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INTRODUCTION

To coin aphrase, the 20thcentury has been the best of times, and the worst of times; the century when
smallpox was abolished and the century when anew word, "genocide,” entered the lexicon of palitics. It
garted with the serene confidence of the Edwardian Enlightenment at the end of a century free of great
international wars, when reason and progress seemed to be rolling forward on a broad invincible front.

Then it took awrong turning in the daughters of Passchendale and Verdun, descended into the abyss of
Stdingrad, Nanking, Buchenwald and the Gulag. Even the motor of progress, science, turned out to have
some very nasty exhaust. For fifty years we hovered on the brink of annihilation, forced to threaten the
surviva of aivilization, if not humanity, to hold totditarianism in check.

And then, dl a once, things got better . . .
Anyone who studies history eventudly runs acrossalittle jingle that goes.

For want of anail, the shoewas|log;

For want of ashoe, the horse was logt;

For want of ahorse, the message was|og;

For want of the message, the battle was logt;
For want of the battle, the kingdom waslost—
And al for the want of ahorseshoe nail!



What's more, you come to appreciate the essentia truth of it. There are broad, impersonal forces at
work in history; if Christopher Columbus had died as a child—most children did, in his age—someone
else would have discovered the Atlantic crossing soon enough. Basque fishermen may well have crossed
to Newfoundland before him; an English expedition set out to Americaafew years after; the Portugese
blundered into Brazil on their way to India (it makes sense, in sailing-ship terms) afew years after that.

The knowledge was there, and the ships, and the civilization that produced them, astrong hungry people
ready to burst out upon the world. And so we live in the world the West Europeans made, built on
foundationslaid by the empires of sailing ships and muskets.

But oh, how the detailswould be different if it had not been Columbus, but another man afew years
later! And how those changes might have rippled on, growing through the years.

So athought came to me; suppose everything had turned out asbadly as possible, these last few
centuries. Great changes make possible great good and great evil. The outpouring of the Europeans
produced plenty of both.

The great free colonies of North Americawere perhaps the best, for it was here that the great
18th-century upsurge of popular government began, and here the power that broke the totditarians was
founded. My friend Harry Turtledove hasimagined aworld in which America broke gpart inits Civil
War, and no strongUnited States was ready to come to the aid of the beleaguered Allies against the
Central European aggressors.

Imagine achange even more fundamental. Perhaps the worst product of the great wave of European
expanson, before this century of ours, was the South Atlantic system of daves and plantations.
Eventudly it faded away—or was blown away by the cannon of Grant and Sherman, athough we il
fed the aftereffects.

What, though, if afragment of that system had falen on fertile ground, and grown? Say that the potential
of South Africa, so neglected by its Dutch overlords, had falen prey toit . . . abase for that deadly seed
to grow, unchecked by free neighbors, until it was too strong to stop. An Anti-America, representing all
the didtilled negatives of Western civilization.

From that thought was born the dternate history of the Domination of the Draka. I've chronicled therise
and transformation of that dystopiain four novels.

But aworld can be aplayground big enough for more than oneimagination to run in. Here are stories
others have st in that anti-history, afunhouse mirror held up to our own.

Custer Under



the Baobab

William Sanders

William Sandersis a Cherokee; maybe that has something to do with the sardonicirony in the eye he
trains on history. Maybe not; how could anyone doubt dl isfor the best in thetrain of eventsthat
produced we our glorious salves?

Will has produced science fiction and fantasy sories—many of them dternate history—highly regarded
by the criticsand by his peers. His novelsJourney to Fusang , The Wild Blue and the Gray , and latest
The Ballad of Billy Badass and the Rose of Turkestan have shown awild inventiveness worthy of
Jonathan Swift, plus an encyclopedic knowledge of history, and acombination of high literary skill and
crazed, gonzo abandon that could only have been born on this continent.

Herein we have a George Armstrong Custer who escapes the arrows of the Sioux, only to find that even
in another history and on another continent, some things never change.. . .

The baobab tree is one of the world's most remarkable vegetable productions. Its soft, swollen-looking
trunk may be as much astwenty or thirty feet in diameter; its grotesquely spindly limbs may reach up to
two hundred feet toward the African sky.

Anywhere it grows, the baobab is an impressive sight. On the great dead-flat plain of the Kalahari
Desert, where the land stretches empty to the horizon and even a cluster of stunted acaciatreesisa
major visual event, alone baobab can dominate the entire landscape.

This particular baobab is of no more than average Size, but it istill the biggest thing in view in any
direction. Beneath its spreading branches, just now, are four men. Three are dead.

The fourth man sits on the ground, his back against the sagging folds of the baobab's thin bark. A lean,
long-limbed, long-faced white man, dressed in dusty brown near-rags barely recognizable as having once
been asmart military uniform; thinning yellow hair straggles from benesth the broad-brimmed hat that
shades hisface. Hisright hand lieson hislap, next to aheavy revolver.

Centurion George Armstrong Custer, of the Kalahari M ounted Police (former Brevet Mg or Generd,
United States Cavary), licks hisdry cracked lips. "Libbie," he says, barely aoud, hiswords no more
than awhisper logt in the whine of the wind through the baobab's branches, "Libbie, isthiswhat it all
comesto?'

* * *

"l don't know, Cugter," the Commandant said, ten days ago. (Wasn't it? Cudter realizes heisnot sure.)
"A man of your rank and experience, leading aminor patrol likethis? Pretty slly, isntit?'

"Possibly, sir." Custer stood at attention before the Commandant's desk, face expressionless, classic
West Point from crown to boot soles. Not that these Drakians demanded much in theway of military
formality—and the M ounted Police weren't even amilitary organization, even if they did like to put on
arsand give themsalvesfancy titles of rank—Dbuit it was, Custer had found, a subtle but effective way to
bully Cohortarch Heimbach.



"I need you here," Heimbach continued. " Things to be done, paperwork piled up. Don't stand like that,
Centurion," he added peevishly. "Thisisn't your American army.”

"No, gr," Cusgter said tondesdy, not shifting ahair, keeping his eyesfixed straight ahead above the
Commandant's bal ding head, exchanging stares with the portrait of Queen Victoriathat hung on the
mud-brick wall. Cohortarch Heimbach was one of the handful of conservatives who till insgsted on the
fiction of Drakias membership in the British Empire.

"Thingsto be doneright here," Heimbach repeated. " Instead you want to ride off chasing Bushmen.
Tetrarch Leblanc could use the experience, and he's eager to go.”

Cugter didn't reply. After amoment Heimbach blew out hisbreath in along loud sgh. "Oh, al right—"

Hefumbled in his desk drawer and got out a short-stemmed pipe and a pouch of tobacco. "Actudly," he
sad, thumbing tobacco into the bowl, "thisis abit more than anormal patrol. Seems our little friends, out
there, have gone very much too far thistime."

Custer waited slently ashelit up. "Two days ago,” Heimbach went on after amoment, blowing clouds
of foul-smdling blue smoke, "abunch of Bushmen raided a cattle ranch in the Ghanzi area. Usud sort of
thing—cut acow out from the herd, killed it and butchered it on the spot, you know."

Cugter knew. The Bushmen were congtantly bringing trouble on themsdaves with their addiction to
cattle-rustling. Of coursg, living asthey did on the edge of bare subsistence, they must find the scrawny
Kaffir cattleirresstible targets.

