, darlin'," Muriel said. "My Pa visited there, an'
they do." She outlined the shape of a bikini. "Like underwear."

"Strange," Myfwany said. They settled in for the kilometer
ride back to the main buildings; nothing else moved on the
narrow asphalt ribbon of the road, save once an antelope caught
in the headlights for an instant with mirror-shining eyes. It was
much darker now after moonset, and they rode with an air of
satisfied quiet.

"Go into Naples tomorrow?" Veronica said. Tomorrow was a
Sunday, their only completely free day.

"Fine with me," Mandy said; Muriel nodded agreement, and
Myfwany nudged Yolande with an elbow.



"How bout' it?" she said casually.

"Why—" Yolande smiled shyly; this was acceptance, no longer
tentative. "Why, sho'ly."

The runabout ghosted to a silent halt by the eastside entrance.
They made their farewells and scattered; Yolande blinked as she
walked into the brighter lights of the halls and colonnades. It was
after twelve and there were not many about; twice she had to
skirt areas where the houseserfs were at their nightly scrubbing
and polishing. Her own door, looking more familiar now
somehow.

"Missy?" That was Bianca, yawning and blinking up from a
mat by the entrance, tousled in her nightgown. Machiavelli
yowled and circled until she picked him up; the cat settled in to
purr as she rubbed behind his ears, sniffing with interest at the
shrimp scent on her fingers.

"Jus' turn down the bed, put this stuff away, then go to sleep,"
Yolande said, padding through to her bedroom. How do I feel?
she asked herself, with relaxed curiosity. Tingly from the swim,
tired from that and the dancing. Relaxed.... Happy, she decided.
Maybe that's part of growin'. When you were a child happiness
was part of the day, like sadness over a skinned knee or sunlight
on your face. Then one day you knew you were happy, and that it
would pass.

"Tomorrow's also a day," she muttered to herself, setting the
cat down on the coverlet. She yawned hugely, enjoying the
ready-to-sleep sensation; that was odd, how it felt good when you
knew you could rest, and hurt if you had to stay up. The bed was
soft and warm; she nuzzled into the pillow, and felt the cat
arranging itself against the back of her knees. "Tomorrow.".

CHAPTER THREE

The War? We didn't think about the War while it was on. We



thought about the next mission, then staying alive for the next
five minutes. Get back and we thought about sleep or food or a
cigarette, or getting laid. Maybe about "after the War," but that
was a daydream... but when It was really afterward, yes.

Then we thought about It. Something as big as the Eurasian
War can't be understood from the inside, not while you're in the
belly of the beast. What did we think? We were... shocked, I
suppose. We were a more matter-of-fact generation than yours,
you know. You youngsters have grown up with things getting
really strange —yes, you're tired of hearing that. The War was
something new under the sun though; there'd never been a world
war in an Industrialized world before. A tenth of humanity died
in those seven years, that's just numbers, but we up at the sharp
end, we saw it. Worse than that because it was concentrated, no
fighting on our soil, thank Wotan, not much on the Yankee's,
either. Elsewhere, though, by '46 it was a enamel house. I'm not
using a metaphor, you could travel hundreds of miles and not get
out of sight of human bones. You'd see a city, and someone
would say it was Shanghai or Minsk or Bruges or Heidelberg, but
It was all rubble. Just mounds of dirty brick and stone with bits
of reinforcing-rod standing out. Sometimes melted by
firestorms, and the stink. Freya bless... tens of thousands,
hundreds of thousands of bodies down under the buildings,
smothered by the fire or nerve-gassed.

We were tired, by the end, very very tired. Tired and sick of it.
Gods know, we're not a squeamish people, but... It changes you,
that much killing, first you stop even thinking about alternatives.
Life in the abstract loses its meaning, then your own life does.
Life and death, good and bad, it all starts to blur.

It takes a lot of rest to recover from. If you ever do.

From: Notes to My Children
Journal of Thomas Ingolfsson:
April, 1950

CLAESTUM PLANTATION
DISTRICT OF TUSCANY



PROVINCE OF ITALY
APRIL, 1969

The aircar was a Trevithick Meerkat, a little crowded with six.
Shiny new and smelling of fresh paint and synthetics; civilian
production had just gotten under way, and they were still
expensive enough that only the more affluent Citizens could
afford them. Yolande, Myfwany, and Mandy were squeezed into
the backseat, with Muriel in the front and Veronica on her lap,
careful not to jostle the driver. He was a serious-looking young
serf, thin and very black, flying cautiously. Trained at the
Trevithick Combine's works in Diskarapur in the far south; a
pilot and two mechanics had come with the aircraft.

"Oh, hurry up, boy," Yolande said irritably, as he banked the
car into a circle at a thousand meters and began a slow descent,
the ducted-fan engines turning down for lift. They had been slow
getting away; the eight-month academic year was ending, and
the Baiae landing fields had been crowded. Of course, an aircar
like this could be driven by road and take off from any
convenient open space, but serfs operated machinery by the
book. Her hands itched to take the controls; this was all
fly-by-wire, you couldn't redline it, the computers wouldn't let
you...

"Just yo' parents to home?" Veronica asked, turning her head
and resting it on Muriel's shoulder.

"Mmm-hm," Yolande replied. "Edwina and Dionysia both
turned eighteen last year; they in Third Airborne, stationed near
Shanghai. John would've been out, but they picked him fo'
officer's trainin'." That meant an extra year's active service
beyond the usual three, or possibly more. "He might be back on
leave soon, though... Ma said her cousin Alicia's up from the
south; she's in textiles, Shahnapur. Just got divorced, up here

restin'-like. May move up."

The sound of the fans altered as they came to a halt a hundred
meters up and lowered with a smooth elevator sensation.

"Oo00, woof, nice," Mandy said from her right, as their



descent gave a slow panorama of Claestum manor. "I like it when
they use the old things."

There were admiring murmurs as the aircar extended its
wheels with a cling-chung, and Yolande felt a warm glow of pride
like sun on bare skin. They had landed at the southern entrance
of the main building, where the road widened into a small plaza
after its winding journey up from the Quarters and through the
gardens. Ahead was the house complex, and the tall oaks and
chestnuts that crowned the hill and tumbled down the northern
slope.

It is pretty, she thought, trying to look at it as a stranger
might. Her parents had laid out the Great House in the shape of
a U along the south-facing slope, with its apex open to the woods
at the crest. Both flanks were old Tuscan work from the pre-War
town, each ending in a tower; weathered red tiles and
sienna-colored stone overgrown with flowering vines. The newer
buildings knitted them together, and the southern end of the U
was closed by a curved block in classic Draka style; two stories of
ferroconcrete sheathed in jade-green African marble. Fluted
pillars of white Carrara ran from the veranda past the
second-story gallery to end in golden acanthus leaves at the roof,
and the windows behind were etched glass and silver.

"Oh, it's all right," Yolande said casually, as the gullwing doors
of the aircar soughed open. She put a hand on the rim of the
passenger compartment and vaulted out.

Home, she thought, swallowing. It smells like home. Green,
after the filtered pressurized atmosphere of the aircraft; the
mildly warm fresh-green scent of a Tuscan spring. Odors of
stone, dust, flowers, water from the two fountains that flanked
the wrought-iron gates into the central courtyard. The piazza of
checkered brick beneath her feet was where she had learned to
ride a bicycle, the trees flanking it were ones she had watched
grow. Her parents had been waiting beneath the gate, out of
reach of the miniature duststorm an aircar made in landing.
They came forward as their daughter's friends clambered out of
the Meercat. Yolande swallowed again and drew herself up
calmly, cleared her throat.



"Hello, mother, father," she said. One of the housegirls behind
the Landholders was coming forward with a curtsy, bearing a
courtesy tray with a carafe and glasses. Yolande smiled with a
flush of pleasure. There would be a formal greeting; her parents
were treating her friends as adults, not casually as children.

"Service to the State," her father said. He was a stocky man
and rather short for a Draka, no more than 175 centimeters,
dressed in planter's working clothes: boots and loose chamois
trousers, cotton shirt and gunbelt, and a broad-brimmed hat in
one hand. Hazel eyes, and gray streaks through seal-brown hair
and mustache. "Thomas Ingolfsson, Landholder, pilot, retired,"
he continued.

"Johanna Ingolfsson," her mother took up, handing out the
glasses and raising her own. "Landholder, pilot, retired. Glory to
the Race." She was a finger's breadth taller than her husband: a
wiry-slender blond woman in her forties with a handsome
hatchet face and scarring around her left eye, dressed in a long
black robe with bands of silver mesh at neck and throat. They all
poured out the ceremonial drops and sipped, murmuring the
formula. The wine was a light, slightly sweet white; not the
clasico vintage that was Claestum's pride, but that was a red
dinner wine and unsuitable as an aperitif. "Well, do the honors,
daughter."

"Myfwany Venders, Arethustra Plantation, Sicily," she said.
Myfwany clasped forearms with both the elder Ingolfssons.
"Mandy Slauter, from Naples; Veronica Adams, Two Oaks
Plantation, Lusitanica; Muriel Quintellan, Haraldsdal
Plantation, Campania."

Her parents went through the ritual gravely. Then her mother
turned to her and smiled, spreading her arms. " But't' yo' are still
my baby 'Landa, hey?"

Yolande flung herself forward, and felt the familiar slender
strength of her mother's arms around her, pressed her face into
the hard curve of neck and shoulder. It smelled of soap and a
faint rose perfume and the clean summery odor of Johanna's
body, the scent of comfort and belonging. "Hello mama," she
whispered. "Thanks awfully." Her mother held her out at arm's



length.

"Yo' are fillin' out," she said. Yolande grinned with pride, then
gave a whoop of surprise as hands gripped her under the arms
and swung her in a circle.

"Y'are indeed, but still bird-light," her father said, laughing
up into her indignant face.

"Daddy! Put me down!" He laughed again, giving her a toss;
she felt the strength in his hands as he lowered her, gently
controlled and as irresistible as a machine.

"Greetin's, child," he said. To the others: "Y'all will fo'give me,
ladies; I've got an overseer gone and broke her leg, and fo'
hundred hectares of vines to finish prunin', while my wife lazes
about." He nodded and strode down the plaza, where a groom
led a horse forward.

"If he thinks wrestlin' with that accountin' computer and
those League bureaucrats—" Johanna shook her head. "Well.
Friends of my daughter, y'all are to consider Claestum yo' own,
and make yo'selves to home. Veronica an' Muriel, I'm puttin' yo'
together?" The friends were standing hand-in-hand; they
exchanged a glance and nodded, smiling. "East tower, then; yo'
servants an' baggage arrived safe last sundown. Or pick another
if it doesn't suit; one thing this stone barn's not anyhow short of,
it's space. 'Landa, I'm puttin' y'other two friends directly either
side of yo' old rooms over't" the west tower. Rahksan heah will
settle yo' in, and see y'all at lunch."

"Oh, it is good to be home," Yolande said, throwing her
gunbelt on a table and sinking into a wicker chair. "Shut up, eat;
iff'n I'd taken yo' by air, yo'd have puked."”

Machiavelli looked up from the cushions of the chair opposite,
giving her a cool green-eyed stare of resentment before
ostentatiously grooming. He had been sent ahead by train with
her luggage and maids, and would be a while forgiving her. The
Oraka girl shed her boots with a push of instep against heel, and



let them drop; she peeled off her socks with her toes and rubbed
the sole of each foot down the drill fabric of the opposite
pants-leg.

Rahksan laughed, scooping up the holstered pistol and
nicking it neatly on the stand beside the door before picking up
the boots. "Good to have yaz back, Mistis 'Landa," she replied,
examining the scuffed heels." T cat Ah could do without."

Yolande sighed, linked her fingers behind her head and
stretched, wiggling bare toes against the edge of the reading
table as she watched the serf drop the footwear outside the
entranceway to the corridor and begin unpacking the hand case
she had brought with her in the aircar. She could feel her mind
settling into the familiar spaces, at rest with every cranny of the
rooms that had been hers since she moved down from the
nursery. There was the old tower above, with its spiral staircase;
the rooftop aerie, a private study below, then her bedroom. This
lounging room on the ground floor, lined with bookcases and the
tapestries Uncle Eric had looted from Florence during the War
and given for her namingfeast. Her desk, over there in the
corner; a video screen, her own retrieval terminal to the House
computer, the new digital sound system she had gotten for her
thirteenth birthday. Chinese rugs on the gray-marble tiles of the
floor, glowing in the bright morning light that streamed through
the glass doors of the terrace.

Rakhsan came back from taking her toiletries through into
the bathing rooms. Yolande looked at her more closely. The
Afghan had been a fixture of her life as long as she could
remember. Ma had been given her as a present by an uncle when
they were both five, to raise as she might a puppy or a kitten, a
ragged girl-child pulled out of the rubble of a gassed village
during the conquest of her wild and mountainous homeland. She
was a short woman, round-faced and curve-nosed and slightly
plump, big-breasted and hipped, with curling dark hair still
glossy despite the silver streaks.

"Yo' lookin' good," the young Draka said affectionately.
Rahksan had done much of the day-to-day rearing of the
Ingolfsson children, and supervised the serf nursemaids.



"Younger, or at least thinner."

"Tanks kindly, Mistis," Rahksan said, running a complacent
hand down from silk blouse to pleated cream-colored skirt. With
a slight grimace: "Had to live on rabbit-food, an' swim ever' day
'til I thought mebbeso I'd grow fins, but I shed five kilos." A sly
wink. "Certain person said it'd be all lonely nights iff'n I didn't."

Yolande smiled and closed her eyes, surprised at her own brief
embarrassment. She had always known that her mother slept
with Rahksan occasionally, at least since she was old enough to
be conscious of such things at all. It was nothing unusual. For
that matter her father had probably sired Rakhsan's own son; he
had the look. But it's sort of uncomfortable to imagine Ma and
her actually... doing it, she thought. And it still sounded a bit
strange to hear "Mistis" instead of the child's title of "Missy."

"How's Ali?" she asked, changing the subject. "Drink, please.
Yo'self, too."

Rakhsan slapped her forehead. "Ali! That boy!"

There was a sideboard near the stairs with a recessed chilling
unit, the usual. The serf poured two glasses of lemonade, handed
one to Yolande, and sank gracefully to her knees, sitting back on
her heels; it would not have been fitting for her to use the chair,
of course.

"Ah swear he do things jus't' grieve his ma —" She shrugged.
"Do mah best fo' him, and whut do Ah git? Trouble an' gray
hairs. He workin' in the House stables now." A sniff, and
grudging admission. "Doin right well, Mastah say he natural
with horses, mebbeso Head Groom somedays. Still, he doin'
field-hand work when he coulda lived clean an' been clerk o'
somethin', here in't' House."

She drank, and rolled the cup between her palms. "I tell him
yo' 'quires, Mistis, tank y' kindly."

Yolande cleared her throat. "Did Myf... did my friends like
they rooms?" she asked.



"Why, sho'ly," Rahksan said blandly, finishing her juice and
rising to replace the etched-glass tumbler on the counter; her
back was to Yolande for a moment. "They all settled in good." A
pause. "That Mistis Myfwany, she a fine young lady," she
continued. "Mos' particulah interested in yo', Mistis, ask
questions an' all." Another pause. "Powerful pretty, too."

"We're good friends!" Yolande snapped. "All of us," she added.

"Did Ah says different? A body'd thinks mebbeso yo' was
sweet on somebody..." She turned, a wide grin flashing white
against her olive face.

"Ooo00—!," Yolande half rose, flushed with anger, then sank
back, joining helplessly in Rahksan's laughter. "Yo' impossible,
Rahksan!" she said, throwing a pillow.

"No, jus' impudent an' triflin'; comes a' havin' wiped yo' butt
an' changed yo' diapers..." The smile softened. "Didn' mean hurt

yo' feelings, sweetlin'," she said warmly, laying, a hand on her
shoulder.

"Yo' didn't," the girl said, throwing her arms around the short
woman's waist and laying her head on the comforting softness of
her bosom. "Oh, Tantie Rahksan, maybe I am sweet on her, a
little... I don't know, it's all mixed up, don't know what I want."
A sniffle that broke into a sob. "Why can't everything be simple,
like it used to?"

"There, chile, there," Rahksan replied, stroking her hair. "My
little 'Landa growin' up, is all." She hummed softly in her throat,
rocking the Draka girl for quiet minutes. "Some day yo' looks
back on this as y' happy an' simple time. Be happy in it; growin'
is painful sometime, but believe me, bettah than agin'." A rueful
chuckle. "Tings works that way, sweetlin'. Wait fo', five years an'
yo' starts gettin' interested in boys, now that complicated. They a
lot mo' different."”

Yolande giggled tearily and made a mock-retching sound. The
serf bent and kissed the top of her head. "Y'change y' mind
somedays, girl. They necessary, an' mighty nice in they own way.
Anyways, take things as they come. Here."



The serf produced a handkerchief, and proceeded to wipe
Yolande's face. The girl surrendered to the childlike sensation,
but reclaimed the linen to blow her own nose. She was
grown-up, or almost, after all.

"Thanks, Rahksan," she muttered. "Sorry I was so silly."
Looking up, she saw the blotch her tears had made on the front
of the other's blouse, and winced with embarrassment. "Didn't
mean to be such a waterin' pot." That prompted remembrance:
she felt in her pocket. "Got somethin' fo' yo' in Palermo last
month."

Rahksan unwrapped the tissue and opened the small blue
jeweler's box. "Why, Mistis 'Landa!" she exclaimed, lifting out
the locket. It was a slim oval of pale gold rimmed in pearls, on a
slender platinum chain. She opened it, holding the cameo up to
the light; a Classical piece in the modern setting, translucent
white against indigo blue glass, a woman's head wreathed in a
spray of tiny gold olive-leaves. "That beautiful, sweetlin'; nice to
remember y' ol' Tantie Rahksan."

"I'll nevah fo'get yo', Rahksan," she said quietly.

"Well." The serf put the chain around her neck, then bent to
kiss Yolande on the forehead. "Whenevah y' needs somebodies"t'
talk to... o' cry on, Mistis... Ah'm theah." A glance at her watch.
"Bettah get goin'. Mastah John's rooms need a check; them
useless bedwenches of his neglects things somethin' aweful. That
Colette, particular."

Yolande watched her leave and finished the lemonade, vaguely
ashamed of the display of emotion. I'm too old for tears, really...
The sadness was gone, though. Now she felt truly relaxed; this
was her home ground, after all. She undid her cravat and pulled
it loose to finish wiping her face, then tossed it aside, undid the
top button of her shirt, and held the Egyptian linen away from
her skin. I am filling out, she thought with satisfaction. Not
much, but then Ma wasn't much bigger, and she was the most
beautiful person in the world. What had she said? "Anything
more than a handful is a waste." Curious, she touched the
smooth shallow curve with the pads of her fingers. In biology
class the teacher said breasts were mostly an ornament, like a



peacock's tail. The touch had a sort of shivery feel to it, almost
like an itch.

Her fingertips brushed across the pointed pink cone of the
nipple, and she jerked the hand away; it was the sort of sensation
that could feel good or bad, depending. Too strong, anyway.

She rose to her feet and paced, letting her hand trail across
the bookshelves. Good friends here; Gulliver's Travels, her Alice
Underland and Looking-Glass World, family heirlooms in
smooth leather and stamped-gilt titles. Some she could
remember her mother reading to her at bedtimes; others she
had discovered herself. The old books had a rich scent all their
own, leather and the glue of their bindings and a slight hint of
dust that reminded her of summer afternoons. She opened one
and smiled to herself; there was a vine-leaf still pressed where
she remembered, brown and gossamer-fragile. They had seemed
so big, then, filling her lap, the smooth paper with the dyed
edges transparent gateways to wonder. Veme, Stevenson,
Lalique, Halgelstein, Dobson. Illustrated histories, and the
Thousand and One Nights; most of all horse books: riding,
breeding, showing.