"Thistime," the Commandant said grimly, "things got out of hand. The rancher happened to show up as
they were cutting up thekill. He shot one of them. The others scattered into the bush—but when the
damned fool dismounted, one of them put a poisoned arrow into his back."

"Good God," Cugter said involuntarily. "They killed awhite man?' That was unheard-of; Bushmen were
anuisance but seldom actively dangerous.

Heimbach was nodding. "And so they have to be taught alesson. Orders from the top, on thismorning's
wire"

He pointed the pipe stem at Cugter, like apistal. "Which iswhy I'm not atogether unhappy to let you
take this one, Centurion. Some important people want this done right.”

Cohortarch Helmbach got up from his desk and went over and stood looking out the glasdess front
window. Out on the parade ground, an eight-man lochus stood in asingle uneven rank, while abig
red-faced NCO inspected their rifles. He didn't look happy. Of course sergeants—decurions, Custer
corrected himsealf, damn these people with their classical pretensons—rarely did. Beyond, past the high
barbed-wire fence that ringed the little post, the Kalahari shimmered in the midday sun.

"So I'm giving you your wish," the Commandant said, not looking around. " Take the Second Lochus
from Leblanc'stetrarchy—that's Decurion Shaw'slot, he's agood man—and of course Boss and his
trackers. Ride up to the ranch, pick up thetrail, and go after the culprits. Y ou know what to do when
you find them."

"Yes, ar." Custer went wooden-faced again. He did know.



"And, of course," Heimbach added, "the samefor any other renegade Bushmen you find."

"Yes, 9r." Since no Bushman had any lega status whatever—outside of afew bondservants, mostly
raised from captured infants and kept as household novelties by aristocratic Drakia families—they were
al in effect "renegades’ and subject to out-of-hand disposal on sight. Custer, however, did not point this
out.

"After dl," Helmbach said, "you do, | believe, have some experience of pursuing and punishing savages.”

Custer managed not to wince. "Yes, gr," he said once more, face blank, looking at Queen Victoria, who
looked back at him without joy.

* * %

Hisfaceisblank now, under its coating of dust; hislong bony features register nothing of the voices
within:

"Colond Custer, wasit not your mission to pursue and punish the savages?'

"| learned that their forces were overwhelmingly superior to mine. | saw no reason, Sir, to lead my men
to certain defeat.”

"And on what basis did you make this evauation?"

"My Crow scouts reconnoitered the Sioux encampment and reported it contained thousands of
wariors.

"So on theword of afew . . . aborigines, you not only abandoned the offensive but ordered agenerd
withdrawa from the area? Colondl, are you aware that expert witnesses have testified that no Indian
band has ever been seen in the numbersyou dlege, in dl the history of the frontier?

"There were enough of them to defeat Generd Crook six days earlier, on the Rosebud.”
"May | remind you, Colond, that Generadl Crook isnot on tria here—"

And at last the dry sour voice of little Phil Sheridan: "It isthefinding of this court that on June 24, 1876,
Lieutenant Colond George Armstrong Custer was guiilty of dereliction of duty and of cowardicein the
face of the enemy, in that he did fail to attack the hogtilesasordered . . . . "

He hears the voices now without bitterness or chagrin; al the old emotions are gone, leaving only a
profound and bottomlessfatigue. Too tired for fighting old battles, too tired, he thinks dully, ever to fight

agan—

"Fight them, Autie.” Tom Cudter, arguing, urging. "They'rerailroading you. They've been out to get you
ever Snce you exposed the way they're starving the reservation Indians. Now Sheridan's making you the
scapegoat for his botched campaign.”



Libbie: "Yes, Autie you've got to fight back, it isn't right, they can't do this—"

But of course they could, that was never in doubt, no army ever let alieutenant colond fight hisown
generds, not even alieutenant colond who had once been ageneral himsdif.

Wi, Libbie was gone now, of afever the doctors said, but then the medica profession did not
recognize a broken heart as a cause of death. And Tom, good faithful Tom, resigning hisown
commission in protest againgt his brother's disgrace, only to be gunned down on aKansas street by a
vicious thug named Wyatt Earp, whom he had accurately but unwisdly accused of cheeting at cards.

* k% %

His eyesmove, now, his gaze dropping to the revolver in hislap: the same big English .45 he carried on
that last campaign against the Sioux, agood reliable weapon, fagter to fire and load than the
standard-issue Army Colt. True, in the end there was no occasion to useit. . . .

Not, at least, on anyone ese; there were, to be sure, plenty of times afterward when he found himsalf
consdering the ultimate aternative. He wonders why he never did it. Maybe, hethinks, | an acoward
after dl.

But he might have taken that route, in the end, but for the letter: "Dear Genl Custer, pardon my
fammilierty but | fot the Rebs under you & now | read about your trobles & | say itisaH—I of athing
after al you done for our Countrie. Y ou shoud cometo Drakia, a White man has area show hear. They
got more gold than Cdlifornea & dimonsto—"

He never found the man who wrote the letter; hisinquiries, around the gold-field settlements of eastern
Archona, drew only shrugs. At first he sought the man to thank him. Later he thought more in terms of
killing thewdl-meaning fool.

The Dominion of Drakiadid indeed possess awedth of gold and diamonds; but, as new arrivas quickly
learned, Drakiawas no Cdifornia. All the mgjor fieldswere firmly in the hands of big combines, the
mines big elaborate affairs, worked by armies of daves.

(Bondsarvants, the Drakiaingsted on calling them, claming that davery was extinct and evenillega now.
But that was sheer sophistry; the poor devils were daves, whatever the officia terminology, as much as
any character of Harriet Beecher Stowe's.)

There waslittle room here for the romantic figure of the lone prospector. A few remained in the remoter
aress—such asthat awful Namib Desert, over on the southwest coast, that made the Kaahari 1ook like
the Garden of Eden—but their day was rapidly coming to an end.

And anyway, despite al that sillinessin the Black Hills, the truth was that George Custer knew virtualy
nothing about gold or mining; soldiering was the only trade he had ever studied.

Very well, then, hewould soldier here. But that idea too came up short against Drakian redlity. The
Dominion'slegions did indeed contain many former Americans, but amost dl were ex-Confederates. A
man who had fought on the antidavery side, in what was till regarded here as an Abolitionist war, was
regarded with grave suspicion by the Drakian command; and a onetime Y ankee officer who had been
convicted of cowardice, in acampagn againgt native savages, Smply need not apply.



Inthe end it was Jeb Stuart, of all people (now Strategos Stuart of the Third Legion; the Drakians had
eadly recognized at least one genius), who stepped in to help. Still the perfect Southern knight, extending
ameagnanimous hand to afdlen former adversary:

"I am mortified, 9r." It came out "Ah am motifahd, suh,” it would take more than a decade or so of
Drakian residenceto obliterate that Virginiadrawl. "Even to make such an offer, to aman of your
ability—I hope you will not take offense, General Cugter, a my temerity."

"Temerity was dways your long suit, Generd Stuart.”

"Why, | appreciate that, Sir, coming from a man whose audacity | once had all too good cause to know."
Smiling, stroking the ends of the long mustache; most of the American immigrants, Custer included, got
rid of their whiskers and long hair in the African heat, but count on Stuart to put style above mere
comfort. "But as | was saying, the Mounted Police—"

"They're offering me ajob asapoliceman?’