There were models on the shelves as well, from the time when
flying had won co-equal place in her heart with the stables. Early
machines: Pa had gotten the model of the Ahrinian for her; it
was nearly a hundred years old and had been made when the
first war-dirigible was launched. An odd looking machine,
cigar-shaped with the spiral wooden framework dimpling the
fabric covering, and big room-fan type propellers jutting out
from the gondola. Miniatures of her parents' Eagle fighters, from
the Eurasian War. Pencil-slim twin-engined planes, perfect down
to the blackened exhaust-trails behind the big prop engines and
the kill-marks on the wings; they had been going-away gifts from
their ground crews. A plastic suborb missile she had put
together herself from a kit: a slender sinister black dart. And a
scramjet fighter, long slim delta shape banking in frozen motion
on its stand. She touched that, symbol of freedom from earth V
bounds and gravity's pull.

There were data-plaques piled beside her terminal. Yolande



grimaced at the size of the stack of the palm-sized wafers, in
school colors; enough to keep her busy several hours a day. She
put her palm against the screen for the identity check and
pushed a wafer into the slot beside it. The machine chimed:
Introduction to Evolutionary Ecology. Text and pictures
flickered by, moving diagrams showing energy-flows,
reconstructions. Feathered dinosaurs and ground-apes from
Olduvai—and space for the data she would be entering, answers,
and essays. That would be interesting, at least, but mind and
body rebelled at the thought of more study now.

She turned through the open glass doors to the ground-level
terrace instead, and reached overhead to grip the steel bar just
outside. Moodily she began a series of chin-lifts, stopping at fifty
to hang with her knees curled close to her chest and controlling
her breathing to a deep steady rhythm. Bruiser said it was the
best way to clear your mind for thinking: let the muscles soak up
and burn the hormonal juices the body tried to cloud your mind
with. It's a good remedy for confusion, she thought wryly. If I
could be sure what I'm confused about.

"Hio,'Landa." The terrace outside her rooms ran all along the
west front of the building, but her section was separated by a
carved-stone screen that ran out to the low balustrade.
Myfwany's face leaned around it, smiling. "Want company, or yo'
set on devolvin' into a gibbon?"

"C'mon ovah," Yolande said. She raised herself to chest-height
against the bar, counting twenty slow breaths, then dropped to
the ground, acutely conscious of her rumpled state. "Everythin'
all right?"

"Better than that," Myfwany said, swinging around the
balustrade. "Been lookin' forward to seein' yo' homeplace quite
some time, now. Can't know a person till you've seen where they
come from, hey?"

The other girl had shot up these last six months, and
flat-footed on the tile pavement Yolande's eyes were level with
her nose. She had changed already, into a round-necked
cream-silk sleeveless shirt and fawn trousers; there were
bracelets in the form of curled snakes pushed up on her upper



arms, and a fillet of the same silvery metal holding back the red
curls that fell to her neck. They walked to the balustrade
together, leaning on the stone and looking down. Yolande cast a
covert eye to her side, admiring the way the platinum snakes
seemed to ripple as the muscle moved beneath the freckled skin
of Myfwany's arms.

"Utilities an' such?" the redhead asked, nodding downslope.

The hill fell away gently to the northwest. There was a strip of
lawn three meters below them, then terraces behind low brick
retaining walls, flowerbanks and cypresses, fountains and
stairways. At the base of the slope the buildings began, two rows
of them built back into the slope so that the pale yellow tile of
their roofs made steps leading down to the pool at the bottom.
They were half-hidden from here by the trees planted about
them, chestnuts and oaks.

"House stables, toolsheds, garages, some sleepin' quarters,"
Yolande answered. Most of the housegirls bunked in the attics,
but not the garden staff. The plantation's transformer was down
there, too; electricity came in by underground cable, brought
down from the hydro plants in the mountains. She laid a hand
on Myfwany's. "Thanks... thanks fo' comin' along, Myf. Missin'
goin' to yo' home, and all. Would've been lonely, without."

Myfwany turned her hand palm-up and squeezed for a
moment before releasing the other girl's fingers. "No great
sacrifice," she said quietly, not looking around; she smoothed the
wind-tossed hair back from her face. "Got to get it cut... My
stepmother an' me don't get on so well, anyhows."

Yolande tried to imagine what it would be like, for her mother
to die and a stranger take her place, and shivered. "Come on,
there's time for a swim befo' lunch."

There was a shout from the pool. Johanna Ingolfsson looked
up from her papers, and saw her daughter balanced on her
red-haired friend's shoulders. The other girl reached up; they
clasped wrists and Yolande did a slow handstand, grinning



downward through dangling strands of wet blond hair.
"Now!" she said.

Myfwany pushed up and Yolande twisted, doing a complete
360 turn before arrowing into the water headfirst. Johanna
nodded approvingly as the sleek body eeled along the bottom of
the pool for a dozen meters before breaking surface and
crawl-stroking for the far end. Myfwany followed. They paused
for a moment, treading water and hyperventilating, then dove
for a game of subsurface tag. Johanna quirked a lip. Not the only
type of touching friend Myfwany has in mind, if I can still read
the signs, she thought.

"Looks like my youngest might make a pilot; got the reflexes,
at least," she said musingly. "About time, the first three bein' in
the ever-lovin' infantry of all things."

Rakhsan chuckled; she was sitting on a cushion at the bottom
of the lounger, embroidering a circle of silk held in a wicker
frame. "Mebbeso she pick the Navy, eh, Mistis?"

Johanna snorted and reached for the glass of cooler. The
outdoor pool was set along the eastern flank of the Great House,
along the outer rim of the terrace built up and out from the
hillside. It had been convenient; the space beneath provided
room for things best tucked away, the heat-pump system, the
fuel-cell for the war-shelter deep in the rock beneath the manor,
the armory, a laundry... a pleasant place for an outdoor lunch, as
well. One hundred meters by twenty-five, with a basic pavement
of black onyx marble they had gotten cheap after the War,
stripped from ruined palazzi in Sienna. The rough stone of the
wall behind them was overgrown with bougainvillea, bright now
with pink-purple garlands; low limestone troughs held banks of
clematis, pearl rhododendrons, azaleas; there were stone bowls
with topiaries and small trees, or lilac bushes for the scent.

The older Draka returned her attention to the documents.
There had been another change in the League accounting
procedures for olive-oil delivery, specifically the extra-virgin first
pressing Tuscan that Claestum produced for the restaurant
trade. The Landholders' League bureaucrats never seemed to tire



of searching for the perfect paperwork solution.

"Lady Freya bless," she muttered. "Some day the civil service
will grow right over the Domination like-so coral on a reef, an’
we'll all freeze in place." She made a notation, signed and
snapped her fingers. "Guido, take these an' give them to the
bookkeeper; we have to have written acknowledgment from the
Florence office, tell her that." Next thing would be to do a check
on the irrigation piping in the orchards, hands-on work, but that
could wait until after lunch.

Stretching, she looked back at the pool. Yolande was sitting
on the edge of the little island at its center; there was a
two-meter high alabaster vase in the center of that, with water
cascading down from a spout in its center. She was smiling and
swinging her legs, talking to Myfwany as she floated nearby;
Johanna could hear their laughter over the sound of the
fountain. Her mother turned her head to the other lounger
where... Mandy Slauter, that was her name. Lying up on one
elbow under the dappled shade of the pergola, fanning herself
with her hat; a nice enough girl, a bit citified, but it was good
that Yolande was making friends outside Landholder circles.
Some people liked to pretend it was still 1860, but the
Domination had changed; unless you were prepared to rusticate
all your life, connections in the urban classes were essential.

Johanna nodded in the direction of the pool. "They two seem
to get on very well," she said. Mandy nodded. "Are they sleepin'
together yet?" she continued casually.

Mandy blinked and coughed, would have squirmed if
etiquette permitted. "Ah, Miz Ingolfsson, they, ah, that is—"

Johanna's cousin spoke without raising her eyes from the
book in her lap. "Gods, Jo, y' always were as subtle as a
steamtruck. Spare the girl's feelin's, hey?"

Johanna chuckled; adolescent affairs were a long-standing
tradition for Citizen-class women, but there was an ancient
convention of not mentioning them before adults. Probably a
survival from times when such things were strongly frowned
upon, but it had been silly even in her youth. "Younger



generation's less discreet than we was, Alicia," she said. To
Mandy: "Hard though it is to imagine, girl, I went to school, too.
Jus' inquirin"."

"Ah, no. I don't think so," Mandy said. Under her breath:
"Moo."

"Well, as they please," Johanna said contentedly.

Yolande had never been very popular at school in her younger
years: too much the loner and dreamer. It was reassuring to see
her fitting in so well and making friends. A lover was only to be
expected given her age, although Johanna had never thought
much of the hothouse-romance atmosphere of Senior School
herself. In theory it was supposed to be emotional training for
adulthood, but she had never seen the point in falling in love
with someone you couldn't marry. Not that school sweethearts
necessarily drifted out of touch; ex-lovers who were godmothers
and unofficial aunts to each other's children were a staple of
Draka life... But it was all no preparation for how different men
were.

Well, I was always eccentric, she mused comfortably.
Deciding who you were going to marry at sixteen was
decidedly unusual, even if he was a neighbor's son. She smiled
down at Rakhsan; that was an entirely different matter, of
course. As the Roman poet had said, it was pleasant to have it
friendly, easy, and close at hand... friendly especially, otherwise it
just wasn't worth the trouble, usually.

Rahksan smiled back, laying aside her embroidery. "Yo' got
anythin' fo' me to do, next hour or two, Mistis?" she asked.

"No, not particular, Rahksi. Why?"

"That boy of mine," she said. "Wants particulah to have a talk
with me, says it impo'tant. Allah, most of the time he don' give
me the time of day, an' now he jus' has to have a chat."

Johanna pursed her lips; Rahksan's son was a classic pain in
the fundament. Spoiled from house-rearing, restless as a cat on
hot tiles, and sullen; a lot of young serfs went through a stage like



that, particularly the males, but he was considerably worse than
average. It was no help that Ali had been sired by Tom.
Contraception had been more difficult then, and Rahksan
careless about it; the three of them had been play-pleasuring,
and the Afghan had decided to keep it on impulse. Not that
half-Draka bastards were uncommon, but mostly they grew up in
Quarters and it made no particular difference. Ali had run tame
in the manor; looking at it from his point of view, she supposed
it was natural enough for him to be more discontented than
most. To make it worse, he was completely besotted with Colette,
her son John's new French concubine.

Who is a gorgeous mantrap and a teasing bitch of the first
water, Johanna thought sourly. The wench had been a present
from her cousins Tanya and Edward, who had a plantation west
of Tours in the Loire valley; John certainly hadn't
complained—he indulged the wench—but his mother was
beginning to think her kin had unloaded a troublemaker.
Tanya's bloody sense of humor, she mused.

"Rahksi, that boy needs some serious talkin'-to," she said.
"Half a dozen times I've talked Tom out of kickin' his butt good
an' proper. Fightin', drinkin'; he's first-rate with the horses, but
he's back-talked the head groom enough to get anyone else triced
up to the frame fo' ten-strokes-an-' one. Freya, honeybunch, I
cain't let him ruin discipline." Bending the rules too far for a
favorite was an invitation to trouble.

"Ah knows, Mistis." A deep sigh, and the serfs brows drew
together. "Blames myself, really do. Too easy on that chile; I get
set to rake him down, an' then remembers him so little an' sweet.
He too land treated, never reminded strong of his place; it better
iff n y' learns that young."

Rahksan looked suddenly older; Johanna sat up and gave her
a gentle squeeze on the shoulder. "Isn't easy bein' a mother,
Rahksi. Don't worry, we'll straighten him out."

The Afghan shrugged and smiled ruefully. "I'll tells him yo'
threatenin' to sell him to the mines," she said.

Johanna snorted. "Bettah use somethin' he'll believe," she



replied. The Ingolfssons and her own von Shrakenberg clan had
definite ideas about managing their serfs; they did not sell them
to strangers, except as punishment for some gross crime like
child-abuse. Such extreme measures had not been necessary on
Claesrum since the brutal days of the settlement, right after the
War. Besides which it would break Rahksan's heart, which was
not to be contemplated.

"Say we might send him down to the boats fo' a year," she
continued. Claestum had a part-share in a tuna-fishing business
on the coast, run in cooperation with a half-dozen neighboring
estates. The Landholders oversaw their hired managers carefully,
but it was rough work.

Rahksan winced slightly and made a palms-up gesture. "Tell
yo' true, Mistis, I've thought on that. Might do him good't'see
how soft he's had it, an' get him away from his momma's skirts.
But—"

"I know, he's yo' own and yo'd miss him." Johanna rested one
of her own hands on the serfs. "Look, Rahksi, this just an idea.
Tom was sayin' Ali makes a terrible houseboy but might do well
as a soldier; we could get him a Janissary postin', if he
volunteered."

And it would be just what he needs to make something of
himself, she thought. The boy's strong an' smart enough, it's the
attitude's the problem. An induction camp's hard-bitten Master
Sergeants had no interest in the anguished sensitivities of the
adolescent soul, or anything else beside results.

"Eehh." Rahksan bit her lip. "That generous, but they mighty
rough an' he ain't nohow used to it." A talented serf could rise far
in the military. Not just to non-commissioned rank in the
subject-race legions; Janissaries had opportunities for
education, training of every sort. There were ex-Janissaries
throughout the serf-manned bureaucracies that ran the
Domination, below the level of the Citizen aristocracy. "Though...
I wouldn't see him much, that way," she finished softly.

"Rahksi," Johanna said seriously. "He's not yo' little boy no'
mo'. Ali's a grown buck, an' he has to learn to look his fate in the



eye. He cain't hide behind yo' fo'ever. Else he'll do somethin' we
can't overlook, an'..." She shrugged. "Ahhh, well, run along an' try
reasonin' with him. But think about it. Well talk it ovah mo'
tonight."

Johanna put the matter out of her mind as Rahksan left; time
enough later. She could hear Olietta directing the wenches
setting the table behind her, and glanced at her watch. 1258
hours; Tom would be in from the fields any time now. It was a
house rule that the family ate together; otherwise you might as
well be living in a hotel.

"C'mon, yo' two!" she called to the girls in the pool.

"That was fun," Yolande said, as they slid out of the water.
The verge was covered in the same blue-and-green New Carthage
tiles as the pool; they felt warm and slick under her feet, and the
dry air cooling on her wet skin. It had turned out to be a
not-quite-hot day, just right for outdoors.

" Twas," Myfwany agreed. "I'm nevah goin' be able do that
circle-flip like yo' can,'Landa."

Yolande grinned with pride as the servants came forward with
towels; Bianca and Lele, her own. The deep pile of the cotton was
a pleasure in itself, smelling crisply fresh and slightly of the
cherry-blossoms they had been laid on in the
warming-cupboard. She had always rather enjoyed being dried;
there was less distraction than when you had to do it yourself,
and after a swim it made you feel tingly and extra clean. Like
wearing new-laundered underwear, only it was your own skin.
She reached down and absently patted Lele's head as the
Eurasian serf worked over her feet.

"How's Deng?" she said.

"Still poorly, Mistis. Gives many tanks fo' the crystallized
ginger yo' sent up last month." Lele looked up and grimaced.
"Says he hasn't seen any since China. I tried it. I kin see why."
Yolande laughed and held up her arms for the serf to slide the



Moorish-style striped djellaba over her head. The fine-textured
wool settled against her skin like a caress, and she ran her
fingers through the damp mass of her hair to spread it over her
shoulders.

The serfs gathered up their towels and left; Myfwany looked
up from adjusting her belt-tie. "Yo've got wonderful servants,"
she said sincerely, shaking back the wide sleeves. Disciplined
obedience could be bought from any good labor agent, but
enthusiasm was not as common. "Spirited but not spoiled."”

"My parents' doin'," Yolande said in disclaimer. "They had the
hard part, back right after the War. Had to kill a few, even; but
now we go six months at a time without so much as a floggin';
Pa doesn't hold with whippin' much, says it's the last resort of
stupidity an' failure."

"Good teacher still needs good pupil," the other girl replied
with a slow smile. "Yo've got the nature, like Marsala wine:
strong but sweet."

Yolande smiled back, and then the expression faded. There
was a feeling like cold under her breastbone, yet it was hot as
well, cramping her lungs. She could feel her lips paling, and her
arms and legs wanted to tremble; her vision grayed at the edges
until Myfwany's face loomed in a tunnel of darkening night.
There was a moment when the whole surface of her skin seemed
to prickle, drum-tight, then the world snapped back to normal.
Or almost normal; the hot-chill sensation in her stomach settled
lower and faded to warmth, and she put a hand to the side of her
head, gasping for breath.

"Yo' all right? " 'Landa?" Myfwany's voice was sharp with
concern, and she gripped her friend by the shoulders.

"I—yes, just felt funny fo' a second." She shook her head.
"Little scary... must've held my breath too long underwatah.
Anyways, let's go eat; I'm starvin'." She had, suddenly, a
bottomless hollow feeling almost like nausea. It was worrying,
even if they had only had rolls and fruit with their coffee that
morning. No run, after all, and only a couple of hours in the
water...



A serf struck with quiet precision at a tiny bronze gong by the
table. Another seated herself at a harp nearby and began to play
softly as the Draka assembled. The table was near the house wall,
the usual rectangular slab of polished stone on curved
wrought-iron supports, shaded by oleanders. Yolande dropped
into her wicker chair and grabbed at a roll from a basket,
breaking the soft fresh bread and eating it without benefit of
butter. The taste was intoxicating, and she finished it off and
took another, more slowly. Muriel and Veronica had arrived,
looking sleekly content; they nodded around the table as they
drew their chairs closer.

"Where is yo' father?" Johanna asked, as the serfs handed
around the first course; it was iced beet-and-cucumber soup, for

a warm day. "And are they starvin' yo' down at that school,
child?"

"Mmmph," Yolande said, then swallowed to clear her mouth.
"No, I just had a... really strange sensation. It's funny, I was
lookin' at Myfwany an' thinkin' on how nice she is, then all of a
sudden my head was swimmin', and my knees felt watery and my
skin went cold an' I broke out in a sweat; and then my stomach
felt strange. Figured I must've not noticed how hungry I was...
What are y'all laughing at?" she concluded with bewildered
resentment.

Her mother had put fingertips to brow and her shoulders
shook. Aunt Alicia was coughing into a napkin; Myfwany looked
back and forth between them, blinked in understanding, and
then focused on carefully pouring herself a glass of white
Procanico wine. Mandy looked at her owl-eyed.

"Y'are joshin', 'Landa?" she asked, and turned to Veronica and
Muriel. "She is joshin', isn't she? Please, tell me, nobody could be
that ignor—"

"Johanna!"

It was her father's voice, from the french doors that gave onto
the terrace from the main house.

"Look-see who I've brought to lunch!"



"... so it turned out they were just Keren tribesfolk who
wandered across the border," her brother was saying. "It's pretty
wild there in south Yunnan, mountain jungle. Of course, they
could have been Alliance operatives pretendin to be tribesfolk, so
we turned them over to the headhunters." He grinned and buffed
his fingernails. "And my tetrarchy got extra leave fo' stumblin'
across them. Scramjet shuttle to Vienna, overnight dirigible to
Milan, caught the train to Florence an' so forth."

The soup was removed and the next course arrived: seared
sea-scallops with asparagus, stuffed Roman artichokes and
truffled walnut oil, then insalata in cumin vinaigrette and a
paella salad on the side. Plain country food; her parents
disapproved of the modern Orientalizing fashion of bits and
pieces of this and that, saying it was bad for the digestion and
distracted the attention from the real pleasures of dining and
conversation. Hunger satisfied, she touched a finger to her
wineglass for a refill and watched the others. John was getting
respectful attention in his description of an impromptu
tiger-hunt in the rhododendron thickets of the Yunnan
mountains, up on the Nepalese border. Mandy was drinking it
in, with her chin resting on her hands.

Well, he is pretty dashin', Yolande thought critically, glancing
at her brother. Tall and long-limbed, which showed to advantage
in garrison blacks. Russet colored hair and close-cropped beard,
straight high-cheeked features and gray eyes against
brown-tanned skin, set off by tasteful ruby ear-studs and the
silver-niello First Airborne Legion thumb-ring.

"... so I ought to be able to squeeze in a week here to home,"
he finished.

Johanna signed for the serf to remove her plate and lit a
cigarette. "Well be havin' some people over next Tuesday, if yo'
haven't lost the taste fo' countryside jollifications... I'm goin' over
the orchards this afternoon. They're in bloom; why don't yo'
come along and help show Yolande's friends about?"

"Hmmm." The serfs were bringing coffee and deserts,



blueberry lemonade sorbets and almond flan with fruits and
cheeses. "Actually, mother, I had somethin' else planned fo' this
afternoon. Glad to, tomorrow. Sorry." He grinned un repentantly.

Yolande looked up at the harpist. Colette, her name was. A
gift to John on his twenty-first birthday from the von
Shrakenbergs of Chateau Retour, over in what had been France;
they were kin, first cousins on her mother's side and more
remotely on her father's, as well. The wench's mother was a
serf-artist of note, a singer trained pre-War at the Paris
conservatoire. Colette had inherited some of the talent, and her
looks as well. Tall, slender, dancer-graceful; softly curled hair the
color of dark honey to her waist, and huge eyes of an almost
purple violet. Priceless, and faultlessly trained, but Yolande had
never liked her; conceited, given to dumb insolence, and
unpopular with the other servants, which was always a bad sign.
Except for a few of the bucks hopelessly infatuated with her, of
course.

The serf met the Draka girl's eyes for a moment, smiled with
an almost imperceptible curve of the lips, then dropped her gaze
to the instrument. Sunlight worked in flecks through the flowers
overhead and patterned the white samnite of her gown.

Yolande's father laughed. "Give the boy a few hours to... settle
in, darlin'," he said. Johanna smiled and slapped her son on the
shoulder.

"Don' wear yo'self out befo' dinner, then," she said as he rose.

"If there's anythin' left of yo' tomorrow, yo' might help with a
problem, son." Thomas Ingolfsson said. "We've been losin' sheep,
over to Castelvecchi."

"Ah! His son turned back, alert. "Wolves? Wildcats?"

"Leopard, from the sign." Yolande saw her father's eyes
narrow in amusement at the sudden prickle of interest around
the table. "Yes, they must finally be breedin' enough that they're
spreading out of the Apennines."

The upper hill-country had been stripped bare of population



after the War; that was standard practice, for security reasons
and because such areas were seldom worth the trouble of
cultivation by Draka standards. The Conservancy Directorate
had reforested most of the abandoned lands, and introduced
appropriate wildlife. The Italian reserves were still not as rich as
North Africa's, where a hundred and fifty years of care had left
the mountains green and teeming with game, but there was
enough to allow limited culling. Draka loved hunting with a
savage passion, and were preservationists accordingly, but
letting the big cats into densely populated farming country was
excessive even by their standards.

"In fact, the Conservancy people said go ahead an' take them,

rn

not worth the trouble of trappin'.

John sat down again; behind him, Yolande noticed Colette
playing with an irritated vehemence.

"I could ride over tomorrow morning with the dogs; take
Menchino and Alfredo... Join me, Pa?" he said eagerly. "Ma?"

His parents shook their heads reluctantly. "Winnifred went
and broke her arm, can't spare myself," Thomas Ingolfsson said.

At John's frown, Johanna added: "Can't come myself either;
we're sortin' the yearling colts fo' the Sienna show. Tell yo' what,
though, Johnny, why don't yo' take Yolande and her friend

Myfwany P."

"Thanks—" Myfwany and Yolande began in chorus, then broke
off with a giggle. John opened his mouth to say what he thought
of taking his baby sister and an unknown teenager along on a
leopard hunt, caught his mother's eye, and nodded.

"Glad to, sprout. An' yo' too, Miz Venders," he added.

"Thanks awfully," Myfwany said. "No leopards on Sicily yet,
an' my elder sister got one down in Kenia last year an' she's
always on about it."

Johanna turned smoothly to the other girls. "Best not to
cluttah up a huntin' party too much; I'd be honored if y'all would



come with me and assist at selectin' the yearlings, we're rather
proud of our ridin' stock here at Claestum... An' to be sure,
pickin' out one each fo' yo'selfs, as well."

Mandy smiled with delight. John-boy, you still can't compete
with horses, Yolande thought satirically. Muriel and Veronica
were enthusiastic as well: of course, they like anything they can
do together. She suppressed envy and hunted a last blueberry
around her plate.

"I'm sure there'll be one left yo'll find suitable, Miz Venders,"
Johanna continued." 'Landa's been half-livin' in the stables since
she was knee-high, she can help yo' pick."

"That was beautiful," Myfwany said.

They were riding their horses through the Quarters, but
blossom from the orchards still clung to their shoulders and hair.
Yolande could see them starring the other's dark-red mane, pink
cherry and white of apple and peach; the blossom season had
overlapped this year, which was a little unusual.

"Y-" Yolande cleared the stammer from her throat with an
effort. "Yo' are beautiful."

"No," Myfwany said fondly, looking around. Side by side with
their boots touching, they were just close enough for private talk.
"I'm good-lookin', just. You are beautiful." A smile quirked her
mouth as the other girl shook her head in a spray of flowers.

A companionable silence fell, and Yolande enjoyed the feeling
of communicating without speech. The roofs of the Great House
were just visible on the distant hilltop, over the cypresses and the
outer wall of the gardens; some plantations tucked the serf
village away out of sight, but the Ingolfssons were Old
Domination and not shy about the foundations of their wealth.
The cottages were native stone, tile-roofed and closely spaced
along brick-paved streets; shade trees flanked the lanes, and
each four-room house stood in a small patch of garden,
vegetables and often enough a few flowers. It was getting on



towards evening, and the Quarters were noisy enough to drown
the clop-clatter of hooves and the occasional metallic kiss of
stirrup-irons.

Heads bowed towards the riders from passing serfs, dutiful
routine deference to the Landholder and her daughter, curiosity
towards the guests. Folk were back from the fields and the
compulsory evening shower, work-gnarled older men in
shapeless overalls, short thickset women brown as berries and
seemingly built of solid muscle. Younger ones with enough
energy left to throw jokes and snatches of song at each other as
they scattered to their homes. Children played run-and-shout
games along the sidewalks, or helped their mothers carry home
baskets of round loaves that gave off the tantalizing scent of fresh
baking. Cooking-smells came from the cottages, tomato and
garlic and hot olive oil. They reined in to the little plaza where
the lane joined the main road to the manor, and Yolande called
to her mother:

"Ma!" Johanna Ingolfsson reined up. "Ma, Myfwany and I'll go
right around to the stables an' walk up."

The Landholder raised one brow; the grooms could take their
mounts from the Great House steps just as well. A touch at her
stirrup made her look down; Rahksan was there, and gripping
her ankle. She frowned slightly at the lapse in decorum and bent
low to listen to an agitated whisper.

"Please yo'selfs, girls," Yolande's mother said after a moment.
She extended a hand; the serf gripped her wrist, put a foot on
the toe of Johanna's boot and swung up pillion behind her
owner. The Landholder looked around, abstracted. "Two hours to
dinner," she finished, and touched heels to her horse. There was
an iron clatter of hooves as Johanna and their friends spurred up
the road.

Myfwany and Yolande walked their horses across the square.
There was a small fountain in the center, Renaissance work
salvaged from some forgotten hill-town. The public buildings of
the Quarters lined the pavement, the larger houses of the
Headman and senior gang-drivers, the school, the infirmary, the
bakery, and baths. There was a church as well, a pleasant little



example of Tuscan baroque reassembled here at some little
expense, and another building that served as a public-house with
tables set outside; a few workers sat there over a glass of wine or
game of chess. Serfs never touched money, of course, but
Claestum had an incentive-scheme that paid in minor luxuries
or tokens accepted at the inn. Farming is skilled work, Yolande
remembered her father saying. Difficult, and easily spoiled.
Needs the carrot as well as the stick. She nodded to the priest in
his long black gown and odd little hat as they passed, and he
signed the air.

"Funny," Yolande said, as they turned their mounts left to the
laneway that skirted the base of the hill. "Nothin' much has
happened today, but it feels special, somehow."

"Know what yo' mean, 'Landa." Myfwany ran her hands
through her hair and rubbed them together, shedding bits of
petal. "Smell."

Yolande leaned her head to the other's extended hand; it
carried hints of soap and leather, overlain by the spring-silvery
scent. Like a ghost memory of the orchard, tunnels of white froth
against black branches, sun-starred with water diamonds and
rainbows from the sprays. Her heart clenched beneath her ribs
and she felt suspended, floating in a moment of decision like the
arch above the high-dive board. She bent to kiss the soft spot
inside the wrist, and felt cool fingers brush across her lips.
Glanced up, and their eyes met.

The moment passed and they laughed uneasily, looking
around. The garden wall was still on their right, whitewashed
stone along the gravel of the road. The lawns were a vivid green
beyond it, trees and flowerbanks, groves and summer-houses,
ponds and statues. Hedges and onyx-jade cypresses gave
glimpses of the workaday area to their left, barns and pens,
round granaries and the sunken complex of the winery, smithies
and machine-shops. The sun was sinking behind the Great
House and they lay in the shadow of its hill, an amber light that
turned the dust-puffs around their horses' hooves to glinting
honey-mist. They passed under an arched gate and Yolande
waved her riding-crop to the one-armed man who bowed from



the veranda of the cottage next to it.

"Evenin', Guido," she said, as they passed. A boy had run
ahead, and they turned downslope into an area of low
stucco-coated stables and paddocks fenced in white board. The
horses side-danced a little at the smell of home and feed, eager
for their evening grooming and mash. Yolande smoothed a hand
down the neck of her mount as stablehands came up to take the
reins.

"Nena, Tonio," Yolande said as they swung down.

"Mistis Yolande," they replied. "Buono ride, Mistis?" Tonio
continued, with a flash of white teeth against olive-tanned skin.

"Tolerable good," Yolande said, grinning back. Both Draka
gave their mounts a quick once-over before turning over the
reins, and Yolande slipped a piece of hard sugar to hers. Slipping
into local dialect: "Did that barn-cat have its kittens?"

The young man shrugged and spread his hands apologetically,
but his sister dipped her head. "Stable four, Mistis," she said.
"Up in the loft, I heard it."

Myfwany looked at her with raised brows; the patois on her
family's Sicilian estate was different enough to be a distinct
language.

"Cats?" she said.

"Kittens," Yolande replied. "Have a look?"

"Meeeroeuuu," the cat said warningly. It had been reasonably
polite, but it was not going to tolerate strange fingers touching
the squirming, squeaking mass of offspring along its flank.

The two young Draka backed away on hands and knees across
the loft's carpeting of deep-packed clover hay. It had a sweet
smell, still green after a winter's storage. They flopped back on
the resilient prickly softness; the long loft of the stable was



almost night-dark, the last westering rays slanting in through
the louvered openings above them. Yolande stretched, feeling the
breathless heat as a prickle along her upper lip. There were soft
sounds of shifting hooves through the slatted boards beneath,
and the clean smells of well-cared-for horses. There were a dozen
of the long two-story stables here below the hill: personal mounts
for the Landholders and their retainers, used for the routine
work of supervision, or the hunt or pleasure-riding.

Yolande turned on her side, watching her friend's face and
probing at her own feelings. Happy, she decided. Myfwany's face
was a pale glimmer in the darkness, her eyes bright
amber-green. Scared.

"Yes," she said, to a question not spoken in words.

They moved together, embraced. Yolande gave a small sigh as
their lips met; a shock went over her skin, like the touch of the
ocean when you dove into an incoming wave. Their arms pulled
tighter, and her mouth opened. She tasted sweat-salt and mint.

"Gods," she murmured, after an eternity. "Why did we wait so
long? I'd've said yes months ago. Didn't yo' want to?"

Myfwany chuckled softly. "Almost from the first," she said,
and laid her hands lightly on the other's flanks. "Beautiful,
muscle knitted to yo' ribs like livin' steel. I waited because the
time wasn't right.” Yolande shivered as the hands traced lightly
up to her breasts.

Voices from below, jarring. Yolande fought down a surge of
anger; what did they have to do for some privacy, go check into a
hotel? A dim light shone up through the floorboards; the voices
of serfs, angry and quarreling.

"Send them away," Myfwany breathed into her ear.

Yolande controlled her breathing and crawled toward the big
square hatchway that overlooked the tack-room; a little light was
coming up from below, a hand-lantern's worth. Not that it was
any serfs business what she did or with whom or where, but she
was suddenly tooth-gratingly conscious that the estate rumor



mill would be passing news of every straw in her hair and
undone button before morning. Whoever it was—sundown was
after plantation curfew, and there had better be a good excuse
for this, or somebody was going to be sorry and sore. She
recognized the voice as her head peered over the timber frame of
the trapdoor, and the anger left her like a gasping breath:
Rakhsan, and her son Ali. She was five meters above their heads;
it was unlikely in the extreme that they would look up. Myfwany
caught her tension and froze beside her.

Ali's voice, speaking Tuscan. A tall young buck, in groom's
breeches and shirt and boots, tousled brown hair. He had run
tame with the House children when she was younger, a little
rambunctious but fun. Sullen past his early teens, with that
buried-anger feel you got from some serfs, always quarreling
with the other houseboys. Semi-serious trouble once or twice,
pilfering or breaking curfew. A friend of his beside him in
driver's livery; she hunted for the name: Marco. Understudy pilot
for the aircar.

Rahksan put the lantern down and stood with her arms
crossed. Underlighting should have flattered the well-kept
prettiness of the serfs face, but somehow brought out the High
Asian cast of the strong bones. The voice was as familiar as her
own mother's to Yolande, but the tone was one she had never
heard the Afghan use. Flat, level, uninflected; she replied in the
Old Territory serf-dialect.

"Ah'," she said. "This isn't trouble yo' in. We not talkin'
whippin' here, we not talkin' sniffin' around Masta John's
bedwench an' havin' her laugh at yaz." She leaned forward, and
her clenched fists quivered by her sides with throttled intensity.
"Goin' bushman means death, boy. The greencoats ties yo' to a
wheel an' breaks yo' bones slow with an iron rod, an' then they
rams the stake up yo' ass an yaz dies, it kin take days, the crows
pick out yo' eyes an'—" Her voice broke and she grasped for
control, panting. "Oh, Ali', my baby, my chile, please listen to

"

me.

Ali jerked; Yolande could sense threads of argument reaching
into the past, like walking into a play halfway through. "I—It's



worth the risk, to be free."

"Free." Then there was emotion in the woman's voice, an
anger and hopeless compassion. She pressed her fists to her
forehead for a moment, then looked up. "Ali," she said, her voice
calmly serious. "We beyond gamin' an' twistin' words to make
points. This the time fo' truth."

Marco made an impatient sound; Ali cast him an appealing
glance and gestured before returning his gaze to his mother and
nodding gravely.

"Did I have a magic stick, I'd wave it an' send yo' to England.
Break my heart to lose yo', son, but I'd do it. Yo' happiness that
impo'tant to me. Does yo' believe me?"

"Yes, Momma," he said, with warmth in his voice.

"But I don have no magic stick!" She buried her hands in her
hair. "Allah be merciful, whats can I say to a boy of nineteen? Yo'
doan' believe yaz can die..." Rahksan stepped to her son and
reached up to take his face between her palms. "Ali, my sweet,
my joy, I knows yo' full of pride an' shame. What yo' think, I says
cast them out 'count it makes trouble fo' me?"

She kissed his brow. "Son, that sort o' hard pride, that fo'
Draka; an' I wouldn't be Draka iff'n I could, I seen what it make
them into. It ain' no shame to be serf! We not serf 'count of bein'
bad, or worthless, it just... kismet, our fate." She paused, licked
her lips, continued. "Mebbeso the Mastahs take the world, like
they dreams. Mebbeso they loses, an' then they dies, on 'count
they don' accept they can ever lose. Win or die, every one; think
on it, boy, does yaz see strength or weakness in that? Whatevah
happen, we still be here. That the honor an' pride of serfs; to live.
We is life, boy. Yo' wants pride... Look at this place. Who built it?
We did, our folk. Who builds everythin', grows everythin'? Our
folk. We is the world. That cause fo' pride."

"Momma..." Ali gestured helplessly. "Momma, maybe... you
could be right, but I can't, I just can't. Please, come with us. I
want you with me there, Momma; I want to see you free, too. I
know it's risky, but maybe they won't catch us."



"Oh, son," she said, in a voice thick with unshed tears. "They
caught me long ago. I'm bound with chains softer an' stronger
than iron. I'd send yo' if I could, but my life is here."

"Don't listen to her, Ali!" Marco burst in. "She's a Draka-lover.
Be a man!"

Rahksan straightened and glared at Marco, glanced him up
and down. "Man?" she said with slow contempt, and the Italian
flushed. "Big man, makes his momma an' poppa stand an' watch
while the headhunters break his bones, an' they gots to watch
and cain' do nothing."

Her voice went whip-sharp. "Yaz poppa, Marco, he a man.
Live through the War, an' help yo' momma live. Right
afterwards, they was hard times, plenty folks dyin'; yo' poppa
keep othahs from gettin' theyselves killed, riskin' a night-time
knife in't 'back to do it. Then I hears him myself, talkin' to the
mastahs, respectful an' firm, askin' fo' let-up so's the rest don' do
nothin' foolish. There're Draka who'd've skinned him fo' that.
Ours wouldn't, but how he know then? He settle down with yaz
ma,'t' make the best of what fate give him; yo' doan' think that
take a man? Works hard, helps her raise their chillen. That a
man. Yo'? Yaz not even much of a boy."

Marco clenched a fist, would have swung it at the beginning
of any movement. "Julia and I can never have children of our
own," he rasped, and his flush of anger Bided to white around his
mouth. "Is a man supposed to lie down for that?"

Rahksan touched her stomach. "Yo' don't have chillen, boy.
We do. Julia, she can go down't' the clinic ever' six months, same
as any wench on the plantation, an' get a shot. I does, regular.
She fo'get o' don' care, have her two while she a housegirl, so they
ties her tubes. Mebbeso yo' wants to get six mo' with her to prove
yaz a man, then see them sold off to the serf-traders when they
turn fourteen? The Ingolfssons don' breed us fo' market. An'I
notice Julia ain't here, hmmm?"

Rahksan extended a finger toward him, and he flinched.
"Marco, like I said, I'm no Draka; so I won' take no pleasure in
seein' yo' die. But I savin' my sorrow fo' yo' folks. My boy Ali here,



he bein' bull-stupid, but it honest stupid. Yo' doin' this outa bent
spite, lyin' to yo'self an' draggin' my son in to make yo'self feel
bettah about it. Mebbeso yaz got cock, balls, an' voice likeso a
jackass, but that don' make yo' much of a man't' my way a'
thinkin"."

She turned back to Ali. "Tell me honest, son. Bring it out. Yo'
agreein' with his opinion of yo' momma what bore you?"

"I—" The boy's eyes hunted back between them. "You—" He
stopped, then the words burst free. "You love her children, you
always have, better than you love me; it was smiles and stories
for them, and lectures for me! Isn't that being a Draka-lover?"