"Technicdly, yes. But then the soldier often hasto serve as apoliceman. After dl, our former duties
againg the Indians could be consdered in the nature of police work, could they not?* Stuart smiled again.
"And the Mounted Police are practicaly amilitary organization in most respects. True, the men are
sometimesatriflerough, but . .. ."

* % *

A triflerough, yes. That was good. That was another voice he had occasion to remember in the time that
followed. Asfor example on the present operation, during the ride north to pick up thetrail of the
Bushmen who had killed the Drakian rancher.

Riding aong beside the little column, looking over his command, he considered that he had never seena
scruffier lot. All wore at least the mgjor components of the KM P's brown cotton uniform—it was
comfortable, after dl, and free—but each man had felt free to make his own modifications: shirt deeves
and trouser legs hacked off to taste, shapel ess douch hats substituted for the regulation cap, leather
cartridge belts festooned with unauthorized private wegponry. Some wore cowboy-style bootsin place
of the knee-high issue jackboots,; none, whatever their choice of footgear, seemed to have heard of

polish,

Wéll, aman's appearance was a poor indicator of hisworth; Custer had seen at close quartersthe
magnificent fighting qualities of ragged, shoeless Confederate troops, |et aone the near-naked warriors of
the Plains. But he knew these men, had dedlt with most of them personally at onetime or
another—usudly for disciplinary offenses or derdiction of duty—and hewas under noillusions.
Hardcases, they would have been called on the American frontier; excellent shots and skilled horsemen,
to be sure, tough as rhinoceros hide and physically brave to the point of recklessness, but congtitutionaly

incgpable of accepting discipline, of playing by any rules but their own.

None of the eight ordinary troopers was native Drakian; al had come here from elsawhere, some
dreaming of gold and diamonds, some at odds with the governments of their homelands—like the army,
the KMP included a considerable number of unreconstructable American rebels—and, though the
subject was not safe to talk about, more than afew running from crimina warrants. Custer had seen their
kind drinking and raising hell in the cowtowns of the west—or staring out from WANTED pogters, or
dangling from the ends of ropes.



Of course there were exceptions. Up at the head of the troop, Decurion Shaw sat upright and
impeccably uniformed astride his beloved bay mare. Custer had often wondered what Shaw was doing in
the KMP; Drakia born, well educated from his speech, and absolutely steady and reliable, he was wholly
out of place here. A broken love affair, perhaps, or family trouble; Custer had never inquired. The KMP
had oneiron rule, never written down but never broken:Don't ask .

Out in front of the column rode another exception: old Luther Boss, onetime e ephant hunter (and, some
said though not to hisface, diamond smuggler.) A civilian on contract to the KMP, Boss didn't bother
even going through the motions of looking military; he wore loose flgpping shorts, exposing big bony
knees, and a bright-patterneddashiki shirt such as the blacks wore up dong the coast. A huge
dirt-brown hat shaded his westhered face. Flanking him, dressed in castoff rags of KMP uniform, histwo
black trackers Ubi and Jonas sat easily on their tough little Cape ponies.

A dozen men, good God,what a pathetic command for aman who had once led regiments. . . but in this
case there was no choice; the few small waterholes of the Kaahari would never support alarger
mounted force, not at thistime of year. Asit was they would be pushing their [uck.

* % *

The patrol got even smaller next day. Asthey |eft the isolated ranch where the cattleman had been killed,
Trooper Lange's horse pulled up lame. Custer thought he didn't look terribly disappointed at having to
drop out. The others called out various derisive remarks as Lange led his horse dowly back toward the
ranch.

"What the hell," one of the troopers remarked as they rode on. "Already lost aman and we ain't even
got started. Bad sign.”

Cugter turned in hissaddle. "No," he said with forced jovidity, "it'sagood sign. Thirteen men,
everybody knows that's an unlucky number. Now we're only twelve.”

The trooper gave Cugter along stare. "Shit," he said finaly. A wiry little man named Pace, he was from
Texas and seemed to think that proved something. "How do you add that up? | don't see but ten of us."

Then he glanced forward and made aface. "Oh, you counted them two niggers? Hell, ain't that just likea
bluebdly?’

The man riding behind him, aburly North Carolinian named Garvin, laughed out loud. "Jesus Chrigt,
Centuri'n, anigger ain't aman. Ain't you learned that yet?"

Hisvoice was loud enough to carry to the head of the troop, as Pace's had been, but if Ubi and Jonas
understood they gave no sign. Luther Boss, however, looked around and gave both men aglare that
would have stripped the hide off a hippo.

"Bluebdlies," Pace said, ignoring the old man, and shook hishead. "I'll never understand 'em.”

* * %

The Kaahari isunusud, as deserts go; nothing like the naked wastes of the Sahara or the nearby Namib,
and in fact quite alively place, consdering the amost complete lack of surface water for most of the
year. Theflat sandy plain wears a patchy covering of tall tough grasses, laced with hidden thorny
growths; clumps of thornbush and wind-bent acacias dot the landscape, while dong the crests of the



occasiond rocky hills groves of mongongo trees offer shade and edible fruit. Giraffe and various kinds of
antelope manageto live there, and jackas and brown hyenas; even, in the dightly wetter north, lionsand
elephants.

In the rainy season, from around the end of October through the following March, an uninformed
observer might not recognize the Kaahari as adesert at al. Herds of animals come to the pans and
waterholes, while the grasses and trees turn cheerfully green.

By April the rains have ended; the pans begin to shrink and go dry. Hunting is good, though, because the
animals cluster more densdly around the remaining sources of water; and the temperature drops, over the
next few months, until by June the days are pleasantly cool and the nights downright cold.

Now it wasthe end of August, and getting hot again, the grasses turned yellow and the panslong since
gone dust-dry. The animals had mostly migrated north, toward the Okavango country; there was aways
arisein cattle-rustling incidents, thistime of year, when the scarcity of game drove the Bushmen to take
desperate risks.

Which, Custer reflected as the troop moved westward, was why this patrol had to deliver results; time
was running out. A few more weeks and the central Kaahari would be almost impassible for any humans
but Bushmen—and even they would be holed up around the few permanent waterholes, traveling aslittle
as possible in the terrible heat—and would stay that way until the late-October rains. Even now, it was
hard to imagine how anyone or anything could livein this parched desol ation.

Y et life there was. Trooper Caston found that out on the third day, when he went to relieve his bowels
next to aclump of thornbush and surprised a black mamba.

* * %

"l don't likeit," Cugter said asthey rode away from the crude grave. "We never |eft our dead behind on
the Plains"

"We haveno choice," Luther Boss pointed out. "Carry adead man aong, in this heat? Impossible.”

"It'll bedl right," Decurion Shaw added. "When we get back the Commandant will send out aparty to
recover theremains.”

That was nonsense and they al knew it. All the rocks they had piled on top of the grave had represented
nothing more than extra exercise for the men—and for the brown Kaahari hyenas, who would have the
body exhumed before it was dark.

"It was so fagt,” Custer said wonderingly.

Luther Boss grinned, big yellow crooked teeth surrounded by bristling white whiskers. "A mambasa
bad customer,” he said. "Just another reason to be careful in this country. Y ou don't get but one mistake.”