"Ali." Rahksan forced her son's head back toward her. "Yo' my
son. Nine months beneath my heart, inside my body. Blood an'
pain when I bore yo', an' the midwife laid yaz on my belly. My
milk fed yo'. Yo' the dearest thing in all the world to me! Iffn I
been hard on yo' sometimes, that love, too, tryin' to teach yaz
how to live. Loves yo' mo' than life."

She took a deep breath. "No, I'm not a Draka-lover. Yes, I love
the Mistis' children. They children, Ali." She put her hands
beneath her breasts for a moment. "One I gives suck to. All I
cleans, an' picks up when they cries. Holds they hands when they
learnin' walkin'. Plays with. Hears they babblin' an' first words.
Comforts when they skins they knees o' they pet rabbit dies;
same's I did with yo'. Woman who don' love a chile aftah all
that, she don have no lovin'in her heart!" A wry smile. "There
some othah Draka I likes, o' anyway respects; that not 'lovin' the
Draka.' As fo' the Mistis,—" a shrug, "—we best friends, always
have been."

Ali spoke with ragged calm. "How can you say that, say that
you're the friend of someone who owns you, uses you, who—" He
paused, continued almost in a mumble. "I can't... can't stand to
see them touch you. It makes me feel ashamed."

"Oh, chile," she sighed. "How can she and I be friends? It ain't
easy, is how. I a serf, Ali; I cain' change that, neither can she. She
own me; law say she can sell me, whup me, kill me. Forty years
in't' same house, same room mostly, how often yo' thinks we gets



riled with each othah? How often she work to hold her hand?
How often I make myself not use that to hurt her? She still a
Draka, chile, an' that mean arrogant as a cat an' near as cruel,
sometime, 'thout even' knowin' it."

She paused, made a sound halfway between laughter and
pain. "As to touchin'... Ali, I knows it shockin' to every boy't learn
this, but mothers don' stop wantin' and needin' when they has
their sons. Fo' the rest—look at me, Ali. No, look at me."

He obeyed. "I is forty an' four, Ali. Still right comely, but there
dozens, mebbeso hundreds, younger an' better-lookin would
dearly like to get on right-side with the mastahs be lyin' down
with them. Why yo' think Mistis still want me An'I her, Ali.
'Cause we has likin fo' each other; knows each other to the bone.
The pleasurin' nice, but it comfort, too and bein' with someones
yo' shares memories with."

Rahksan crossed her arms on her chest and continued calmly.
"Love yo', son. Give my life fo' yaz, but I won't lie about what I is,
o' pretend to bein' ashamed of it. Nevah did find a man I wanted
full-time; wish I had, might have been bettah fo' yo' to have a Pa.
But I didn't, an' there nothin' wrong with takin' what's available
along the way."

"Now, Ali," she continued. "It's time, son. Fo' my sake... an' fo'
yo'rn... give this up. Please. It madness. I wants to see yo' happy,
see yo' give me grandchildren. Iff'n yo' cain' be happy here, there
other places; we can work somethin' out, but I can't let yo' kill
yo'self, Ali."

Marco stiffened in suspicion. "She's betrayed us, turned
informer!" he snapped. "Quick, get the ropes! We can get her to
the car, it's two hours until that black bastard Nyami is back,
I've got the keys, hurry!"

Rahksan hurled herself forward, gripped her son in a fierce
embrace. "Allah, be merciful—Ali, Ali, I'd die fo' yo'; I'd give yo'
up an' never see yo' again iffn yo' had a chance to do this crazy
thing. Ah, god, yo' crackin' my heart in two!" The last was a
wail, and tears were running down the face she raised to her son.
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"Even Kkill yo' love fo' me, my chile. Even that I'll do fo' yo'.



Marco grabbed for her. Ali's arms were around his mother,
uncertain whether to comfort or confine. Rahksan struggled
against both of them, or shuddered in her weeping. Above them
the two Draka girls tensed as one, ready for movement, but
Yolande's hand pressed her friend back. There was someone at
the door of the stable.

"Well." The serfs froze, the footsteps halted by the stable
doors, and a hand flicked on the lights. The horses stirred,
whickering and stamping in their stalls. Yolande slitted her eyes
to make out the figure in the entranceway: her mother, still in
the black riding leathers. The silver rondelles on her gunbelt
shone like stars against night, and her face seemed to float
detached as she skimmed the broad-brimmed hat aside. The
boots went tk-tk across the brown tile as she walked to within
arm's reach of the serfs. There was a cigarette in her left hand;
the other stayed near her gunbelt, the fingers working slightly.

The Draka spoke again, in a tone of flat deadliness. "Take—
those—hands—off-—her."

The two young men released Rahksan and stepped back
reflexively; Ali's eyes followed his mother as she moved to the
side, tears running down a face that might have been carved in
olivewood. Then back to the Landholder, standing stock-still
with explosive movement packed ready beneath her skin.

Johanna spoke to Rahksan, with infinite gentleness. "Yo' don't
have to watch this, Rahksi."

"Yes, I do, Jo. It my fault. This my punishment."

Johanna nodded. Even then, Yolande felt shocked at
Rahksan's use of the first name without honorific; a privilege
that could only be exercised in strict privacy. Her eyes turned
back toward the two serf males. Evidently they were no longer
considered witnesses.

The Landholder blew meditative smoke from her nostrils as
she stared at Marco. When she spoke, the tone was almost
conversational.



"Buck, yo' are just too stupid to live. Plannin' to take that
lumberin' cow of an aircar to England? Yes?" Marco gave a
frozen nod. "Across the heaviest air defenses in the world? Boy,
they can see a bird movin'. England? Yo'd be lucky to make it
halfway to Florence. Lucky to be blown out of the air, mo' likely

' "

forced down. Free out of Ingolfsson hands then, into Security's.

The serfs flinched at the mention of the secret police, and
Johanna nodded. "Try convincin' them yo' don't know anythin'
political. Talk to the scalpels, an' the wires, an' the drugs. Three
weeks, maybe they'd believe yo' and send yo' to the Turk." They
flinched again at the obscene nickname for the impaling stake.
Marco was shaking now, white showing around the rims of his
eyes.

The Draka sighed. "Haven't had to have a killin' on Claestum
since befo' yo' birth, boy. I really regret this." Her voice became
more formal. "One choice that can never be taken away, an'
that's to die rathah than live beneath the Yoke Marco, as yo'
owner an' an arm of the State, I hereby judgt yo' a threat to the
welfare of the Race and so, unfit to live," she said. The serf made
the beginnings of a motion, perhap: an attack, perhaps only an
attempt to flee.

Even to the Draka watching from the loft what followed was a
blur, a dull smack of impact and Marco was sinking to the floor
clutching his groin, face working soundlessly.

She pulled it, some reflexive corner of Yolande's mind
thought. Otherwise there was no room for thought, for
movement, scarcely even for breath. Heartbeat hammered in her
ears.

"Yo' should listen to yo' momma, boy," she said quietly to Ali
with voice full of calm, considered anger." 'Stead of to Marco,
who can't even commit suicide on his ownsome without takin'
his friends with him. Gods preserve me from friendship like
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that-there. Understand me, boy? Louder, I cain't hear yo'.
"Yes, Mistis." A breathy whisper.

"Are yo' listenin to me, boy?"



"Yes, Mistis."

"Nineteen years old, Freya... Forty years yo' mothah and I've
been together, Lord, forty years. Youth an' age, night an' day,
war an' peace..." She touched the scars around her left eye where
the ridges stood out under the overhead floodlights. "She helped
put me togethah again aftah this. Helped midwife my children,
an' I was there when yo' were born. Incidental, I was there when
yo' were conceived, too." A shake of her head. "Yo' momma
worth ten of yo', buck. Mo' guts, mo' brains, mo' heart." Very
softly: "Times was, when she was the only thing kept me from
freezin' solid."

She leaned forward, and her index finger tapped him on the
nose; from above, Yolande could see him jerk at the touch, and
the sheen of sweat on his skin. Her mother's voice became
calmer still:

"So she's what's kept Old Snake off yo' back, many a time.
She's why I'm bendin' strict law, accordin' to which the Order
Police should be here now. Bendin' it enough that I'd be in some
considerable shit myself if it came out. But we comin' to the hard
place, boy, between wish and will and duty, the place where I got
no choices left. Rahksan dear to my heart, but I live here; my
children do, my husband, my kin. I can't keep a mad dog in my
household, or sell it into someone else's. Are yo' an Ingolfsson
serf, or a wild bush-man? No, don't look at her, or him. This is
the narrow passage; here there's no brothah, no friend. Decide."

A long pause.

"Yes, Mistis."

"Louder, boy."

His voice cracked. "I am yours, Mistis. Mercy, please!"

Johanna nodded, and her mouth twisted as at the taste of
some old bitterness. "Gods damn yo', Ali, why couldn't you have
thought on that befo' things come to this? We nevah asked fo' yo'
likin', just obedience. Now I have to Kkill part of yo' to save the
rest." Almost kindly: "I know yo' sorry now, Ali. I know yo'



frightened. It's not enough, now; yo' a brave boy, an' stubborn.
Fear isn't enough, because it don't last. Yo' has to show me, and
show yo'self, right down where yo' soul lives, who an' what you
are," Her face nodded toward the wall. "Pick up that shovel, an'
come back here."

Ali's face had gone gray-pale with understanding; he
stumbled to the wall, took the long-handled shovel from the rack.
Marco had risen to his feet, still clutching at himself. His breath
whooped between clenched teeth. Johanna moved again, kicking
twice with delicate precision. The point of her boot drove into
Marco's solar plexus and straightened his body up in paralytic
shock. The edge flicked up into his throat, and he dropped to the
floor bulge-eyed, jerking and twitching.

"Kill him, Ali." The Draka drew her pistol; the chunky shape
of crackle-finished steel glittered blue-black. "If not, I'll make it
quick."

Rahksan turned her back, hands over her face. The shovel
went up, hesitated. Ali was shaking almost as much as his friend,
who strained to draw air through a half-crushed windpipe and
made noises that were part pleading, part choking. Strengthless
hands rose from the floor to ward off the iron.

"No!" Ali screamed. The shovel swung down and struck,
clanged. Marco's body jerked across the floor like a
broken-backed snake. Rahksan twitched where she stood, as if
the impact had been in her. "No! No! No!" Another blow, and
another; it took six until the other man stopped moving and Ali
was able to drop to his knees in the blood and vomit himself
empty.

"Serf." Johanna's voice cut through the spasms, and Ali
looked up, wiping at tears and blood and vomit on his chin.
Horses moved and whinnied in the stalls, frightened by the scent
of death. There were voices in the distance, and other lights
coming on. The Draka's face might have been carved from some
pale wood; she gripped the side of his head, hair and ear, and
jerked him close.

"Yo' bright enough to understand that yo've found the way to



compel me, to hurt me; by makin' me hurt yo' mothah through
you. Look." She jerked his head around, forcing him to face
Rahksan. "Is it worth it? That's yo' doin'." Another twist, toward
Marco. "So is that," Back eye-to-eye.

"Now. This is what happened. Marco went crazy, and
attacked yo' momma. Yo' had to hit him, an' it was all ovah by
the time I got here. Nobody will say otherwise; go get Deng, an'
the priest. They'll fetch the Mastah and do what's needful. Get
out of here, boy. Remember, and don't yo' ever make me do this
again.”

He stumbled out into the awakening night. Johanna's calm
evaporated; she threw the cigarette down with a gesture of
savage frustration and ground it out beneath her heel as she
slammed the pistol back into its holster.

"Shit, shit, shit!" she swore venomously. Then, gently:
"Rahksan."

The other woman turned from the wall and let her hands fall.
Her face had crumpled, and there were fresh lines beside her
mouth. "Did we have to?" she asked, in a thin small voice. "Oh,
Allah, Jo, did we have to?"

"Rahksi—" Johanna held up her hands, a helpless motion.
"There wasn't time... another hour, an' too many would have
known. I'm sorry, I'm truly, truly sorry. There was nothin'—He
had to learn, Rahksi, it was that or kill him."

Rahksan nodded as the tears spilled quietly down her cheeks.
"I know, Jo. I should've taught—" Then she was moving,
stumbling forward into the outstretched arms.

"Oh, Jo!" They clung fiercely, and Rahksan's gray-shot head
was pressed against Johanna's throat. She was sobbing, a harsh
raw sound of grief that shook her like a marionette in the
puppeteer's fist.

"It'll be all right, Rahksi, my pretty, shhh, shhh," Johanna
said, stroking her hair. A moment. "Cry fo' him, Rahksi. Cry fo'
all of us. I wish I could. "



"My baby, Jo, my baby!"
"I won't let anyone hurt him, I promise. Shhh, shhh."

Yolande felt an overwhelming guilt and grief, sensed Myfwany
stirring likewise beside her. Her skin crawled; this was
something they were never meant to see, something that was
wrong to see, something that could never be forgotten. They
shared a single appalled glance and began cat-crawling
backward, using the growing clamor to fade into the welcoming
night. Behind and below them the two figures remained locked
together, the Landholder's cheek resting atop the serfs head as
she crooned wordless comfort.

CHAPTER FOUR

Contrary to hoary myth, the Domination is not
antitechnological; after all, it began its industrialization at about
the same time as the United States. The lower "social visibility"
of its cities and factories was partly due to the sheer size of its
inhabited area, and more to the fact that they developed under
the sponsorship and control of the landed gentry, rather than as
alien incursions in a rural world. Nor is the more recent myth of
an anti-scientific bias in Draka culture wholly accurate. The
autosteamer, the dirigible airship, the turbocompound engine
and—characteristically—the machine-gun are all Draka
inventions, after all. It is true that until the Eurasian War the
Domination imported many of its research and development
personnel; also true that in certain areas of pure research,
particularly physics and electronics, they still depend on pirated
American research to a substantial degree. However, we should
remember that in some fields—biotechnology above all— the
Domination remains a world leader. Its process and heavy
industry, capital goods production and basic transportation are
all highly efficient. Draka engineers and technologists are second
to none, if not their pure researchers.

Why then the widespread belief in a ruralist anti-urban



Domination? The most obvious reason is the lower per-capita
output and productivity of the Domination's economy. But
"productivity" is anything but a neutral, objective term; instead,
it is culturally determined. The Draka maintain a huge
unmechanized farming sector because it is, in their terms, highly
rational. Shifting to mechanized agriculture would simply
transfer serfs from field labor to making and servicing farm
machinery, or into supplying and servicing the resulting
industrial workers. The net result from the viewpoint of the
Landholders, would be to transfer income from landed to
industrial capital Increase the drain on the planet's
non-renewable resources, and decrease the gentry's quality of
life. That it would also greatly increase the overall standard of
living is, from a Draka point of view, utterly irrelevant; to a
Draka, the reason for having industry is to meet the military and
security needs of the State, and that the Domination's economy
does very well. Here we meet another cause of
misunderstanding: the aesthetic and conservationist. Many
Alliance citizens assume the importance the Domination
attaches to environmental controls implies an antitech attitude
similar to our "deep ecologists."

The social roots of Draka environmentalism are wildly
different from ours. First this is an aristocrat's conservationism;
a collective projection of the Landholder's desire to preserve and
improve the family estate. Second, the Draka are long-term
thinkers by tradition and inclination. Third and most important
they can afford it An economy where industrial productivity is
high but even skilled labor very cheap has a greater disposable
surplus for sewage-plants and underground transmission lines. It
is significant that the one area where the Domination is grossly
inferior to the Alliance is in the production of modest consumer
durables—our dominant sector, and the driving motor of our
economy. There is very little environmental impact to a lavish
standard of living when it is confined to a fly-speck of
aristocracy; it would never have occurred to a Draka to invent
the dishwasher. Here the fundamental truth of the myth we have
been demolishing becomes apparent The Draka are perfectly
capable of research and innovation, but a few specialists aside,
they do not like it. The Draka elite would have been perfectly
satisfied if all technological progress had come to a halt in, say,



1910; they have continued to fund research heavily for
power-political reasons, not any dynamic internal to their own
society. The Draka innovate in response to a perceived need;
when the need is satisfied, they stop. Our restless worship of
change for its own sake is alien to them alien and repugnant. In
a Domination-ruled world, progress would probably gradually
taper off and cease within a few generations.

Only the Alliance can take humankind to the stars.
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Monograph delivered by Commodore Aguilar Ernaldo
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"Mistis."

Yolande stirred and blinked her eyes; Lele was at the foot of
her bed, touching the mattress to wake her. Machiavelli was
there, too. The cat rolled, flexed its feet in the air and tucked
itself into a circle on the other side, tail over nose.

I wish I could do that, Yolande thought, swinging her feet out
and taking the juice, yawning and stretching.

"Momin', Lele," she said, rising and walking over to the
eastern window and leaning through the thickness of the stone
wall. There was just a touch of light over the trees, and the last
stars were fading above. The air was cool enough to raise bumps
on her skin, but there were no clouds. It would be a warm day,
and sunny.



"Terrible about Marco, Mistis," Lele said. News spread fast on
a plantation. "Whatevah could he want to hurt Rahksan fo'?" She
began laying out Yolande's hunting clothes. There was
indignation in her voice; violent crime was very rare in the
countryside. And Rahksan was very much a mother-figure to the
younger housegirls, which said a good deal. Favorites were not
always so popular.

"Who knows?" Yolande said, forcing the memory out of her
mind and starting her stretching exercises; she felt sluggish this
morning, and sleep had come hard in the dark loneliness. She lay
down on the padded massage table, and felt the blood begin to
flow under the serfs impersonally skillful hands.

"Ali quite the hero, Mistis," Lele continued in a dreamy tone,
pausing to rub a little scented oil into her palms. Rahksan's son
was popular with the younger wenches, too, for entirely different
reasons.

"Lele, be quiet," Yolande snapped. The serf subsided, quelled
as much by the sudden tension in the young Draka's muscles as
by the tone. "Is Mistis Venders up yet?"

"Yes, Mistis," the serf replied. "She—" There were foot-steps,
and Yolande turned her head to watch as her friend climbed the
stairs. She was already dressed in hunting clothes, boots and
chamois pants, pocketed jacket of cotton duck with leather pads
at the elbows, wrist-guards and a curl-brimmed hat.

"How y' feelin', sweet?" Myfwany said softly.

"Pretty good," Yolande replied, and realized it was true,
suddenly. The achey feeling was gone, and her body was rested
and loose. She arched her back against the masseuse's fingers,
sighing with contentment as her friend perched one hip on the
table by her shoulder and began braiding her hair with swift deft
motions.

"Ever taken the big cats befo'?" Myfwany said.

"Nnnno," Yolande replied. "Little harder there on the small of
the back, Lele... No, just wildcat. Foxes, of course, an' wolves now



and then. Plenty of deer. John has, though, lion an' tiger an'
leopard, gun an' steel-huntin' both." Her people usually took
game smaller than Cape buffalo on horseback, with javelins or
lances, terrain permitting.

Lele finished the massage, carefully rotating knees and ankles
to ensure suppleness, and brought the clothes. Yolande turned to
look over one shoulder; Myfwany was watching her dress with
frank pleasure, still half-sitting on the table with one leg
swinging. Draka had little body-modesty—the nudity taboo had
been dying in her grandmother's day—but the feeling of being
watched with desire was strange. I like it, Yolande decided. It
was like being stroked all over with a heated mink glove, tingly
and comforting and exciting at the same time.

"Ready fo' some huntin'?" she asked, buckling the broad
studded belt and bolstering her pistol. Automatically, her hands
checked it; ejected the magazine, pressed a thumb on the last
round to make sure it was feeding smoothly, worked the action,
reloaded, snicked on the safety, and dropped it back into the
holster, clipping the restraining strap across behind the
hammer.

"Ready fo' that, too," Myfwany said. "Where's that brothah of
yours?"

"C'mon, let's go roust him out; much longer and the sun will
dry out the scent."

They clattered down the stairs, jumping four or five at a time
with exuberant grace. Out through her rooms and down the
corridors, past the sleepy early-morning greetings of the House
staff, up and about their sweeping and polishing. They passed
through the library complex, a series of chambers grouped
around an indoor pool, two stories under a glass-dome roof;
galleries ran back from it, lined shoulder-high with books,
statuary, paintings. This had always been one of her favorite
indoor parts of the manor, for reading or music or screening a
movie; last year they had gotten a Yankee wall-size
crystal-sandwich unit, the first in the region.

Off to one side a group of serfs was sitting about a table



littered with papers, printout, coffee-cups, and trays: the senior
Authorized Literates, managerial staff at their morning
conference.

"Hio, Marcello," Yolande said, waving them down as they
made to rise. That still felt a little strange. "No, go on with yo'
breakfasts, everybody."

Marcello was Chief Librarian, a lean white-haired man in his
sixties who had been a university professor before the War.
Normally that meant Category 3m71, deportation to a
destructive-labor camp, but her mother had thoughtfully
snapped him up from a holding-pen while scouting out the
estate on recovery-leave in '42. Yolande returned his smile; he
had been an unofficial tutor of sorts when she was younger. Not
that she was under house-staff direction anymore—no Draka
child was once he turned thirteen and carried weapons— but
there were fond memories. She nodded to the others she
recognized: the paramedic from the infirmary, the
schoolteacher—these days, even a plantation taught one child in
five or so their letters—and the librarian's son and daughter,
understudying as replacements in the usual way.

"We're off huntin'," she said to the elderly Italian serf. "Tell
the Lodge we'll be there in bout' half an hour, an' have somethin'
sent to the armory, coffee an' a snack, will you?"

"Gladly, Mistis," he said. "I'll see to it." His accent was odd,
much crisper than the usual serf slur, and as much British as
Draka in intonation; she remembered some of the neighbors
saying he talked too much like a freeman for their taste. He
hesitated, then continued:

"Will, ah, any of the Family be at the funeral, Mistis?"

Yolande scowled, then forced her features straight and her
mood back to where she wished it. "No. I wouldn't think so, all
things considered."

Usually the Landholders of Claestum put in a brief
appearance at such affairs, as a token of respect. The other serfs
at the table exchanged glances, then returned their eyes to their



plates and documents. Some estates would have hung an
attempted murderer's body up in the Quarters for the birds to
eat, as an example.

"John's through here," she continued, as they came out an
arched doorway and into a long arcade. Cool air and dew from
the gardens to their right; they cut through, and into her
brother's rooms. "Hio, Johnny?" she called.

The lounging room was empty, with only the sound of moving
water and music playing. A Cerraldson piece, quiet and
crystal-eerie, the Conquest Cantata. Yolande had never liked it,
it always made her think of the way serf-women cried at
gravesides, which was odd since the sound wasn't anything like
that. But somehow there was laughter in it, too... The outer room
of John's suite was larger than hers, since he used it for
entertaining, and surfaced on three sides with screens of
Coromandel sandalwood inset in jade, mother of pearl, ivory,
and lapis; they could be folded back to reveal the cabinets,
chiller, and displays. The furniture scattered around the
lavender-marble floor was mostly Oriental as well; there were a
few head-high jade pieces, Turkestan rugs, and a familar bronze
Buddha in the ornamental fishpond that ran through the glass
wall into the garden beyond.

" Slug-a-bed!" Yolande said indignantly. "An' there he was,
goin' on about how we should make an early start. Come on,
Myfwany, we'll tip him out an' throw him in with those ugly
carp."

There was a colonnade through the garden, which was mostly
pools and and lilies. "Ah, 'Landa, maybe we should call ahead—"
Myfwany said as they pushed through carved teak doors and
down a hallway.

"Johnnnny!" Yolande chorused, clapping her hands as they
turned past the den into the bedroom. "C'mon, yo' big baby,
sun's shin in' and we got an appointment with a kitty-cat! Oh."

John Ingolfsson was sitting half-dressed in one of the big
black-leather lounging chairs. Colette was kneeling across his
lap, and wearing nothing but anklets sewn with silver bells. They



chimed softly as her feet moved. Her owner's mouth was on her
breasts, and her hands kneaded his shoulders; the tousled blond
hair fell backward to her heels as she bent, shuddering.

She gave a sharp cry of protest and opened her eyes as John
raised his head and looked at his sister with an ironical lift of
eyebrows.

"Yo'might knock, sprout,"” he said dryly, lifting the wench
aside and setting her on her feet as he rose. "Or even, iff'n it isn't
askin' too much, use the House interphone."

Yolande tossed her head, snorted and set her hands on her
hips. "All afternoon, all night an' yo' still can't think of anythin'
else?"

She eyed the huge circular bed. John's other two regular
wenches, Su-ling and Bea, were there in the tangled sheets. Bea
was sitting, yawning and rubbing her face, smiling and making
the slight courtesy-bow to the two Oraka girls. She was a big
black woman, Junoesque, older than John, a present from
relatives in the southlands given when he turned twelve. Yolande
nodded back. She had always rather liked Bea; the wench was
unassuming and cheerful and unsulky about turning her hand to
ordinary work. Su-ling made a muffled sound and burrowed
back into the sheets. Well, who could blame her...

"Should see what we'uns had to make do with in those border
camps," John said. He stretched, naked to the waist, showing the
classic V-shape of his torso. Smooth curves of rounded muscle
hard as tile moved under tanned skin, like a statue in oiled
beechwood. Not heavy or gross, the way an over-muscled serf
who could lift boulders might be; graceful us a racehorse in
motion. She felt a glow of pride. Even by Citizen standards, he
was beautiful.

"Men," Yolande continued. "Hmmmph. It's a wonder we let
yo' vote."

Colette was standing panting and ignored, sweat sheening her
long taut dancer's body. Yolande caught a glare of resentment
from the huge violet eyes, frowned absently at her. The serf



glanced deliberately from Myfwany to Yolande and back, smiled
ironically and made the full obeisance from the waist, palms to
eyes and fingers to brow. The Draka girl gritted her teeth. The
wench needed a good switching; John spoiled her.

"Colette did sort of distract me," he was saying mildly. "Meet
you in the armory in, oh, no mo' than five minutes."

"Sho'ly, John," Myfwany said, touching Yolande on the arm.
She giggled as they left the bedroom, flapping one hand up and
down in a burnt-finger gesture. "Oh, hoo, hoo, quite a sight!" she
said.

Yolande blinked surprise at her. "Who, Colette?" she asked.
"Needs a belt taken to her rump."

"That might be interestin', but I was thinkin' of yo' brother,
sweet, in an aesthetic sort of way," Myfwany said, twitching at
the other's braid. "Yo' a good-lookin' family."

"T'll tell him yo' thinks so," she said, grinning slyly. "I mean,
seein' as Mandy's makin' moon-eyes at him already..."

Myfwany laughed and slapped her, shoulder. "Don't yo' dare;
swelled heads runs in yo' family, too."

The armory was a single long room on the lower level, a
twenty-by-ten rectangle smelling of metal and gun-oil, and of
coffee and hot breads and fruit from the trays on the central
table. The kitchen-wench had put it down and scuttled out;
ordinary serfs were not allowed past the blank steel door with its
old combination-lock and new palm-recognition screen. There
were no windows, only a row of glowsticks along the ceiling.
Military-model assault rifles along the left wall, a light
machine-gun, machine-pistols, helmets, body-armor,
ammunition, communications gear and nightsight goggles.
Benches at the rear held the tools of a repair shop. Ismet sat
there: a big balding ex-Janissary, the plantation's gunsmith and
one of the four licensed armed serfs on Claestum, although he
was technically State property, rented rather than owned.



The hunting gear was on the other wall. Broad-headed boar
spears, javelins, crossbows, shotguns. And rifles of the type
Draka thought suitable for game when cold steel was
impractical, double-barreled models.

"Here," Yolande said. "This is my other Beaufort style... unless
yo'd like somethin' heavier?"

"No, 8.5mm's fine fo' cat, I think," Myfwany said, popping a
roll of melon and prosciutto into her mouth and dusting her
hands together. She accepted the weapon and looked it over with
an approving nod, thumbing the catch that released the breech;
it folded open to reveal the empty chambers. The barrels were
damascened, the side-plates inlaid with hunting scenes in gold
and silver wire, the rosewood stock set with figures in ivory and
electrum.

"Nice piece of work, really nice. Sherrinford of Archona?"

"Mmmm, yes," Yolande said, taking down her other rifle. They
were part of a matched set, and Sherrinford worked only by
appointment; you had to be born a client. Over-and-under style,
like a vertical figure-8; her parents thought that made for better
aim than the more usual side-by-side. She watched as her friend
snapped the weapon closed and swung it up to dry-fire a few
times. How graceful she is.

Her brother finished taking down three bandoliers. "I'm usin'
the gmm, but 8.5's fine as long as yo've got the right cartridge. A
big male leopard can go full manweight, an' we're talkin' close
bush country here. These're 180-grain hollowpoint express,
ought to do it. There's a range with backstop at the lodge,
Myfwany, so yo' can shoot-in on that gun."”

"Lovely," Myfwany said.

The balloon tires of the open-topped Shangaan hummed on
the pavement as they wound east from the manor. The road was
like the broad-base terraces on the hills, and the stock-dams that
starred the countryside with ponds: a legacy of the Land
Settlement Directorate and the period when the estate had been
gazetted, right after the War. The labor-camps were long gone,



and the work of the engineers had had time to mellow into the
Tuscan countryside. Babylonica willows trailed their fierce green
osiers into the water, and huge white-coated cattle dreamed
beneath them with the mist curling around their bellies.
Roadside poplars cast dappled shade, and the low stone walls of
the terraces were overgrown with Virginia creeper.

"I like this time of year," Yolande said. "It's... like waking up

rn

on a holiday mornin'.

She inhaled deeply; the air was still a little cool as the sun rose
over the Monti del Chianti to the east. The olives shone
silver-gray, and the vineyards curved in snaking contour rows of
black root and green shoots along the sides of the hills; the
shaggy bush-rose hedges were in bloom, kilometer upon
kilometer of tiny white flowers against the lacy thornstalks. Their
scent tinted the air, joining smells of dust, dew, the blue genista
and red poppies that starred the long silky grass by the roadside
verge, the scarlet cornflowers spangled through the undulating
fields of wheat and clover. The air was loud with wings and
birdsong, plovers and wood doves, hoopoes and rollers. The
white storks were making their annual migration southward,
and the sky was never empty of them in this season.

"It's beautiful any time of year," John said; he was at the rear
of the fan tail-shaped passenger section of the steamer. Yolande
looked up; his voice was completely serious, different from the
bantering tone he usually used with his youngest sister. "Yo love
this place, don't yo', John?" she said.

He smiled, shrugged, looked away. "Yes," he replied musingly.
"Yes, I do. All of it."

They were passing through the lower portion of the estate, as
close to flat as any part of Claestum, planted in fruit orchard,
dairy pasture, and truck gardens. A score of three-mule plow
teams were at work, sixteen-hand giants with silvery coats and
Roman noses, leaning into the traces with an immemorial
patience. The earth behind the disk-tillers was a deep chocolate
color, reddish-brown, smelling as good as new bread. The work
gangs were there already, unloading flats of seedlings from steam
drags, pitchforking down the huge piles of pale-gold wheat straw



used for mulch, spreading manure and sewage-sludge from the
methane plant, or wrestling with lengths of extruded-aluminum
irrigation pipe. Some of them looked up and waved their conical

straw hats as the car passed; the mounted foremen bowed in the
saddle.

"Y' know," he continued, and shifted the rifle in the crook of
his arm, "we say 'Claestum,' and think we've summed it up. It all
depends who's doin' the lookin'. A League accountant looks at
the entry in her ledgers and sees forty-five hundred hectares,
yieldin' so-and-so many tonnes of wheat and fodder, x hundred
hectoliters of wine and y of olive oil per year. Security's District
Officer down't' Siena calls up the specs on a thousand-odd serfs
an' checks fo' reported disorders. An ecologist from the
Conservancy people thinks in terms or" —a flight of bustards
soared up from a sloping grainfield and glided down to a
hedgerow—"that sort of thing."

"Ma and Pa?" Yolande said. Damn, can't get to know your
own brother until you grow up, she thought.

"They see it as something they made," he replied. "Almost as
somethin' they fought and broke. I can understand it; every time
they look out they can say, 'we planted these trees,' or 'it took five
years of green-manurin' to get those upper fields in decent tilth.'
Pa told me once it was like breakin' a horse; yo' had to love the
beast or you'd kill it in sheer exasperation."

"And yo', Johnny?" she continued softly, careful not to break
the mood.

"It's... home," he said. "Some people need that feelin' of
creation. I don't. I love... it all; sights and smells and sounds, the
people an' the animals and the plants and... oh, the way the sun
comes over the east tower every mornin', the church-bell
soundin'— Shit, I'm no poet, sprout; yo're the only one in the
family with ambitions in that direction."

He smiled ruefully. "I suspect I love this place mo' than any
individual, which may say somethin' about yours truly. At least,
a community an' place is longer-lived than a person. I won't
change anythin' much, when it's mine. A bit of tidyin'-up here



and there, maybe bring in a herd of eland, it'd do well..."
"Mr. Ingolfsson?" Myfwany asked.
"John," he said.

"Thanks, John... I was wonderin', don't mean to pry, but if yo'
like it here so much, why did yo' volunteer fo' officer trainin'?"
Everyone started equal in the Citizen Force, three years
minimum and a month a year until forty, but not everyone
wanted to prolong their spell in uniform.

"Payback," John said, opening a thermos of caffe latte and
passing it around. Myfwany made an inquiring sound as she
accepted a cup of the coffee.

"I pay my debts," he amplified. The road was winding
upwards again, through fig orchards and rocky sheep-pasture
dotted with sweet chestnut trees.

"Down at that school, they're probably fillin' y'all up with yo'
debt to the Race and the State." He shrugged. "True enough. I
likes to think of it on a mo' personal level. A plantation can feel
like a world to its own self, but it isn't. It only exists as part of the
Domination. The Race makes possible the only way of life I know,
the only world I feel at home in, the only contentment I can ever
have."

He laughed. "Not least, by controllin' change. It must be
powerful lonely to be a Yankee; by the time one of them is
middle-aged, everythin' they grew up with is gone. Like havin'
the earth always dissolvin' away beneath yo' feet. Cut off from yo'
ancestors an' yo' descendants both. Here, barrin' catastrophe, I
can be reasonable sure that in a thousand years, what I value will
still exist."

"It's here because Ma and Pa an' others like them fought fo' it,
bled fo' it. A decade of my life is cheap payment. I wouldn't
deserve this unless I was ready to die fo' it, to kill fo' it." He
blinked back to the present, and the gray eyes turned warm as he
smiled at his sister. "It'll always be here fo' yo', too, sprout, when
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yo' come back from that space-travellin'.



The lodge was pre-War Italian work, only slightly modified;
the plantations fronting the hill nature-reserve maintained it
jointly, part of their contract with the Conservancy Directorate
to manage the forest. Vine-grown, it nestled back into the
shadow of the hill, flanked by outbuildings and stables and a few
paddocks surrounded by stone walls. The huntsmen were waiting
in the forecourt, with the horses and dogs, beside a spring-fed
pool. A dozen liondogs, the type the Draka had bred to hunt the
big cats in the old African provinces: black-coated, with thick
ruffs around their necks and down their spines. Massive beasts,
over a meter at the shoulder and heavier than a man,
thick-boned, with broad blunt muzzles and canines that showed
over the lower lip. They rose and milled as the car stopped,
straw-yellow eyes bright with anticipation, until a word from the
handlers set them sinking back on their haunches in disciplined
silence.

"Menchino, Alfredo," John said, nodding. The huntsmen were
brothers in their early thirties, one fair and one dark, with the
slab-sided, high-cheeked faces of the Tuscan peasantry.

"Master John," Menchino said, making the half-bow as the
Draka stepped down from the car and the driver pulled away in
a chuff of steam and sough of pneumatics. There was a smile on
his face; hunting was the brothers' religion, and John Ingolfsson
had been a devout fellow-worshipper since he was old enough to
carry a rifle.

"Missy—" Alfredo began. "Mistis," he corrected, as she
frowned and tapped her gunbelt in reminder of her adult status.
Adult as far as serfs were concerned, at least. A slight glance out
of the corner of his eye to the other serf, the hint of a shrug; she
suspected it was the thought of two young females going after a
dangerous beast. Italian serfs were funny about things like that,
and Ma said it would take another generation or two to really
break them of it.

They had learned not to let it show some time ago, of course.



"Well probably be back fo' lunch," Yolande said to the
middle-aged housegirl on the veranda. "Myfwany, yo' pick y'
mount?"

The serfs lead the horses over, and the Draka checked their
tack. Light pad-saddles, with molded-leather scabbards for their
rifles; the huntsmen had much the same, though without the
tooling and studs. The two Ingolfssons and their guests slid their
weapons into the sheaths and fastened the restraining straps.
Their pack was sitting quiet, but the dogs knew what that
meant; tails began to beat at the gravel of the drive, and deep
chests rumbled eagerness.

"I'll have the dapple," Myfwany said, reaching for the bridle of
a spotted gray mare. It blew inquisitively at her, and politely
accepted a lump of brown sugar. She turned eyes bright with
excitement to her friend. "Less'n yo'd rather?"

"'S fine," Yolande said, gathering her own reins and vaulting
easily into the saddle one-handed. The brown gelding
sidestepped, then quieted as she gathered it in and pressed her
knees. She ran a critical hand down its neck, checking the
muscle tone, and turned an eye on the others. They were fresh
but not rambunctious, which meant the lodge staff had been
exercising them properly.

"Keep the dogs well in hand," John said to the huntsmen.
"They not used to anythin' bigger an' meaner than they are."

"That's it!" John said, reining in on the bank of the little
stream. The sound of the pack had changed, the deep gerrr
-whuffi barking giving way to a higher belling sound. "They've
sighted."

"Less'n they've taken out after a deer." Myfwany grinned,
reaching down beyond her right knee. The rifle came out of the
scabbard with an easy flip, and she rested the butt on one thigh.
The other Draka followed suit.

One of the Italian serfs snorted, and the other coughed to



cover it. John laughed. "Not this pack," he said. "Not when we
gave them a clear scent."”

They heeled their horses down the slope in a shower of gravel
and dust. Two hour chase had brought them deep into the high
hills; the Monte del Chianti were mountains only by courtesy,
more like steep ridges, few more than a thousand meters high. It
was just enough to keep the air comfortably crisp as the morning
turned clear and brilliant. The forest was shaggy and uneven,
part old growth, much new since the conquest; you could see the
traces of old terracing, or the tumbled stones of peasant houses.
Oak and chestnut covered the lower slopes, with darker beech
and pine and silver fir above; feral grapevines wound around
many, and there were slashes of color from the blossom of
abandoned orchards.

This spot was cool under tall black pines, full of their chill
scent. There were poplars along the stream; the mounts stepped
through cautiously, raising their feet high as horseshoes
clattered on the smooth brown rocks. Spring rains and sun had
brought a brief intense flowering where sun reached through the
trees; the far slope was too thin-soiled to carry timber, and it
blazed with wild field lilies, grape hyacinths, and sheets of
purple-and-yellow crocus. Yolande rose slightly in the stirrups as
the gelding's muscles bunched to push it up the hillside in a
series of bounds. The bruised herbs raised a sharp aromatic
smell, of sage and rosemary and sweet minty hyssop that shed
anthrophora bees and golden butterflies in clouds before the
horses' hooves.