Two days later they found the Bushman camp.

There was no question of moving into position and making atextbook attack; no one, certainly not white
men with horses, could hope to sneak up on Bushmen in their own country. The only possible tactic was



to movein fast and strike before the quarry could escape.

Even so, the Bushmen were dready scattering astheriders charged, little yellow-brown forms vanishing
into thetall yellow-brown grass. The dower ones, the elders and the women who paused to snatch up
children, werelesslucky.

It was over in avery short time. Thetroopers swept in, yipping like wild dogs, firing their pistols—the
Drakia T-2 rifle was an excellent infantry weapon, but much too long and clumsy for horseback use—or
samply riding the Bushmen down. Custer saw a pregnant woman trip and fal in front of Decurion Shaw's
horse; her mouth opened as the hooves struck her, but her shriek was lost in the racket. Another woman,
running fast despite the baby dung on her back, amost made the cover of the grass, but Pacereined his
horse to astop and held hisrevolver in both hands and took careful aim and knocked her over with a
angleshot.

Cugter's own sidearm remained unfired, amost forgotten in his hand. He watched the butchery from the
shade of alone acaciatree, paralyzed by unexpected memories, picturesflashingin hismind likea
magic-lantern show: the Cheyenne camp on the Washita, the troopersfiring and the Indians running out
of the tegpees and being shot down in the snow while the band played " Garryowen." And the old man,
white hair hanging to his shoulders, who had materidized suddenly through the faling snow, eyesfull on
Cuder'sface, pointing along bony finger, caling out something in Cheyenne just before a.45 dug cut him
down. ...

At thetimeit had been no more than aneat bit of professona work, tactical surprise againgt ausualy
clever enemy; but the satisfaction had given way, with time, to—not guilt, no, asoldier could never fed
guilt a carrying out his orders, more aweary disgust.

Therecollection sickened him, now, as did the pathetic spectacle before him. He shook his head angrily
and looked around as L uther Boss came riding up. The scout's big double-barreled rifle rested across his
saddle-bow, but Custer knew he hadn't fired it; there would have been no missing the blast of that old
cannon.

"Ubi and Jonas went after a couple of the oneswho ran," Luther Boss reported.

Custer made no reply. The scout scratched his beard and added, "They say these aren't your culprits.
The ones who killed the rancher, the ones we've been following, were Kung. These are Gwi. Southern
tribe, don't know why they'd be thisfar north.”

Custer shrugged. "It doesn't matter,” he said tiredly. "Y ou know that.”

Luther Boss nodded heavily. There was no need to spell it out. A white man had been killed, an example
had to be made; there had never been any question of selective action. Anyway, Drakian policy—never
officidly stated, but universally understood—was that the Bushmen were basically a species of pet, to
be eradicated as soon as possible. (Though afew old-school aristocrats, who sometimes enjoyed the
gport of hunting them with dogs, had been agitating for the establishment of preserves for Bushmen and
other chdlenging game.)

"WEelIl bivouac here for the night,” Custer went on, "and then tomorrow welll get on thetrail of the others
agan. How far isit to the next waterhole?'

"Longway," Luther Bosssaid. "Hell of aride, infact—"



L ater, no one could figure out where the old man had come from. The grasswas too short and thin, al
around the acaciatree, to cover even a Bushman's approach. He was justthere, dl of asudden, standing
no more than adozen feet away: an old Bushman, the oldest Custer had ever seen. He couldn't have
stood much over five feet and his nearly naked body was nothing but bones and dried-apricot skin. He
was pointing afinger at Custer, caling out astring of tongue-clicking syllables, hisvoice high and hoarse.

Custer jerked back in his saddle, eyes wide; he almost screamed, but histhroat had closed shut.

Therewas aloud flatbang and aquick twisting shock againgt hisright palm. The old man stood till for a
moment and then toppled backward, limp before he hit the ground, like some assemblage of dry sticks.
Custer looked down in amazement at the smoking revolver that he had not aimed, had not even been
conscious of firing, had in fact forgotten he dtill held.

Decurion Shaw rode up, holding his service pistol muzzle upward. " Sorry, Sir," he said to Cudter. "Can't
think how we let him get past uslikethat." He looked down at the tiny body and then back a Custer,
amiling. "Good shot, Centurion.”

Cusgter made avague gesture with hisleft hand. For the moment, he had no words. He had astrange
mad thought that if hetried to talk, he would find himself speaking some savage tongue.

* * %

They settled in around the waterhole, the troopers tethering and unsaddling the horses, then wandering
briefly about the Bushman camp, examining the bodies and commenting on their marksmanship, picking
up souvenirs from among the Bushmen's abandoned possessions. One man was fingering alittle bow, like
something a child would maketo play Indians, and a couple of arrows, being very careful with the latter;
the dightest scratch from the poisoned tip could be mortal. Another man found a collection of ostrich-egg
shells, the Bushmen's water container of choice, in one of thetiny grass huts; the other troopers gathered
around, drinking and laughing and filling their canteens.

Ubi and Jonas came out of the bush, grinning, and spoke to L uther Boss.

"They caught a couple of women," the old hunter told Cugter. "Had themselves alittle entertainment, too,
I'd wager."

Thetrackers |ooked at each other and then a Custer, gtill grinning. They were an odd-looking pair; Ubi
wastal and long-limbed and very black—Herero, he claimed, with adash of Zulu and atouch of
Hottentot—but Jonas was amost as smdll as the bodies on the ground, and close to the same color. His
mother had been full-blood River Bushman, taken in childhood from her home in the Okavango marshes
by Bartswana dave raiders and sold to abrothel in Virconium; he had, he admitted cheerfully, noidea
who or what hisfather had been.

Both men had been with Luther Bossfor avery long time. Technicaly they were hisbondservants, as
much his property ashishorse or hisrifle. In redity the relationship was obvioudy more complex, with an
easy familiarity that annoyed some white men.

"They say maybe eight people got away," the scout continued. "Maybe nine. They think al men.”

Whom, of course, they hadn't pursued too closdly in the high grass; why risk a poisoned arrow when
there was safer and, as a bonus, rapeable prey to be had?



Custer said, "Decurion, have the men haul these bodies clear of the area. Take them agood long way
out, or the hyenas will be spooking the horsesdl night.”

The waterhole turned out to be a pretty desperate affair, even for the Kalahari in August. The sandy soil
was thin here, and next to the Bushmen's camp the rock was fully exposed in alow rough outcrop, which
some ancient force had cracked right down the middle. The water was deep at the bottom of the cleft,
out of sight and very nearly out of reach.

But Jonastook off al his clothes and wriggled down into the fissure, clutching agourd dipper taken from
aBushman shelter, while Ubi stood ready to lower the canteens down after him. Custer watched,
amazed; it didn't seem possible ahuman being could fit himself into such atight space, let done move
about down there.

"Hewers of wood and drawers of water," Decurion Shaw said to Cudter, "eh, Centurion?'

* * *

The next day'sride was avery long and hard one, just as L uther Boss had predicted. But at theend
there was a good waterhole, more accessible than the last, and as the men made camp Ubi and Jonas
found fresh Bushman sign.