"Hiyaaaaaaa," Yolande shouted, as they broke onto an open
ridgeline and swung into a loping canter. One of the serfs
sounded a horn, taaa-brrrt, and the sound of the dogs rose to a
deep baying roar; the prey was treed or at bay. She could feel the
blood pounding in her ears, and the wind cool after them; it
tugged her hat down and blew streamers of pale hair free of her
braid, flickering at the corners of her vision. The horse moved
between her knees like a beating heart, a long weightless rocking
and then the rhythmic thumping of hooves, snort of breath, a
creak of leather, and rattle of iron.



"Whoa-hey," John said. The dogs were raving, just out of
sight ahead, and then the voice of one rose to a shrill scream of
pain, cut off sharp as a knife. Another sound, a wild saw-edged
snarling shriek that never came from a canine mouth, and the
cries were echoed and re-echoed as if from stony walls, fading to
a harsh far-distant clamor. Yolande's horse laid back its ears and
shook its head slightly, and she tightened her legs to reassure it.

The horses slowed to a fast walk as they went under the shade
of a stand of tall fir, then again as they emerged into a semicircle
of open space surrounded on three sides by trees. The ridgeline
was broken here, with a steep slope that turned into a cliff ten
meters high. The spot had been improved slightly, the sort of
thing the Conservancy Directorate did to encourage the game: a
spring had been dug out halfway up the cliff and funneled
through a stone lion's mouth, leaping out to feed a pool and the
trickle that drained down toward the creek. A big maple grew
out of the cliff near the spring, thick twisted roots gripping at
the rocks like frozen snakes, the trunk sweeping out almost
horizontally and then flaring upward. Six of the liondogs were
leaping and calling beneath the trunk; five more were clustered
around the base of the tree.

"Merda!" Alfredo swore. One of the pack was lying at the base
of the slope, still twitching but with its intestines hanging gray
and pink out of its rent belly. It was plain enough what had
happened. The five dogs at the tree were barking frantically
toward the dense foliage farther out, making short dashes out
the broad sloping surface of the trunk and then retreating, as if
daring each other. Through the leaves the hunting party could
see a flash of brown and orange, and the yowling screech of the
leopard. Only one dog could approach at a time. A liondog might
outweigh a leopard, but its jaws alone were no match for the big
cat's claws and speed.

"Call them in, Alfredo," John said, without taking his eyes off
the tree.

The Draka all dropped their reins, and the horses froze into
well-trained immobility. Nervous, though, and sweating with it,
their eyes rolling at the scent of carnivore so close. Alfredo blew a



series of notes on his horn, and his brother rode among the dogs
snapping his whip. They milled, bellowing, then drew back with
a rush, standing in a clot with their muzzles raised toward the
tree. Discipline kept them motionless and quiet, but there was a
straining eagerness in their posture, and they shifted weight
from foot to foot as unconscious whines of frustration slipped
between their fangs.

Yolande worked her mouth, suddenly conscious of its
dry-dryness . The glade grew quiet; there was the soft
background surf-sound of air through the trees, and the
incongruously soothing rush of water into the pool, the small
noises of the horses and dogs, and for a moment the fading
echoes of Alfredo's horn. Gods, this is exciting, she thought. The
branches shook as the leopard moved restlessly, then settled, and
she could see its amber eyes peering through the leaves. Exciting.
Quiet outside, inside a torrent of feelings: pity for the dead
lionhound, awe and pity for the great deadly beast twenty meters
away. The peculiar combination of sorrow and deep happiness
she always felt hunting, but raised to a new level, an aliveness
that seemed to reach out to encompass every speck of dust in the
slanting beams of light, every movement of leaf and shadow. As if
she could track the bees by their humming, or know every rock
and crevice of the cliff...

"Fist fo' it," John said easily. He drew his binoculars
left-handed and focused. "Hooo, lordy, that's a big one. He-cat,
old an' mean. He not happy at all." Her brother laughed softly
with pure pleasure as he returned the glasses to their case at his
saddlebow. "Sprout, yo' first."

They both beat their left fists through the air, then opened
them simultaneously.

"Scissors beats paper, towhair," John said. "Miz Venders?"

"Myfwany," she corrected, raising her hand. "One, two,
three—"

The girl's hand came out closed: rock. The young man's was
scissors again; he swore good-naturedly.



"Yo' win, Myfwany. Remember, he'll come down fast; that's,
oh, thirty meters. Ten in the leap from the tree, then a couple
bounds to us. Got it?"

"Mmmmm-hm," the redhead said. There were two spots of
crimson high on her freckled cheeks as she kicked one leg over
the neck of her horse and slid down, then went to one knee. The
muzzle of the rifle stayed pointed half-down, and rock steady.
The breeding pairs for the Italian leopards had been imported in
the late '40s from the Atlas and Kayble mountains, and not
much hunted since; they would have little fear of men. Still, it
was possible this one knew what a gun meant; if nothing else, the
scientists used dart-guns for tagging specimens. She was equally
careful not to stare directly at their prey.

"Yo' next, sprout.”

Yolande brought her right leg over the low horn of her saddle,
rested her left hand behind her and eased herself down to the
ground. The springy turf gave beneath her boots; it was a long
way down, a fifteen-hand horse and a short person. She dropped
the reins, which meant "stand still" to a gun-trained mount, and
brought her Sherrinford to high port. Her brother waited a few
seconds and then dismounted, careful to make no abrupt
movements.

"Menchino," he said, in the same soft, conversational voice.
"Take yo' rifle, circle around and come up behind that tree. Don't
shoot less'n yo' has to. Iff'n yo' has to, don't hesitate."

"Grazie, Mastah," the serf said; some Draka might have sent
him up there unarmed. He drew his own plain single-shot
hunting weapon and dropped back to follow the edge of the trees
around the clearing and approach the maple from behind.

"Spread out," John continued. The two Draka fanned out
from Myfwany, leaving her directly facing the tree. Alfredo
snapped leashes to the collars of the lead dog and bitch, drawing
them to one side to anchor the pack. They could all hear the
leopard moving restlessly in the branches, a coughing grunt and
an occasional snarl, glimpses of patterned hide.



"Mastah, there's a cave back here," Menchino called from the
dense scrub at the base of the slope. The soil was thin there, but
the rock was damp with seepage and carried dense thorny
magquis, rock-rose and broom. "Sign and scat."”

"Lair," John called. "Ignore it." He waited until the huntsman
was well-positioned at the base of the tree. "Can yo' see him?"

"Yes." There was a tight quality to the serfs voice. "Jesu and
Maria, Mastah, he's a big one. Two and a half meters long, easy."

"Good. Now send him down."

Menchino shouted and began kicking the underbrush around
the base of the tree; he roared insults, waved his arms, skated
rocks out toward the thicker branches. Yolande wiped her hand
on her jacket and took a firmer grip on the rifle. To a cat, noise
and motion were threat; it would probably break forward. And
predators were more sensible than humans, they were dangerous
when cornered or where their young were concerned, but they
rarely attacked something except in self-defense or to eat.
Leopards were an exception sometimes, though... The serf fired
his rifle into the air; then she could hear the hasty sounds of his
reloading. Again.

That brought the cat out into the open, out along a
thigh-thick branch that had only a tuft of leaves at the end.
Flowing out, liquid metal in motion, then halting blinking in the
sun. The light seemed to catch fire on its coat, hot spotted gold
rippling like living metal, and the tawny pools of its eyes with the
pupils slitted against the sun. Wotan, it is a big one, she thought
delightedly. The North African breed were larger than the
sub-Saharan variety, but this was exceptional even so. An old
male, one ear chewed to a stump. Not a happy one, either; the
head was forward and the ears laid back,the tail lashing.
Menchino fired again, in to the upper branches of the tree, and
cut twigs pattered down.

That's decided him, Yolande thought, with a pins-and-needles
sensation that ran down to the small of her back. The long body
froze, tail extended and rigid, and then the haunches moved,
settling and gripping. She could see the muscles bunch,the claws



extend and dig in to the rough pale bark. The leopard screamed.

And leapt. An impossible distance out from the branch,
soaring as if in flight. Myfwany's rifle came up, seeming to drift
with deceptive calm of a motion that is fast but very smooth. The
muzzle halted, steady, and the flat crack of the heavy game
round broke the air with a startling suddenness. The yellow
grace recoiled in midair hitting the tall grass with an audible
thump; it thrashed, sending stalks and wildflowers and divots of
turf flying amid a wild squalling that set the horses shuddering
and the liondogs growling like thunder. Then it was up again,
flowing like swift water across the open ground, stretching and
bunching. Yolande brought her own weapon up, and saw the
fangs barred in the V of the backsight. Myfwany fired again, and
the predator seemed to stumble with a grunt, fall, sliding into
the ground shoulder-first, tumbling end-for-end, then lying still.
Time began again.

"Wait fo' it!" John called. They waited, in a moment that
seemed forever. Yolande met her friend's eyes, bright in a flushed
face, and felt a shock that seemed to run down to the pit of her
stomach.
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Myfwany glanced away. "He's not breathin'," she said, slightly
hoarse. Yolande looked at the leopard; it was smaller, somehow.
The eyes and mouth were open, the tongue lolling like a pink
flag; blood pooled out, and there were flies on it already. She
walked over to Myfwany, putting a hand on her shoulder, and
together they looked down at the dead leopard. It was a little
past its prime, marked with the scars of its prey and of mating
fights, but still sleek and strong. Triumph and a huge sorrow
mixed to make a feeling that was wholly pleasure; she took a
deep breath and let it out in a sigh, letting the moment pass with
it.

John came up and clapped Myfwany on the back. "Nice
shootin'," he said heartily." 'Cross the loins with the first round,
an' right through the lungs with the second," he continued,
pointing out the wounds with his toe. "Want to skin him out?"

"Nnnno," the redhead said, breaking open her rifle and letting
the spent brass tinkle down to ping on rock and bounce off the



warm skin of the cat. Loosening the sling, she hung it
muzzle-down across her back. "I'll water the horses, iffn yo' don't
mind."

The young man nodded, slung his own weapon and drew the
long clip-pointed Jamieson from its sheath along his leg. The
honed edge glinted in the morning sunlight, a line of silver along
the blackened steel of the narrow blade.

"Alfredo, give me a hand," he said, kneeling and holding the
hilt in his mouth while he rolled back the sleeves of his hunting
jacket.

Yolande let the barrel of her rifle fall back onto her right
shoulder, reaching left-handed for the reins of her mount
Myfwany collected the other four, soothing them with words and
a firm stroking hand on nose and neck, leading them carefully
around the bloody bodies of dog and leopard. They shied slightly
at the smell as they passed, then quieted a little; the wind was
from the hillside, and she thought it must still carry the dead
cat's scent, if it had been denning here. She gathered the reins
and pulled her horse's head around, following her friend.

"Masta! Look out!" Menchino shouted.

She looked up, and for a second perception warred with
knowledge; the leopard was dead, but a leopard was charging
toward her from the shrub beyond the pool. Running in long low
bounds, the tail swinging to balance it, fluid and sure. Menchino
fired from above, and his bullet kicked dust and spanged off
stone by the animal's side. It swerved slightly, the platter-sized
feet spreading and gripping in automatic adjustment; swerved
toward Myfwany. The horses were rearing and neighing.
Myfwany's hand was tangled in their reins; she was fighting to
free it, clawing with her other for the pistol by her side. Alfredo's
rifle was still in its scabbard on his saddle; John's was across his
back, and his hands busy with the skinning.

Yolande felt the reins burn through her left palm. The
Sherrinford's muzzle came forward as she yanked at the stock
with her right hand, but slowly, so slowly, caught in air thick as
honey. Only the leopard was moving at normal speed, the bounds



lengthening. Myfwany's face was chalk-pale, the green eyes
enormous. Slap and the forestock of her rifle hit her palm, hold
the breath squeeze the trigger. Bam! and recoil hammered at her
shoulder, another spurt of dust by the cat's forefeet, and now it
was rising in the final leap, head high, Yolande let the muzzle
drop again straight-on shot ran through her head and bam!

Then she was running toward the tangled figures on the
ground, rifle held high by the barrel, shouting wordlessly. She
swore as she ran, every muscle tensing for the single blow, then
froze. The leopard was not moving, but neither was Myfwany...
Yolande dropped the rifle heedlessly, buried her hands in the
cat's ruff and strained backward, heaving at a limp unresisting
weight that was like a roll of damp canvas; the animal's bones
and sinew moved in their natural courses, but flopping loose
without a directing mind, hampering. She heaved it half off the
other girl and dropped to her knees, hands smoothing

blood-matted hair back from blood-slicked skin.

"Myfwany !;" she said frantically. "Oh, gods, Myfwany, are yo'
all right, please be all right, I tried, oh please, I love yo', please!"

" Phffth," Myfwany said, spitting blood to one side. The
matted lashes fluttered open. "It's—pfhth—not my blood, an' get
this thing off me!" She kicked and shoved, freeing herself, then
sat up and caught at Yolande's shoulders. "And I love yo', too."
Suddenly they were laughing, embracing, with kisses that tasted
of rank blood and fear and joy.
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"Touchin'," John said, dryly and a trifle breathlessly. The girls
broke apart and rose, leaning on each other. Yolande's brother
heaved the animal over on its back. "Female, nursin'." The teats
along its belly were enlarged. "In through the lung, an' a perfect
heart-shot," he continued. "Dead in the air."

Myfwany gripped Yolande harder, and gave way to a single
deep shudder. "Felt like someone fired it at me like a cannonball,
an' it was sprayin' blood."

Yolande felt her stomach knot with fear-nausea, and pushed it
down; there had been no time before, and now it would be
foolish. She slipped her arm down to rest around Myfwany's



waist, unwilling to break contact, unwilling to let go the concrete
feeling of life.

"Bet there's kits in that-there cave," she said.

The leopard cub mewled, and Machiavelli danced back from
the box that held his fascinated regard, hissed, then turned tail
and bolted up the tower stairs. Yolande heard Myfwany laugh,
and gripped harder at the stone of the balustrade, biting at her
lip and choking back a sob.

"Sweet, what is it?" Myfwany asked.

Yolande turned, to see her framed by the opened French doors
of the lounging room; behind her the servants were scurrying
out. The afternoon wind blew up from the gardens, cuffing with
warm soft hands at red hair still damp and dark from the baths,
plastering the thin cloth of the robe to her body.

"I—" she breathed deeply, winning back control. Her head felt
light, only vaguely connected to the rest of her. "I just realized
again, yo' might have died, Myfwany. Yo' might be gone, right
now."

"So." The other smiled, warm and fond; then her expression
grew serious, and she stretched out her hands toward the other,
palms up. "Come to me. I'm here."

The cub was looking doubtfully at the bottle. Yolande looked
up from fastening her eardrops as it hissed.

"Come on, eat, yo' little moron!" Myfwany said, pushing the
bottle toward the spotted form. It tumbled backward in the
blankets, crowding toward the back of the improvised cage the
plantation carpenter had knocked together for them. The huge
amber eyes were opened wide, and it made a pathetic gesture of
menace with the too-large paws.



"Oh, the poor thing!" That was Sofia, Myfwany's maid. She
reached toward the leopard and yanked her hand back, sucking
at the scratches and spitting curses in Sicilian.

"Here," Yolande said, laughing. She picked up the comforter
from the rumpled sheets of her bed and threw it over the cub,
then clamped the wriggling form through the thick fabric while
the others tucked it into a bundle.

"Now, let's get the head free... right. Give me the bottle
darlin'..." The cub was glaring and hissing again; she waited
until it quieted a little, then dribbled milk on its muzzle. It
squalled, but licked its fur as well, and she could almost see it
pause mentally at the warm almost-familiar taste. "There, little
tiger, that's bettah, isn't it?" Yolande moved the rubber teat
closer, then gently brushed it against the cub's lips. It hesitated,
then began to suck strongly; she let it feed for a moment, then
brought the fingers of her other hand close enough for it to smell,
rubbing along its jaw.

"Lele, Sofia, that's how y'all does it," she said. "Ready to go
down to dinner, darlin'?"

"Sholy, love," Myfwany replied. The word was still new enough
to send a stab of pleasure. "How do I look?" She stood and
turned, holding out her arms.

They were both dressed in evening wear, the neogrecian
gowns that had been standard formal dress for Citizen women
since the Classic Revival a century and more ago. The draped
and folded chiton still felt a little strange; children did not wear
such. The right shoulder was bare, and the end-fold hung over
the left elbow. Myfwany's was a warm bronze color, edged in a
turquoise that matched her eyes. Yolande had decided to stick
with ivory-cream; ash-blonds tended to look washed-out in
anything lighter.

"Yo' look wonderful," Yolande said, running her fingers gently
down the other's neck. "Ready to face the music?"



"I didn't know yo' meant it literally," Myfwany said.

Dinner was indoors today, it being still a little cold for dining
on the terrace after sunset. The two girls had halted in the
corridor outside the lounge where the family gathered before the
evening meal, and they could hear the sound of harp and flute
through the tall carved-ebony doors.

"Oh, yo'," Yolande said. Then: "Oh, yo'." She made a few
last-minute adjustments to the hairpin in the psyche-knot above
her left ear. "I'm nervous. I mean, I feel, yo' know, different.”

"Love, yo' didn't have a big 'V fo' 'virgin' stamped on y'
forehead, anyhows." Myfwany smiled heavy-lidded, and leaned
forward to plant a gentle kiss on the skin between Yolande's
breasts, above the drape of her gown. "Besides, it's only fifty

percent deflowerin'.

"No fair, I cain't grab when we're all dressed up!" Yolande
whispered, then chuckled.

"What's so funny?"

"Well... It wasn't like I expected. I mean, I knew it was a
pleasure, everyone's always goin' on about it, but I didn't expect
it to be so much, oh, fun. Like a tickle-fight, hey? An'I feel so
much bettah."

Myfwany joined in her laughter. "I think that depends on who,
sweet," she said, and held out a hand. "Shall we go in?" Yolande
took the hand in both of hers. "Myfwany, I want yo' to know
something. As long as our names are spoken together, I'll never
do anythin' to make yo' ashamed of me."

"Nor will I," Myfwany said, equally grave. They linked arms
and turned.

The door swung open easily with a hand-push against one of
the silver lion's heads that studded the night-black Calamander
wood, into a space more dimly lit than the corridor. The room
within was a long L-shape; the inner wall held bookshelves and a
huge fireplace, the outer Flemish tapestries between tall



windows. Cedar logs burned with an aromatic crackle, their light
ruddy on the couches, settees, and low tables. The serf musicians
were gathered unobtrusively in a corner, the Draka grouped
around the hearth: her father and mother and brother, of course,
and Aunt Alicia; her friends from school; the three overseers.
This was a semi-formal occasion, to celebrate the successful
hunt.

"Greetin's," her father said with a slight bow, raising his
brandy-snifter. "Honor to our leopard-killers." He was smiling,
but there was real pride in the gesture.

Yolande nodded back to the stocky figure in the dark velvet
jacket and lace cravat, feeling a rush of love. The others raised a
polite murmur and joined the toast before resuming their
conversations. A housegirl brought round a tray of aperitifs, and
the girls accepted glasses of chilled white wine with their free
hands as they joined the loose grouping around the fire. She
sipped, marveling at the tart refreshing taste, the sensual
pleasure of fire-warmth on her skin; everything seemed new,
everyone sharing her joy.

"Congratulations again," John said, taking a wafer dabbed
with beluga from a passing servant. He looked at their linked
hands. "On all counts."

Her mother looked up from a lounger; she had been talking to
Rahksan, who sat beside her on a stool working listlessly at her
inevitable embroidery.

"Well, here's a cat that's found its way into the dairy," she said
dryly. "Took long enough."

"Mother,"” Yolande said, with a sound halfway between
affection and exasperation.

Veronica had been leaning against the mantelpiece. "An'
about time," she added, grinning.

Myfwany leaned closer to give Yolande a loss on the cheek.
"My sentiments exactly," she said aloud. In a whisper: "They just
teasin', sweet."



"Don't I know it," Yolande replied, and realized that this time
at least she did not mind; her heart knew as well as her head did
that the words were without intent to hurt. Today nothing could
diminish happiness, except the knowledge that today must end.

She looked down at Rahksan; the serfs face was drawn tight
around the eyes and mouth, a look of suffering. Poor Tantie. She
gave her friend's arm a squeeze.

Just a second, love," she murmured, then crossed to sit on the
lounger. "Y'all right, Tantie?" she asked softly, putting a hand on
her shoulder. The official story was that Rahksan had been
attacked, which would account for her being shaken. The Draka
girl grimaced mentally at the memory of the scene in the stable,
then put it aside with adolescent ruthlessness; nothing seemed
strong enough to cast a shadow on the changing of her life.
"Anythin' I can do fo yo'?"

"No, thank y' kindly, Mistis 'Landa," Rahksan said. Some life
returned to her face, and she reached up to pat the girl's hand. "I
jes' need a little time, is all."”

"Which reminds me, time fo' an announcement,”" Johanna
said casually. "In recognition of his quick and decisive action,
Rahksan's son Ah' is bein' recommended as a candidate fo' State
service, an' will be leaving in two months fo' preliminary testin'
at the Janissary base in Nova Cartago."

There were raised eyebrows among some of the Draka. The
number of recruits needed was limited in these days of peace,
and there was fierce competition for the available slots among
the one and a half billion of the serf population.
Recommendation was a privilege usually only given to
exceptionally deserving cases, and Ali had been notorious as a
troublemaker, aside from this latest incident. Of course, the
Janissaries were not house serfs or field-hands, and qualities
which made a man unsatisfactory on a plantation could be
valuable in the armed services...

Rahksan nodded deferentially to the congratulations,
murmuring thanks. "I jes' hope he do well, Mistis," she said to
Johanna. "He never goin' be happy here, that sure. Maybeso this



the makin' of him." She blinked, her lashes wet. "But I don' see
much of him now, that sure too."

"Hey, don' be sad, Tantie," Yolande said, concerned. "He get
leave now an' then, yo' sees him as often as Ma sees me or
Edwina or Dionysia or John."

A sigh. "That true." The Afghan smiled, wearily but with
genuine warmth. "Congratulations fo' yaz an'y' friend, Mistis
'Landa. Good to see m'other chile's growin' strong an' happy."

"Thank yo', Tantie," Yolande said, touched.

Her mother reached out a finger and touched Rahksan's
cheek, taking up a teardrop. "Speakin'of children, why don't yo'
go an' talk to y' boy some, Rahksi?" Johanna looked up to meet
her husband's eye; he nodded slightly, smiling. "See yo' later this

rn

evenin'.

The Landholders and their guests walked through into the
dining room—one of the smaller ones; there would be no point in
eight people losing themselves in the halls meant for
entertainment. This was spacious enough but cozy, a round
rosewood table and sideboards; the white linen and burnished
silverware shone beneath the chandelier, and the housegirls were
laying out the appetizers: smoked salmon and foie gras and
oysters nestling in beds of crushed ice. Yolande found herself and
Myfwany seated to the right of her parents, the senior positions.
The smells suddenly made her mouth water; it had been a long
day, and she had skipped lunch.

"My, that looks good," she said, as the serf laid salmon and
capers on her plate. Another poured the first wine, a Valpolicella
the color of straw. She sniffed, sipped.

"Fifteen an' hollow legs," Johanna said. "Children... Oh,
speakin' of which, Tom an' I have anothah announcement." She
reached across and took her husband's hand. "We're havin' some

mo.

Yolande choked on her wine. Myfwany thumped her back, but
she could still hear John's glass hit the table with a heavy chunk



as she coughed.

"Yo' what, ma?" she gasped. She was the youngest of the four,
and had had fifteen years of hearing Johanna's fervid relief that
that particular duty to the Race was complete.

"Loki yo' say!" her brother added, with a snort. "That's a
surprise."

Her father laughed, deep and rich. "Soul of the White Christ,
everyone's Methuselah to their offspring,” he said leaning back
and grinning at their discomfiture. "Frig and Freya, boy, yo'
goin' so slow on the grandchildren, we thought we'd show yo'
how."

"An' we're not exactly too old yet,” Johanna said, raising a
brow. Then, relenting: "Yo' youngsters do tease easy. Oh, we not
doin' it personal; that would be too risky at my age, certain-sure.
Not to mention barbaric an' uncomfortable. We had a couple
dozen frozen ova stored by the Eugenics people, just goin' have
them warmed up and borne by host-mothers, brooders. Finally
they figured a way of havin' the unpleasant part done by the
serfs." A bland look at Yolande. "Provided yo' approves, of
course."

"Certai— Oh, mother," Yolande said, casting an appealing eye
at her friends. It was bad enough being teased by your
contemporaries, but parents were much worse. She saw
suppressed laughter, as her schoolmates examined their plates
or the ceiling.

"It'll be nice to have babies around again," she said. That was
true enough; babies were even more fun than kittens. "An'
they're no bother, after all.”

"Sho'ly will be nice," Johanna agreed, nodding. "The Eugenics
people talkin' about improvements, as well. Now, about the party
next week—"



CHAPTER FIVE

DATE: 07/06/67

FROM: Techspec IV Camot Alden
Virunga Biocontrol Institute
Project (Classified)

West Rift Province

TO: Techspec VIII Carmen Fougard
Archona University
Biocontrol Department
Archona Province

RE: Project (Classified)
Viral Coding Subsection
Ituri Retro-66b6-03

[Technical data deleted by order of Security Directorate.]

... and I tell you, Cammie, when I saw the specs on that virus I
nearly fainted, and then I nearly heaved my breakfast Damnedest
retro-virus complex you ever saw—even managed to work its way
into the lymphatic matter. Dormancy period—you won't believe
this—up to ten years! The wild version would just rip the shit out
of a human immune system; anyone who got it would be wide
open for opportunistic infections. From the anthro evidence and
the analysis of cognate primate carriers (green monkeys, mainly)
I'd say it crossed over into the Ituri population Just about eighty
to a hundred years ago. I'll be fucked if I know how, you'd need
some sort of blood exchange, or body fluids at least.
Human-human transmission would be easier, not pneumatic or
contact but sex would do it. Possibly even an insect vector. The
thing that gives me nightmares is the thought that it might have
broken out into the general population when we swept the blacks
there out into the compounds. They were just starting to do
blood transfusions In the 1880s, so we might have got it and



back then they'd have had no earthly prayer of beating it they
couldn't even have identified it. Could have been the Black Death
all over again. The gods' own luck most of those went into
destructive-labor camps.

Of course, it's lucky some survived in the Ituri pygmies, too.
Anyway, its given us a ten-year jump on the SD project This is
the perfect source of our basic viral carrier—particularly since
there are direct neurological effects. Once you finish tweaking
this, it'll be like a ripe fig stuffed with botulism.

Biopsych Warfare: An Interdisciplinary Approach
by Professor Colin Demoreaux von Sternheim
Archona University Press, Archona

2004

PROVINCE OF SARMATIA
DOMINATION OF THE DRAKA
CRIMEAN MILITARY RESERVE
AIR TRAINING SECTION
15,000 METERS

MARCH 10, 1973

"Beep. Beep. Beep." The missile lock-on warning repeated
itself with idiot persistence, a drone in the silenced cave-world of
the pilot's helmet, sharper than the subliminal moan of the
engines.

"Shit," Yolande muttered to herself, throwing the aircraft into
a series of wild jinks and swerves, just enough to keep the beeps
from merging into the continuous drone of launch.

She was half-reclining in the narrow cockpit of the Falcon VI
turboram fighter, immobile in a hydraulic suit that cushioned
her against acceleration and a clamshell couch that left nothing
mobile but fingers and head. The sky above her was blue-black
through the near-invisible canopy, here on the fringes of space;
ahead was the smooth semicircle of crystal-sandwich screen, the
virtual control panel with its multiple information displays.



Mach 3.5 and climbing, and nothing on the fucking screens,
nothing at all.

It was a testing exercise, another name for sadistic mental
torture. They might have programmed an error into her
machine. Or simply cut the input from its electrodetectors; it
was resentfully acknowledged that the Alliance was ahead in
ECM and sensor-technology, and this could be a test of how she
would deal with that in combat. Her lips curled away from her
teeth behind the facemask. The Domination was not behind in
engines and materiels, so use that...

Her hands moved on the pressure-sensitive pads inside the
restrainers. The Falcon pitched forward and power-dove,
straight down. Something soft and heavy and strong gripped her
and pushed, pushed until she could feel the soft tissues trying to
spread away from her bones and gray crept in at the corners of
her eyes. The suit squeezed, fighting the G's and pressing the
blood back toward her brain, but nothing could make it easier to
breathe or stop the feeling that her ribs were about to break
back into her chest. Mach 4, and the altimeter unreeled; 15,000
meters was not far at these speeds. The indicator hesitated in its
maddening beep, then resumed.

"Now!" she yelled to herself, and yanked at the pads, pulling
the Falcon up in a wrenching curve that stressed it to ten tenths
of capacity. The pressure grew worse, crushing, vision fading,
hands immobile but the AI would continue the curve, hold
Wotandammit hold don't grayout not now you stupid cow—
The red telltales blinked back to amber; Mach 3.8, 6,000 meters,
half the altitude gone in seconds. The orthodox maneuver, and
not good enough, the lock-on was still sounding and altitude was
so much easier to lose than regain. Airbrakes. Dump velocity,
emergency mode, cycle the vent. The high-pitched roar of the
ramjet faltered, stopped.

The airplane shuddered, thrumming, rattling her teeth,
ramming her body forward against the clamshell as it slowed,;
not as good a fit as a body-tailored squadron unit would be.
Might be, if she passed. Her mind drew a picture of how it would
look from outside: the long oval of the fighter's fuselage, the



stubby forward-swept wings, edges flexing and thuttering as the
spoilers popped open along the trailing edge.

Far below serfs in the plantations of the Kuban valley paused
for an instant at the flash of silver overhead, the rolling
crack-crack as the fighters passed, then bent again to the
immemorial rhythm of their hoes; it was a familiar thing, and
the bossboys were watching.

Mach 1 and dropping. Lost him—shitshitshit! The scanning
warning started up again, the beeps coming closer and closer
together. The rubber taste of the mouthpiece was bitter against
her tongue; he must be close now, very close. Still nothing on the
detectors.

"Override stops," she said. The computer acknowledged with
a patterned light, releasing its control of maneuvers that
threatened the integrity of the aircraft. Threatened to leave me
as long greasy smear on the landscape, she thought, and pushed
it away.

Fingers moved, like an artist's on the piano.
Left-two-right-one-one. Fractional seconds, time floating by so
calm, so leisurely. Touch, touch, crack the vent and bleed air into
the turbines for low-altitude boost. Bring the vectored-thrust
louvers online, still closed. Now.

The fighter flipped up, presenting its belly to the axis of flight.
In the same moment the underside jets cut in, superheated air
pumping out like retrorocket thrust. Shock struck, like hitting a
brick wall, and this time she did grayout, felt the jolt of the
medicomp pushing stimulant into her veins. Something in the
airframe pinged audibly, and a warning light began strobing
crimson.

And something flashed by outside, above, a streak from one
side of the sky to the other. "Eeeeeeeeeeeechaaaaaaa!” she
shrieked exultantly, and pushed at the throttle. Speed crawled
back up, then the ram cut in, building to maximum thrust, and
the giant was back on her chest. Too low for optimum burn, too
rich a mixture, the ramjet sound was wrong, thready. But the
enemy was on her screens now, the thermal signature of a



ramscoop engine centered in the weapons section. He had still
been declerating when she did the kick-up; Yolande's Falcon
must have disappeared from his board as if teleported out.

The release of tension was like neat brandy on an empty
stomach, like orgasm after a long teasing tumble.

"Die, yo' shit, fuckin' die!" she screamed happily. Closing,
closing; the rearward sensors were less powerful than the ones in
the nose, and her own ECM would help. Visual range, nothing
fooled the ol Eyeball Mark I, they were both accelerating fast but
she had the edge. A touch and the gunsight sprang out on the
weapons screen, with the green blips at the lower corners; a
Falcon had two 3omm Gatlings at the wing-roots, a concession
to the dogfighting days. Not going to give him a lock-on
warning, she thought. Closer still, and she remembered her
mother's advice: an ace is someone who climbs right up the
enemy's asshole before they shoot.

He dodged, too late and too point-blank now. Her fingers
danced on the pads, and the slim form of the fighter was one
with her, dancing in sky. The triple line of the vents filled the
sight, and she fired. Ping-ping-ping, and the computer stitched
a line of hitmarks across the instructor's fuselage; his own
machine went rock-steady and began a careful circle back to
base, sign that the Al had acknowledged defeat and taken
control for landing. Yolande pulled her own plane back and drove
for the upper levels.

She was halfway through the second victory roll when the
weakened tail-vanes blew.

"That was without any shadow of doubt, the most stupid,
arrogant, purely moronic thing yo've done, in a course of study
marked by mo' than its share of fuckups, Ingolfsson."

Yolande swallowed. The ejection had produced instant
unconsciousness; the next thing she remembered was the
murmur of Russian as the fieldhands lifted her out of the pod,



their broad weathered faces whirling against a nauseatingly
mobile sky. A day in the infirmary had taken the worst of the
sting and ache away, but her neck still felt as if it had been
wrenched all the way around twice and every vertebra in her
back seemed to have been squashed into its neighbor. The
medicomp weighing down her right forearm clicked and
dribbled something into her veins, and the pain behind her eyes
eased—the physical pain. Her stomach twisted, and she could
taste acid at the back of her throat. Clammy sweat ran down her
flanks from the armpits, and the light fabric of her garrison
blacks was a clinging burden.

"Yes, ma'am," she said, bracing to attention and staring over
the head of the seated Chief Instructor; she fixed her eyes on the
crossed flags behind the desk. The national Sag, the Drakon, a
crimson bat-winged dragon on a black background, clutching
the slave- fetter of mastery and the sword of death in its claws, a
green-silver-gold sunburst on the shield across its chest. The Air
Corps banner, the skull of an eagle in a circle of gold on black,
with flames in its eye-sockets.

The Chief Instructor's office was a plain white room in what
had once been the Livadiya Palace, here in Yalta, looking out
over the garden and with a view down to the Black Sea. The
Livadiya was more than a century old, once a resort for Russian
nobles. The time of the Czars had passed, and it had been a
playground for the more exalted of the Soviet nomenklatura. The
Eurasian War came, and now for thirty years the Crimean
peninsula had been a training reserve of the Directorate of War.

"Well, have yo' anythin' mo' to say fo' y' self?" Merarch
Corinne Monragon was a small woman, no taller than Yolande;
in her fifties, with an ugly beak nose and a receding chin and
gray hair streaked with an indeterminate mousy color. There
was an impressive array of ribbons over the left breast of her
garrison blacks: the Flying Cross, for more than six confirmed
kills in air-to-air combat, and the Anti-Partisan medal.

Freya, not a washout. Disgrace, at this stage. Everyone
carefully avoiding talking about it, not-friends commiserating.
Two years driving some lumbering gun-truck groundstrike



monstrosity with damn-all chance of space training. No chance
of being posted to the same base as Myfwany. Black edged in
around her sight.

"Ah..." Yolande pulled on her training, clamping inwardly on
the tremors that threatened to make her voice shake. Her face
was expressionless, save for the beads of moisture along her
hairline, and that could have been the crash-trauma. The
windows behind the big desk were slightly open on a pale winter
noon gray with cloud, and chill damp air cuffed at the heavy silk
of the banners, slid across her face.

"Ah, I won, ma'am."

The officer sighed and touched a screen on the desk before
her. "Records, Ingolfsson, Yolande, pilot-trainee." She examined
it in silence for a moment, then looked up.

"There is that, Ingolfsson. There is also this." Her hand tapped
the screen. "Which contains good news an' bad, apart from the
good-to-passable academics." She folded her fingers and leaned
forward, the nose with its pearl stud like the beak of a bird of
prey. "The good is that when yo' good, yo' very, very good indeed;
a shit-eatin', bird-stompin' wonder of a pilot." The merarch's
voice rose slightly. "And when yo' bad, yo'is fuckin awful!"

Another sigh. "So this time, yo' suckered the best
pilot-instructor we got. Wonderful. Then yo' turned a
1,750,000-auric trainer into a large, smokin' hole in a cherry
orchard outside o' Krasnodar by doin' acrobatics—just didn't
notice the air-frame alarm, eh? We have an enemy to shoot
down our aircraft, Ingolfsson, but yo've decided they don't
deserve the privilege, eh? Well."

Wotan, Yolande thought, impressed despite herself. That was
half the price of a fully-stocked plantation. Some imp of the
perverse spoke in her ear: They aren't going to dock it out of my
pay, are they, ma'am?

The instructor took a deep breath. "Well, yo' application fo'
scramjet or deep-space trainin' is, of course, denied." Those
postings were reserved for people with squadron experience.



"I suspect if it weren't fo' yo' friend Venders's steadyin'
influence, yo'd have washed out into ground-support work, or
even the infantry, a while ago." A pause which grew long. The
five friends who had entered pilot-selection training were down
to three now; Muriel and Veronica had transferred out. "As it is,
yo've made it. Just. Barely. See the adjutant fo' yo' orders; the
usual two months' leave, then report fo' squadron service."

"Yes, ma'am!" Yolande threw a cracking salute, right fist to
chest. Calm. Why do I feel so calm?

"An' Ingolfsson?"
"Ma'am?"

"Flyin' fighters isn't a game, Ingolfsson. I know there's a killer
instinct somewheres inside of yo'; find it. Or it may turn out to
be avery good thing fo' the Race that we have a deposit of yo'
frozen ova, understand?" She rose and came around the table.
"Congratulations," she said, and they exchanged the wrist-grip
Draka handshake. In her other hand was a box with Pilot's
rank-tabs.

"Thank yo', ma'am."” The ruby bars clipped onto the epaulets,
and she tucked the old silver cadet's pins into a pocket of the
tunic. Yolande forced her face to graveness as she pulled the
peak-billed cap from her shoulder strap, unfolded it, and settled
it home on the regulation recruit's inch-long haircut.

Now I can grow it long enough to comb, she thought
gleefully, as she did a smart about-face and marched into the
outer office, past the desks and the gray-uniformed serf
Auxiliaries. Out into the corridor, past the two motionless
Janissaries, like giant insects in segmented impact-armor and
visored sensor helmets. She looked down; her hands were
shaking. I didn't even notice, she thought. She concentrated a
moment; the floating feeling at the back of her skull diminished.
Down the arched colonnade, thin rain falling on tiles and potted
trees on her left, bas-reliefs of the Eurasian War on her right
through more offices, into a waiting room.

Her pace picked up as she saw Mandy and Myfwany, turned



to a jog as they saw her grin and wave. Then she was running,
dodging tables and people in uniform, and flinging herself into
the air, heedless of the jar to her bruises.

"Wuff!" Myfwany caught her in midleap, Yolande wound her
legs tight around her friend's waist and propped her elbows on
the hard muscle of her shoulders. "Why, Cadet Ingohsson,
someone might think yo'd had good news."

Yolande clasped hands behind the redhead, as close-shaven as
her own, and kissed her. It turned long and passionate, until she
felt herself as breathless as in a high-G turn, lost in touch and
scent and taste. Taste of salt, as two tears slid down her cheeks
to the meeting of their lips. She turned her head aside and
buried it in the collar of the other's uniform.

"Yo' hurtin', love?" Myfwany whispered into her ear.
"No. Happy. Well be together." Her hug turned fierce.