"They say well catch them tomorrow, sure," Boss reported, and Custer let out agrateful sigh. With any
luck this business would be over soon; and then back to the post and a sensible settled adjutant's life,
never again to trouble Cohortarch Heimbach with requestsfor patrol duty. . . .

But in the middle of the night he woke to the shouts of men and the screams of horsesand aloud dry
crackling roar that he recognized even before his eyes opened and saw the licking red-orange glow
againg the night. "Fire," aman yelled, and another, "Brush fire, Goddamn —" and then Shaw's bellow:
"The horses! Seeto the horses!"

Too late, though, for that; as Custer fought free of the blanket and got to hisfeet he could see the horses
dlhouetted againgt the wavering wal of flame, rearing and pawing the air and lunging againgt the picket
ropes, shrieking in pain and fear. Black shapes of men moved among them, trying to grab them and lead
them away, but the beasts were too far gone in the blind brainless panic of their kind, and the fire was
aready on top of them. First one horse and then another broke free and charged away into the dark;
then herethey dl camein arumbling rush, while men sprinted to get out of the way.

A horse went by dragging aman, hisarm gpparently tangled in the broken tether rope; in the flickering
light Cugter recognized Decurion Shaw, his mouth open in a high agonized ydl| that died awvay asthe
horse dragged him off into the night.

The firewas coming right through camp now, flameslegping up high asaman's head, the dry tall grasses
blazing up with amost explosive speed. "To therock," Custer shouted, but it was an unnecessary
command; the men were dready scrambling hatily atop the rock outcrop, coughing and cursing and
dapping out smoldering patches on their clothes.

Custer hurried after them, grabbing up his gunbelt and his hat and boots. Clambering sockfooted up the
steep side of the outcrop, he dipped and amost lost his balance. But then Luther Bosss voice said,
"Here," and abig hand pulled him upward, and amoment later he was standing on top of the rock,
garing dishdievingly out over the blazing desert. All around the rock the thornbush clumps were starting
to catch fire, with acrackling sound like an old man's dry hating laughter.



* % *

Later, when the worst of the fire had passed, Custer did a quick headcount. Three men were missing:
Trooper Mizdl, who had been on sentry duty, and another man named Buitler, and of course Decurion
Shaw.

Butler they found first, next morning, though it was not easy to identify him. His clothing had been mostly
burned away and his face and body were blackened. Hisleft leg stuck out at an unnatural angle. "Broken
leg," Luther Boss said after aquick examination. " Probably got run over by ahorse, couldn't get clear in
time. Like as not the smoke got him before thefire did.”

Mizdl had fallen on ardatively bare patch of earth; the fire had hardly touched him, except to smudge
hisface alittle, and to singe the feathers off thetiny arrow that protruded from the small of his back.

"God-damned murdering little sand monkeys," Pace said. "It was them set thefire, too, wudn't it?*
"Almost certainly,” Luther Boss agreed.

Asthe sun climbed into the sky they fanned out across the flat, searching for the horses. It wasa

hopel essjob; even Ubi and Jonas couldn't find trail s across that charred and till-smoking ground. They
did find Decurion Shaw, haf amile or so from the waterhole, hisright arm almost severed at the wrigt.
He had, quite literally, no face I ft; the flock of vultures that rose flapping and squawking from the body,
asthe other men gpproached, had finished what the dragging had begun.

At last Custer ordered a hdt to the search. The horses were long gone and nothing could be gained by
al thiswandering about in the sun; they would need dl their strength for the walk back.

Most of their equipment had been lost or ruined in the fire; they had the scorched and filthy clothesthey
wore, and their sdearms, and not much else. They picked through the smoldering site of their camp,
finding little. Only four rifles remained in working condition, and not much ammunition for those.

And only nine men left, Custer thought numbly, counting of course their fine leader; athird of the
commandlost . ... Evenif | had attacked at Little Bighorn, the Indians could not possibly have inflicted
such losses.

* * *

Next day they started back.

It had taken al day to make the journey between waterholes on horseback. It was very soon obvious
that it would take longer than that to do it on foot. The going was dow and hard, once they were clear of
the burned area; tough bushes and vines hid benegath the tall grass, snagging clothes and tearing skin, and
here and there broad patches of soft sand dragged at their feet, while a steedy hot wind stung their faces
and dried their throats and drove dust particlesinto eyes and nogtrils. Their boots had been designed for
riding, not walking; everyone had blisters by the middle of thefirst day. And the water was not redly
enough, not in that heat; they should have been carrying two or three canteens apiece but there were not
that many left intact, most having burst in the fire when their contents boiled.

Ubi and Jonas led the way, backtracking the patrol'strail from the previous day. Their heads were down
and they muttered to each other. Luther Boss gave Custer asardonic grin. "They say this patrol is under



acurs”

"Tdl themto be quiet,” Custer said irritably. Thinking: the patrol, or its commander?

* * *

They camped that night in agrove of acacias, nibbling sparingly at what food they had managed to
sdvage. In themorning Ubi and Jonas were gone.

"Deserted,” Luther Boss said blankly. "I can't believe they did that. We've been together through worse
thanthis"

Pacelaughed, an ugly hoarse cackle. "What's the matter, old man, did your faithful darkiestake off?' He
shook his head. "Thought they were your God-damned little brothers, didn't you?!

One of the other troopers, athin redheaded boy named Hankins, said, "My pahad al these niggerson
the old home place, back in Virginia Never whupped 'em, fed 'em good, he redlly thought they loved
their o' massa. Broke his heart when they al left with thefirst Y ankee column to come through.”

The old hunter seemed not to hear. He stared out over the desert with sad red-rimmed eyes, muttering
to himsdlf, too low for the words to be understood; till at last Custer took hisarm and said gently, "Come
on, Luther. You'l haveto lead us now."

* * *

The second day's march was even harder than thefirst. The sun seemed hotter, the bush denser, the
open stretches rockier; that was how it felt, at any rate, and certainly there was no doubt that the water
Stuation was much worse—for Ubi and Jonas, they discovered while breaking camp, had thoughtfully
helped themselves to four of the canteens.

Late in the afternoon they reached the Bushman campsite and threw themselves on the ground around
the waterhole, only to find that—as Custer had feared—there was no relief here. The cleft in the rock
was too narrow, the water too far down; none of them could get within reach. Only Pace and Hankins,
the smdlest men in the group, even tried; and Pace gave up immediately, after getting dangeroudy stuck.

Hankins, however, refused to quit. "I can doit,” he cried, wriggling an inch or two downward in the
fissure, lacerating his skin againgt the rough rock but paying no mind. He squirmed himsdlf into anew
position, hisright arm disappearing into the depths of the crack. "Just alittle fu'ther—"

His eyes went suddenly huge; his mouth opened. "Oh, shit," he said softly, and then he screamed, and
kept on screaming as they hauled him free. Hisright hand had already begun to swell.

The scorpions of the Kalahari are not asinstantly letha as the mamba. It took Hankins the rest of the
afternoon to die. They piled rocks atop the body, having neither tools nor energy to dig agrave.

"Cursed," Luther Boss said, Sitting down next to Custer in the evening, resting his back against an
acacias spindly trunk. He picked up something white from the ground: afragment of ostrich-egg shell.
The troopers had smashed al those they found, the day of the massacre, after draining their contents; you
never |eft anything that might help the survivors go on surviving.

"Africaiscursed," Bosswent on in astrange voice. "Thewholeworld isunder acurse. A curse called



thewhite man."

"l don't agree." Cudter didn't fed like talking, but the old man was obvioudy distraught. "The black
Africans used to kill Bushmen, and each other, even when they had the country to themselves. Y ou know
that.”

"True." Boss nodded dowly. "Yes, that'strue. | waswrong. The name of the curse is mankind.”

* * %

Just before sunrise Luther Boss shot himsalf. The noise was tremendous, waking everyone at once. They
gathered around, Custer holding atorch from the fire, and stared. The big double rifle hadn't eft much of
Boss's head.

"Crazy old turd," Garvin said, "what'd he do that for?*

Inthe gray light of false dawn the four survivors piled afew token rocks atop the body and moved out.
Thetrall wasfairly easy to follow at first, but then they logt it in abig patch of soft sand and it wasalong
hot time before they found it again. By now the sun was high and the water dmost gone.

Trooper Evanswas adark, husky, taciturn Welshman with arecord of disciplinary infractions, mostly
involving drunkenness, he had soldiered well on this patrol, though, doing his share and never
complaining. About midday, asthey crossed an open sandy space, he suddenly stopped, turned half
around, said, "Chrigt," and fell unconsciousto the ground, hisface very pae.

"Heat stroke," Pace said, feding Evansswrists and forehead. "Seen it on cattle drives.”

"What do we do?' Garvin asked.

"Not adamn thing we can do," Pace said, straightening up. " Pour water on him, only we got no water.
Get him in the shade, only there ain't no shade anywhere close. Hes agoner.”

They loosened Evanss clothing, fanned hisface alittle with his hat; it made no difference. Inlessthan an
hour he was dead.

"WEelIl haveto bury him here," Custer said. "Find rocks—"
"Naw," Pace said flatly. "I ain't toting no more rocks. It's too hot and we got too far to go.”

Garvin nodded, folding hisarms. Cugter said, "'I'm giving you men adirect order," and knew immediately
he'd made amistake.

Pace snorted. ™Y ou don't pull no more rank on us, bluebdlly." His hand dropped to the butt of his
revolver."You want to try us?'

Garvin undung hisrifle from hisback. "Y eah," he agreed. " Come ahead. Show uswhat abig hero you
ae"

Pace peded back sun-split lipsin agrin. "Like you showed them Injuns, huh? Shit,” hesaid. "You ain't
gonnado nothing. Just like that bluebdlly captain back home, wanted to take me in and hang mefor
shooting one of hisuppity black nigger soldiers. He didn't have the guts and neither do you. Come on,



Roy."
Contemptuoudy, ostentatioudy, Pace turned his back and began walking away, followed after a moment

by Garvin. Neither man looked back; and after amoment, stumbling and staggering, Custer followed
them.

* % *

They came to the baobab just as the sun was going down. "Good aplace asany,” Pace said. "Let'sget a
firegoing."

"What for?' Garvin asked. "It ain't cold and we sure-God got nothing to cook."

"Yeah, but it'll keep the hyenas away.” Pace picked up afalen branch and broke it over hisknee. He
had to make threetries; they were al very weak by now. " 'Course they're gonna get us anyway, but |
don't want 'em eating on metill I'm dead.”

Cugter sat on the ground, leaning against the baobab, hearing the voices but paying no attention. It didn't
matter now, after al. There was no longer any hope of making it to the next waterhole. Pace wasright:
they would be lucky if they were dead before the vultures and the hyenas got to them.

They got thefire going just asit got dark. That was when the Bushman appeared.

He came out of the bush, into the circle of firdight, walking steadily and straight toward them: askinny
little man, naked except for askimpy hide loincloth. Hisflat childlike face was without expression; his
eyes stared straight ahead.

Garvin said, "Son of abitch, " and reached for hisrifle.

"Wait," Custer said urgently. "L ook what he'sgot.”

In both hands, held out in front of him like an offering, the Bushman held alarge white ogtrich-egg shell.

"Water," Garvin said, and licked hislips. "Lord God."

Pace got up from the ground and walked forward to meet the Bushman. He took the eggshell very
gently from the smal hands and hefted it in both of his. "Damn," he said softly. "It'sfull.”

He raised the big eggshell and put hislipsto the opening at the top. Hiswhole body seemed to quiver as
he took along, throat-bobbing drink.

"Oh, Jesus, that'sgood," he said, lowering the eggshell, holding it out to Garvin. "Roy?"

Garvin's hands were shaking. "Careful," Pace warned as the big man raised the eggshell to drink. "You
drop that, were dead.”

The Bushman was gill standing there, acouple of pacesfrom thefire. He held out one hand, pam
upward. Custer said, "He wantsto trade. For God's sake give him something.”

Pacesfacefarly lit up. "Oh, sure—"



Custer had never seen aman draw agun so fast; Pace's hand barely appeared to move, yet suddenly
thelong-barreled revolver wasin his hand. Custer cried, " No," but the sound of the shot drowned out his
voice.

"There, sand monkey," Pace said asthe Bushman fdll to the ground. "Don't say | never gave you
nothing.”

"Youfool," Custer said tiredly. "Y ou evil murderous little swine. He could have gotten us out of this. He
could have gotten ushome.”

"Shit." Pace holstered his pistal. "We're gonna be okay now. That's enough water to make the next hole.
Hel," he said, grinning, "you ask us nice, we might even let you have some—"

He stopped. A puzzled look came over hisface. "Huh," he said, and rubbed his chin in an odd motion.
"Hey, Roy, | fed kinda—"

Hetook acouple of amlesslittle steps. " Uh," he grunted, and fell face forward into thefire,

"What," Garvin said, and dropped the eggshell. Asit shattered on the rocky ground he made a strangled
sound in the back of histhroat and collapsed amid the white fragments.

Custer watched, unmoving and without any gresat interest, as the two men kicked and flopped and
writhed and then lay till. On the far side of the fire he could see the dead Bushman's eyes, till open,
garing at him. The small round face seemed to be smiling.

* % *

Now, as the sun breaks clear of the eastern horizon, Custer looks at the bodies and then up at the
circling vultures. He wonders how much longer they will wait. Not much longer, he guesses, and putshis
hand over the gunin hislap, whichisstill warm from firing at the hyenas al night. Heisamost out of
ammunition. Perhaps he should take Pace's gunbelt, or Garvin'srifle.

He getsto hisfeet, very dowly, his movements those of avery old man, or perhaps adeepwaker. He
stands for amoment gazing about him, at the empty grass-covered plain and the enormous sky.

"Oh, Libbie," hewhispers, hearing now the tiny sound behind him, turning, feling an amost gentle
thumping sensation halfway down hisright thigh; looking down, now, entirely without surprise, at the
ridiculouslittle arrow sticking barely aninchinto hisleg. "Libbie—"



Hewn In Pieces For thelLord
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Herein hetdlsatde of the great Chrigtian hero Charles " Chinesg" Gordon, an unwitting accomplice of
the Drakain amuch darker Africa. . .

"It's not the heat, S0 much,” William Hicks said as hetook asp of chilled winefrom a
delicately-stemmed crystd goblet, "it'sthe humidity. Baly muggy for adesert.”