"Oh, moo," Mandy said. "Y'all are always at it. Good news, yo'
make out. Bad news, yo' make out. Nothin' else to do, yo' make
out. C'mon fellas, we've all gotten through Selection, let's go
celebrate.”

Yolande unlocked her legs and slid down to stand. "Well," she
said huskily, smiling up into Myfwany's turquoise-green eyes.
"Myfwany an' I could celebrate by goin' back to our room an'
fuckin' our brains out—oof." She broke off as the blond jabbed
her under the ribs with her fingertips.

Myfwany laughed. "Do we complain at the boys y' always
draggin' in?" she said.

"No, y' all steal 'em," Mandy said.

"That's not fair, we just borrowed a few; they are reusable, yo'
knows," Myfwany replied. "Anyways, yo' know what they say:
"Men fo' amusement, women fo' pleasure, cucumbers fo'

ecstasy."

Yolande sighed, closed her eyes, and leaned into her friend's



side; they were just the right height for that, about a handspan's
difference. As far as she was concerned, Mandy could keep the
men—it was as often uncomfortable as enjoyable—but she
supposed Myfwany was right, you had to broaden your
experience. I guess I'm just a prude, she thought regretfully. For
that matter, she didn't much like sleeping with serfs, either; it
was always difficult to tell whether they really wanted to, and if
they didn't why bother?

"There's always the Flamingo Feather," Mandy said.

The Crimea had been taken by amphibious assault in the fall
of '42, early in the War, and had become a major base area for
the drive west, since the harbors had fallen relatively intact.
Between the Germans and the Draka and the general chaos,
there had been little of the native population left; when the
European section of the Eurasian War wound down in '45, it had
seemed sensible to make it a military reservation, and the
remaining locals were moved out to provide labor on the wheat
plantations of the Ukraine. There were mountains, plains,
seashore, forest, and steppe, a reasonable facsimile of a
Mediterranean climate along the southern shore for barracks,
and every other type of weather and terrain within easy reach.
Recruit-training became the major occupation as the settlement
of the lands west of the Volga proceeded, and the Citizen
population built up.

So the Crimea was not really part of the Province of Sarmatia;
not really of any specific location. It was Army, an island in the
archipelago, a way-station in the Domination's largest
institution, and a cog in the slaughterous efficiency that had
conquered two-thirds of the human race. That meant more than
barracks and armories.

"Hoppin' tonight," Mandy said, as they pushed through the
bead curtain. The Flamingo Feather was an aviator's hangout, a
dozen linked public rooms with the usual facilities, palaestra and
baths and bedrooms.



"Everybody glad to be off restriction," Myfwany replied. Few
Draka used enough of anything to endanger their health; it was
stupid, and illegal besides. Pilot-trainees were on an altogether
stricter regimen, enforced by the medical monitors they wore at
all times; there were even restrictions on sex, leading to a good
deal of resentful graffiti about the Orgasm Police.

Yolande looked down on the sunken room. There was a haze of
blue smoke under the rooftop lights, a little tobacco,
considerably more Kenia Crown ganja. Tables scattered around
the edges, a dais for the musicians and singer; dancers going
through their paces in the center. Big murals on the walls,
holograph-copies. She recognized one: it had been done by her
mother's uncle's daughter Tanya, who had been a cohortarch in
the Archonal Guard until '45. Gray shattered buildings under
gray sky, with a column of tanks going through, mud squelching
up from under their treads. Hond III, mid-Eurasian War models.
The hatches were open, and the Draka crews showed
head-and-shoulders out of the turrets. Wrapped and muffled
against the cold, looking with a weary and disgusted boredom at
the skeletal corpses lying rat-gnawed along the avenue.

"Euugh," she said, as they handed their rain-cloaks to the serf
and walked down the stairs. She had seen her share of
bodies—Draka children were taken to public executions fairly
early to cure them of squeamishness—but this was just purely
ugly. "I like that one bettah." The other side was a picture-holo A
tropical beach, palm-fringed, backed by jade-green sugarcane
and dark-green mountains beyond; the sun was setting over a
stretch of purple sea speckled with white foam-crests, in a
riotous banner of clouds in cream, gold, and rose. "Nosy-Be, isn't
it?"

They found an unoccupied table in a nook, settled back in
against the cushioned settees. The attendants had seen their
new-minted Pilot's bars; this was Graduation Week, after all. A
bucket of ice with a bottle of champagne appeared, and
finger-food, grilled spiced prawns and crawfish.

"I think so," Myfwany said. "Which raises the interestin'
point, where do we go after the Great Escape?" The next two



months would be the longest leave they would have before they
mustered-out on their twenty-second birthdays.

Yolande halted with the glass halfway to her lips and set it
down again on the smooth stone of the table. "It's real," she said
dazedly. "It just hit me, we're adults.”" Her eyes were wide, and
she felt a slight tug of alarm. The speeches and parades would
come later that week, but it was official enough NOW. "We can...
oh, we can vote. Get elected Archon."

She took a gulp of the wine, then slowed down as the chill
piquant sweetness hit her mouth.

"Watch the sacrilege there, that's Old Klik," Myfwany said,
and took up the game as she sipped at her own. "Or we can get
called out in a duel. At least while we're not Active Service."

"Apply fo' a land-grant. Or get married," Mandy said,
propping her chin on a hand with a distant look.

The other two exchanged glances; their friend had been
getting an awful lot of letters from Yolande's brother John. It was
a bit May-September, but the difference in ages mattered less as
they grew older.

"Well, not much point in that," Yolande said. "Yo've got to live
in barracks fo' the next twenty-six months at least. Not really
practical to have children, either."

"Oh, I don't know," Myfwany said. "Use a brooder fo' the
children. These days, no need to incubate yo' own eggs. But it's
true there's no point in marryin' until yo' can set up house
together; I wouldn't consider it fo' another three, five years,
myself."

Yolande felt a chill that ran down her spine and settled under
her ribcage. With too-familiar effort of will she shoved it aside
and sprang up. "C'mon, love, let's dance," she said.
"Shadowdance."

Myfwany grinned back at her, the strong-boned young face
the most beautiful thing in the world. "Sure, sweet," she said.



They rose and threaded their way hand-in-hand to the dance
floor, their soft boots rutching on the tessellated mosaic of the
surface. The band were just setting up for a new number:
Hungarian Gypsies by their look, and in native costume, playing
violin and flute and czembalom, something like a
hammer-dulcimer. Except as horse-handlers, Gypsies made poor
workers, but they were fine entertainers and the leisure
industries had bought up a good many of them. The lights
dimmed. The music began low and sweet, with a swinging hit;
then it grew wilder, sorrowful, and with a hint of dark empty
places and wind through faded grass. The singer stepped up to
the edge of the dais and began a soft throaty lament; the hoop
earrings bobbed against the toffee-colored skin of her neck, and
the multicolored silk flounces of her dress glittered.

The two Draka stood face to face and extended their arms
until their hands touched, very lightly, at the fingertips.
Shadowdancing was a development of the martial arts, originally
a method of training in anticipating another's movements.
Yolande half-closed her eyes and let the music take her, the
gentle pressure on her fingertips, the whole-body sense of the
other. They turned, circling, swooping, bending, the lead passing
from Myfwany to Yolande and back with each dozen heartbeats.
She felt the boundaries of her self blur; motion was uncaused,
unthought, total control merging into total abandonment of will.
The tempo picked up, and they were whirling, leaping, then
suddenly slowing to half-time and a languorous drifting. It was a
pleasure halfway between flying and making love, and like both it
translated you outside yourself. They slowed almost to a halt,
palm against palm on either side of their faces, feet skimming
the tile with cat-soft precision.

The music stopped, and Yolande returned to herself with an
inner jerk, like walking down a step that wasn't there. Sensation
returned, and she knew she was breathing deeply, felt the prickle
of sweat on her skin. The other dancers had emptied a circle
around them, and a few were applauding. Myfwany was close
enough for her to watch the pupils contract from their
concentration-flare, close enough to smell the clean warm scent
of her body, like summer grass and fresh sheets.



"I watched you, not the teacher, all that long summer's noon
Though he taught Leonardo, with loving respect,

I was blinded by knowledge of where we'd be soon And my
eyes wandered dazed on the curve of your neck.

Oh, statues and portraits, now to me you're a part of my
golden Myfwany; kisses and art."”

AIRCAR

100 KM SOUTH OF NANTES

LOIRE DISTRICT, TOURAINE PROVINCE
DOMINATION OF THE DRAKA

APRIL 5,1973

Nantes in ten minutes, Yolande thought, banking the aircar
north toward the Loire estuary and beginning the descent.
Chateau Retour in another fifteen after that.

The little aircraft dipped smoothly; the whole top was set
transparent down to waist-height, crystal-sandwich luxury.
Poitou wheeled beneath them, broad squares of plowland and
vineyard and straight dusty roads, patterned with the shadows of
a few fleecy white clouds on this bright spring morning. She had
a temptation to swoop down and barnstorm—the aircar was as
responsive as a fighter at low altitude—but resisted it with a
caressing motion on the sidestick that waggled the wings.

She is a honey, the Draka thought happily. A six-seater
Bambara, Archona-made by Dos Santos Aerospatial. The very
latest, twin ceramic axial flow turbines, vectored-thrust VTOL,
variable-geometry wings that could fold right into the oval
fuselage. Supersonic, just barely, though she ate fuel like a stone
bitch if you tried to cruise above .9 Mach; obscenely comfortable
by comparison to any sort of military issue. The four rear seats
were recliners, swivel-mounted around a table-console and bar.
Myfwany's parents and hers had clubbed together to buy it for
them, as a graduation present.

Myrwany and she had spent the first month of their furlough



traveling in the Bambara. Money was no problem; they had the
basic Citizen stipend now, their pilot's pay, and their families
had put them on an adult's allowance from the joint enterprises,
about as much again. Yolande looked over her shoulder at her
lover, curled asleep on one of the rear seats with her hand under
one cheek. It had been like school holidays again, only better,
with nobody to tell them what to do. They had rented a little
island for a week. Sleeping during the hot days, watching
impossibly lurid sunsets, spearfishing, grilling their catch on the
long empty white beach while the surf hissed phosphorescent
under the huge soft stars, making love by moonlight and lying
entangled under the palms until dawn. Visiting distant relatives
had been fun, too: the parties and sports, the cities and
museums and galleries and plays. Giving each other
presents—Myfwany had found her a signed first edition of
Ravens in a Morning Sky in Damascus, and Yolande had dug up
a Muramachi blade someone had left in a dusty shop in
Shanghai.

The serf sitting behind her craned to see the semicircle of the
control panel, smiling a little uncertainly as the Draka caught
her eye. Jolene, dammit, remember the name, Yolande told
herself. Jolene had been their latest impulse-buy. They had
picked her up at an auction in Apollonaris, on the coast of
western Africa, two days ago. Yolande frowned a little; it had
been Myfwany's idea, and in her opinion it was a bit reckless just
to buy a serf like that. Ingolfssons did not sell their human
chattel except for gross and deliberate fault, which meant you
had to be careful.

Mind you, traveling from base to base, they would need at
least one literate bodyservant, someone in Category IV or V,
trained to handle communications equipment and secretarial
business. Jolene was well educated and beautifully trained,
creche reared and certified by Domarre & Ledermann, who
specialized in high-skilled and fancy items. Very pretty besides,
in a broad-nosed, high-cheeked Mandingo fashion—and pilots
had a certain status to maintain in their personal gear. Skin the
shade of ripe eggplant, almost purple-black, with natural
yellow-blond hair and eyes like hot brass, the result of some sport
of wandering genes. Yolande rather liked her; she was eager to



please without being fawning, glad to be in good hands, and
charmingly agog at seeing the world beyond the strait confines of
the creche.

"Nantes control, this is A7SD24, approachin’, requestin’
clearance fo' in-district release," the Draka said, touching the
smooth surface of the control panel. "Headin' upstream to
Chateau Retour plantation.”

"Is that—" the voice hesitated, as the ground-sensor
computers queried the machine's. "Greetings, Citizen." A French
accent, some serf technician. "Feeding clearance data for
approach routes; central control under two thousand meters."

"Ovah to Al," Yolande said, lifting her hand from the stick.
The aircraft turned east and then north to enter the in-city
approach path, sliding down an invisible line in the sky and
weaving its way among the busy low-level traffic over the Loire
estuary. A Bambara did not extend to that sort of computer, but
Nantes ground control would be handling it from here. She

nodded toward the other forward seat. "C'mon up front, iff'n yo'
like," she added.

"Thanks kindly, Mistis," Jolene said, sliding forward and
buttoning her blouse; she and Myfwany had been necking in a
desultory sort of way until a little while ago. Alertly, the serf
studied the controls. She was a Category V Literate, authorized
to operate powered vehicles, but this board was all-virtual,
touch-sensitive simulations of dials and screens, and that was
just now coming in for the top-line civilian market. "May I?"

At Yolande's nod, a slender black finger touched the upper
quadrant of the central screen. She ran through the menu
quickly until a map of Nantes appeared; then another of the
Loire valley as far east as Tours. A light flicked on the bank of the
river.

"This where we stayin', Mistis?"

"Fo' a few days. Meetin' my second cousin Alexandra an' my

rn

brothah John, a friend name of Mandy, family gatherin’',
Yolande said. "Then up east a ways, boar-hunt."



The aircar was slowing down to 500 kph and banking in for
the approach path; you could always tell when a computer was
flying... Jolene touched the screen again and hesitated until the
Draka signed permission with a flick of her wrist. The sale
contract from Domarre & Ledermann scrolled up.

"800 aurics?" Jolene said, disappointment in her voice. Ten
times what a prime unskilled laborer cost, but less than might be
expected for a special item like her.

"Notice," Yolande said, indicating two clauses. "We suckered
them. See, a buy-back option fo' yo', and a first-purchase option
on any of yo' children." At the serfs questioning look, she
continued: "We're... my family doesn't sell, 'cept in-house."

"Oh." The serf looked relieved.

Probably afraid we'd just picked her up for the holiday,
Yolande thought.

Then, after a pause: "Yo' don't intends to breed me, either,
Mistis?"

"Not fo' sale, anyhows, or if yo' don't want. Like children?"

"Oh, yes," Jolene said, with a shy smile. "I helped out in the
nursery a lot at the creche. I;"—another hesitation —"I was sort
of hopin' to be a nurse, had some of the trainin', but..." She made
a gesture towards herself. The startling hair hung halfway down
her back in a mass of loose curls; she had the long-limbed
African build, slender neck, high firm breasts, buttocks that
.were rounded but showed the clench of muscle in the tight

trousers. Carefully exercised, with a pleasant glow of youthful
health.

Yolande nodded; not much chance the Agency would sell her
at three hundred aurics as a medical technician when they could
get two or three times that for a fancy.

"Well," she said, "we might find yo' work in a plantation
infirmary, later. Plannin' on keeping yo' with, while we're in the
Service."



"Thanks, Mistis, I was... hmm, I was afraid I hadn't been
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pleasin'.

"Oh. that," Yolande shrugged. "Don't worry, that's my fault.
I'm sort of inhibited that way. Need to get to know yo' better
befo' it works proper fo' me. Myfwany certainly enjoyed yo'. Not
the main reason we bought yo', anyhows."

Reassured, the serf smiled. "Glad to hear it, Mistis. I's lucky."
At Yolande's questioning look: "Nightclubs and suchlike were
biddin' on me, too." She made a slight face. "Rather belong to
folks I can get to know personal... Glad to get the auction an'
such ovah with's well, I mean, the waitin' once yo' passes
eighteen an' all. .- . . We meetin' yo' old servants down theres,
Mistis?"

The Draka nodded; the other staff were nearly as important to
a fresh purchase's life as the owners, and just as much a matter
of potluck. She thought for a moment; as Pa used to say, a little
consideration went a long way in getting first-rate service.
Besides that, as Ma always said, serfs were inferiors, but inferior
people, not machinery; there was no point in making their lives
more difficult than necessary.

"Lele, my maid, she won't give yo' any trouble," Yolande said
judiciously. "Sensible wench. Sofia, she's Myfwany's, she gets, ah,
a little jealous sometimes." In fact, Yolande thought that deep
down there were times when Sofia got jealous of her, which was
ridiculous beyond words. Pitiful, in fact. "Don't stand any
nonsense, and I'm sure yo'll make friends soon enough." That
prompted another thought. "Oh, remind me when we get in, I'll
have yo' cleared with Central Communication to call back to yo'
creche, talk to yo' friends there when yo've a mind to."

"Oh, thank yo', Mistis," Jolene said, her face lighting.

There was a stirring behind them. "Thanks fo' what?"
Myfwany asked. The serf rose and slid back into the body of the
aircar; Yolande heard a brief yelp-giggle before her friend sank
down in the bucket seat, yawning and rubbing her hands over
her face and hair, the red locks now just long enough to curl.
They exchanged a brief kiss before the other Draka turned to run



a quick eye over the displays.

"Damn, down to twenty-five percent, need to refuel again,"
she said.

"Could be worse; they could have made this thing run on
hydride 'stead of kerosene," Yolande said, and laughed.
Turboram and scramjets ran on hydrogen compounds.

"Not until they build 'em orbit-capable... What's so fanny?"

"Oh, nothin'. Just happy, is all. Wishin' this holiday could last
fo'ever." She stretched with her hands over her head, watching
the other's green eyes narrow in a silent grin. Myfwany's face had
more freckles now, and a faint golden bloom that was as much of
a tan as her complexion and Sola Screen would allow, much
lighter than Yolande's toast-gold. The flight-school pallor and
gauntness were gone; she looked relaxed, fit, sleeker.

"Know how yo' feel, love," Myfwany said gently, brushing the
back of her hand on the other's cheek. "Though we'd get bored
with it, soon enough."

A beep from the machine, and they looked back to the board.
The middle of the main screen had switched automatically to an
underbelly shot, showing a city center of garden-green
interspersed with roofs of umber tile and black slate. It shifted as
the aircar banked, and then a message flashed: Manual control
below one thousand.

"Jolene, number between one and ten," Myfwany said, and
looked at Yolande. "I'm six."

"To"," Yolande said.

"Mistis Yolande wins," Jolene said; her voice was slightly
muffled, as she pressed her face against the side of the canopy.

"Shit," Myfawny replied good-naturedly, and sat back.
Yolande let her hand fall on the sidestick. "Initiath V sequence,"
she said, and touched the consol. "Manual."



"Cleared, Citizen," the Nantes control answered; a trifle
grumpily, she thought. Probably prefer me to let the computer
do it. Fuck that.

She throttled back to 400 kph, and the wings slid forward to
right-angles with the fuselage. The river wound below them, blue
shimmer marked with the gold teardrop-shapes of sandbars and
the metallic silver of shallow water. Levees flanked the wandering
braided stream, although the level was down from the
wintertime floods; Yolande brought the aircar down to three
hundred meters, close enough to see details. Much greener than
Tuscany, where you could sense the earth's dry hard bones even
in the rains. They passed over Samur on its white cliffs, the pale
stone of the castle blinding in the morning light; then the banks
sank lower, only subtle changes in crop and growth showing
where the sandy flood-plain gave way to upland gatine.

"This it?" Myfwany asked.
"Mmm-hmm," Yolande replied.

Unmistakable, an old chateau built in checkerboard of white
stone and red brick, with black Angers-slate roofs; four towers,
and a big pool-reservoir behind the Great House with
landscaped banks. The Quarters were to the east, the cottage
roofs almost lost among the trees. Around the manor grounds
were blocks of orchard, pink and white froth of apple and apricot
and peach; dairy pasture down by the river, green-blue wheat
and dark-green corn farther north, and long low slopes of
vineyard black-shaggy with new growth. A hoe-gang looked up as
they passed, faces white under the conical straw hats, then bent
again to their work.

"