Hicks had retired asacolond in the British Army six months earlier, but finding the prospect of living on
half-pay unpalatable, had joined the Draka, who were desperate for experienced command officers.
Within the last decade and ahdf the Domination had added vast African territories, but their control over
some of these new lands was nomind at best. Hicks, who had never even stepped on African soil before
joining the Draka, had immediately been given the rank of strategos, handed alegion of Janissaries, and
ordered to pacify the territory once known as the Sudan.

Merarch Kevin Harrison, his chief of staff, mopped his brow and dropped the sodden handkerchief on
the camp table. Harrison was an ex-soldier of the Confederacy who'd been a Drakafor a decade. Hed
spent most of those yearsin the Sudan and in fact had been atetrach in the expeditionary force that had
brought this hellish country into the Domination. His job now wasto provide the newly appointed
Srategos with the benefit of hisloca experience.

The officers were stting in the shade cast by the canvas awning of the command tent, taking afternoon
teaastheir legion settled into the day's encampment. They were somewherein the northern Sudanese
desert, chasing an army of rebdlious natives who had so far proved remarkably elusive.

"Humid, yes sir." Harrison preferred teato wine, and beer to tea, but when in field camp you do asthe
strategos does, even if the strategos knew less about deserts than abloody penguin.

Hicks held his empty goblet up for the Janissary orderly, standing somewhat &t attention near the wine
bucket, to re-fill. He waved his other hand vaguely at the desert.

"I know the Nil€sinfull flood, just over there-away's, keeping Fuzzy Wuzzy off our backs, but when the
sun goes down the damn mosquitoes are amost as bloodthirsty as the Mahdi's chaps. Haw. Haw."

"Yes, 9r." Harrison didn't care for the sweet wine, but the ice, caravaned regularly into campin
straw-wrapped blocks, dipped soothingly down his throat.

"Though | expect therain will cool things off."

"Rain?' Harrison looked at Hicks asif his superior had suddenly been stupefied by heat stroke. "'l don't
think itll rain, gr. Itnever rainsthistime of year in the Sudan.”



"Well, why'sit thundering, then?"
"Thundering?'

Harrison frowned, concentrating. Hed been in artillery while in the Confederate Army and he'd paid for
that with diminished hearing. After amoment of concentration, he morefdt it rather than heard it himsdlf,
alow rumble spilling across the empty desert like the droning of countless angry wasps. He jumped to his
feet, knocking over the camp chair and spilling chilled wine dl over tiffin asatetrach raced acrossthe
bivouac to the command tent, sweating and disheveled, hisface red from heat and fear.

"Fuzzy Wuzzys, Sr, thousands of them!”

He pointed desperately at the ridge over his shoulder. Cresting it, shimmering in the heat wavesrising off
the sand were thousands of the black, green, and red battle flags borne by the hairy, half-naked
Sudanese tribesmen they called Fuzzy Wuzzys. With the flag bearers came battle drummers, beating a
wild rattatatat on their tin drumsthat sounded like thunder rolling across the desert. With them came
spearmen and swordsmen and archers and even some riflemen, rapidly descending by the thousands
upon the surprised camp.

"Bloody hell,” Hicks said.

Charles George Gordon wastired.

All hislife held possessed an indefatigable reserve of energy that he could draw on to get him through
any stuation, but somewhere, somehow, he'd lost it. It had happened recently, right about the time hed
turned fifty and resgned his commission in the British Army. Thisevening, he thought, was proving

paticularly difficult.

Gordon had dways didiked socid gatherings and public functions, and hed dways beenill at easeinthe
presence of women. He was therefore doubly uncomfortable at a dinner party with the cream of
Alexandrian society where he was surrounded by curious—and bold—Draka women eager to meet him.

Alexander von Shrakenberg was the host. The setting wasthe dining hal of his Alexandrian manor, the
largest, grandest dining hall that Gordon had ever seen. Considering that hed endured many such affairs
inmany great homesin many big citieswhile hed been in the British army, that was saying alot.

But, back then, Gordon could afford to be eccentric. He could pick and choose which invitationsto



accept and which to decline, and actudly he'd declined most of them. Hisrelative isolation from society
had hurt his career, of course, but he didn't care for the vain-glories of fame.

Much,ady voice whispered slently in hismind.
Gordon patted hislipswith hislinen ngpkin.

Down, Agag, he said silently to his private inner demon.l would think you'd be very happy with this
evening. The pomp, the glamour, the vanity of it will give you much ammunition for our debate. .
later . ..

Agag dipped away, content, perhaps, to merely observe for awhile, and Gordon was glad to be rid of
him, if only for awhile. Agag never completely vanished. He lived in some deep, dark crevice of Gordon's
soul, popping out a the most inopportune times, braying like afame-starved jackass when Gordon most
desired to be humble, silent, and Chrigtian. By naming him, by actualy engaging him in argument, Gordon
refused to accept the fact that Agag wasredlly apart of him. He was a piece hewn gpart from Gordon's
whole, because the attitude he represented was unChristian.

Gordon relinquished hisfish plate to one of the legion of servants who were ferrying food from the
manor's vast kitchen in seemingly endless rounds. Gordon liked to eat as much asthe next man, but
apparently not as much as his host, Alexander von Shrakenberg. V on Shrakenberg was young, not much
over thirty, but unlike most of the Draka Gordon had met, was aready fleshy. If he kept up this pace of
eating and drinking he'd be uncontestedly fat within avery few years. Hewas dso quite jolly for aDraka,
full of smilesand had what seemed to be agenuindy hearty laugh. Hisvast holding on the outskirts of the
Egyptian city of Alexandriaconsisted of cotton fields and associated mills. The manor at the estate's heart
was huge and decorated in expensive, luxurious, but, Gordon conceded, quite good taste. Besides his
cotton plantation, VVon Shrakenberg was a so connected with the Alexandria Ingtitute, the foremost
scientific conglomerate on the continent. Gordon had to get the Ingtitute's approval if he hoped for his
plan cometo fruition and The Plan, as he thought of it, was now al he had to livefor.

Gordon had had an extremdly full and adventurous life. HEd been a career soldier, but one more
honored by foreign nations than hisown. A field marshal in both the Chinese and Ottoman armies, hed
aso fought in the Crimea, produced the first accurate maps of the Danube River and itstributaries, been
the Governor-Generd of the Sudan, surveyed the Holy Lands, and discovered the location of the Garden
of Eden.

Hed dways had a reputation as an independent eccentric, heedless of conventiona wisdom and eager
to flout higher authority in the name of justice. Though adevout fundamentalist Chrigtian, hewasnot a
bigot. He believed that every man should be | eft to worship his own particular god in his own particular
way, as long as he worshipedsome god.

Recently it seemed asif perhaps the controversy that held thrived on as ayounger man had finaly caught
up to him. The British Army had no more use for him. Other countries held served no longer existed,
devoured by the relentless Draka beast. He wastired of the military, anyway. Ashe'd learned during his
tenure as Governor-Genera of the Sudan, dl the blood, sweat, and tearsin the world mattered nought
when politicians arbitrarily drew lines on maps and ingtituted policy with eyes solely on their
pocketbooks.

After héd resgned hiscommission in the British Army, Gordon, recalling conversationsheld had asa
young man with de Lesseps, the father of the Suez Cand, decided that hislegacy to the world would be
what he now thought of as"The Plan,” ascheme to dam the Nile River and make it the longest navigable



waterway in theworld. Since the Draka now owned the Nile like they owned the rest of Africa, Gordon
had to plead his case before them. They were good listeners, but tightfisted with both money and
authority. Von Shrakenberg was sympathetic to Gordon's Plan, but by no meanswas he the only Draka
whom Gordon had to convince of itsfeasihility.

To thisend Gordon had suffered endless discussion, debate, and formal dinners. Thisnight Gordon's
immediate table companions were ssters of Edith von Shrakenberg, his host's wife. Both were young,
lean, beautiful, and much too predatory for Gordon's comfort. Katharine, on Gordon's|eft, was
unmarried. Amelia, on hisright, was married to the merarch who sat across the table from Gordon, but
that didn't prevent her from sending welcoming glances Gordon's way. He did his best to ignore her, but
amost dropped hisfork when during the peacock pie she put a hand under the table high up on hisinner
thigh.

Before Gordon could think of a suitable remonstrance, her sster Katharine said suddenly, ™Y ou have the
clearest, bluest eyes| have ever seen, Strategos Gordon, and such fine hair and features. We could have
beautiful children together.”

"Ah, er." Hefirmly grasped the hand massaging hisleg under the table and removed it from histhigh.
"Well, er. | amretired from the military,” he said stiffly. "Just call me, ah, Charles™”

"Charles" Katharine purred like acat, licking her lips at the taste of his name, thetip of her pink tongue
vigble behind her even white teeth.

Gordon had the sudden vision of another hand reaching under the table towards his body, and barely
suppressed a shiver. He looked urgently about for ameans of escape. Fortunately the dinner finally
seemed to be on the verge of breaking up, but then he'd be forced to endure—

"Now Katharine, Amélia. . ." Somehow Edith von Shrakenberg had come up unnoticed behind them,
pushing her ungainly stomach ahead of her like atug chivvying aladen barge. She was grosdy pregnant,
looking asif shewould drop the baby at any moment. "We can't monopolize the field marshdl'stime, I'm
afrad.”

Gordon got hadtily to hisfeet. He was a short man, not much taller than his pregnant hostess, and much
dighter than her in her current date.

"l no longer use military titles," he said, with more than alittle rdief in hisvoice. He smiled. "Besides,
neither Chinaor the Ottoman Empire hardly exists any more. They've both been swallowed by your
Domination.”

Edith von Shrakenberg smiled prettily. "Politics" Shewaved it away. "'l have other things on my mind
lady. Ooohhh.”

"Areyou dl right, madam?' Gordon took a step towards her, a concerned look on hisface.

"Yes, certanly,” she smiled again, paldy. "The boy has kicked me." She reached out and took Gordon's
hand. "Do you wish to fed him?'

She tugged his hand towards her swollen sscomach. Gordon said, "No!" abit more loudly than held
intended, and pulled away. "No. Er, quite dl right, | assureyou.”

Hewasterrified that he'd insulted her beyond al bounds, but her expression didn't change.



"Wl then, come, Mr. Gordon," she said, "there's something | must show you." She held out her arm.

"Quite." He bowed to his dinner companions, and murmured goodbyes, taking his hostesssarm as she
led him away.

"Poor Mr. Gordon," she said, not unsympathetically. They left theimmense dining room and walked
down acarpeted hallway that was as dark and quiet as the dining room had been colorful and loud. "Y ou
must be quite unused to the forthrightness of Drakawomen.”

Gordon inclined his head as she patted his hand. ™Y ou are correct, madam.”

"W, that's not unusua for you Englishmen. Or Scotsmen, if you prefer." They had stopped at adoor
ornately carved from rich, dark wood.

"Itisdl the sameto me, madam."

Gordon frowned as he noticed the distasteful scene which had been hewn into the dark richness of the
wood. A man with the classic chiseled Draka features stood in a horse-drawn chariot asit was pulled
between ranks of crucified serfs—men and women both. The execution of the carving was as exquisite
asthe subject matter wasrepdlent. The relief seemed vaguely familiar to Gordon—then he redized that it
represented afamous scene in the career of Alexander von Shrakenberg's grandfather, Augustus, who
had put down aserf revolt ageneration earlier by crucifying five thousand of them—whether they'd been
persondly involved in the rebellion or not.

Edith took both his handsin hers. "No need to be shy, my dear Mr. Gordon." She leaned forward,
conspiratoridly. "My sister Katharine has taken quite the fancy to you, and would like to get to know you
better.”

It was dl Gordon could do not to pull away in panic. "Wl . . . sheis, um, quite an atractive young
woman, but . . ."

"No "buts,' Mr. Gordon. I'll tell her that you'll be expecting her in your room, later tonight.”
Shefrowned at his sudden frozen expression.

"Or, if youd prefer Amdia. . "

"It'snot aquestion of preference ," Gordon began.

"Good." She smiled, cutting him off. She gave him a conspiratorid wink, released his hands, and
knocked loudly on the closed door. She went off down the hall, smiling.

"Um—I say—" Gordon choked, and then a deep voice came from within the room.
"Comein."
Gordon made half a step to follow her but stopped, swallowing the blasphemiesthat attempted to erupt

from histhroat, and threw open the door. He took an automatic step forward, then stopped again,
frankly astounded by the room in which he found himself.



It was von Shrakenberg's study. Alexander was waiting for him behind a great desk along the far wall,
smoking afat cigar. Two of the wallswere covered by crammed bookshelves. On the floor and in shelf
niches were statues, Roman (or perhaps Greek) and Egyptian. The rugs were thick and beautifully hand
woven. Paintings by half adozen European masters competed for the remaining wall space. And behind
von Shrakenberg, behind the glorious desk at which he sat, smiling at the look on Gordon's face, wasa
st of French windows opening up onto the manor's gardens. And set inthe gardens. . .

Gordon took a step forward, staring beyond von Shrakenberg. The Draka's smile widened with true
pleasure as he watched the expression on Gordon's face.

"Ah, likemy littlefally, do you?'
"It's. .. stupendous.”

Von Shrakenberg took a contented puff on his aromatic cigar. He stood, turned, and looked out the
window with Gordon at the two colossal statuesin the center of his garden. They were sandstone giants
with time-mutilated faces, Sitting Sixty feet tall on battered thrones.

"The Coloss of Memnon," Gordon said in asmal voice.

"That'sright." Von Shrakenberg reached for acarafe of brandy on the corner of his desk, poured aglass
of therich, aromatic liquid and held it out for Gordon, who took it automatically. "Saw 'em, oh, years
ago. Just sitting out in the desert. Nobody to appreciate ‘'em. Well, | had some of my boys bring 'em out
here, set 'em up in my garden. They're abit worn, you know, but | like 'em. Liketo look out ‘em, drink a
little brandy, smoke anice cigar, and muse on the folly of human existence. Sit down," he gestured at the
comfortable-looking chair in front of his desk.

The chair, Gordon found, was comfortable. The brandy was excellent.

Von Shrakenberg regarded Gordon silently for along moment. Asthe seconds ticked off Gordon had a
sinking feding that the week held spent in Alexandria had been wasted, that von Shrakenberg had gotten
him here, done, to tell him that the Draka had decided not to take up The Plan. But finally, when von
Shrakenberg spoke, his words took Gordon by surprise.

"| redlize that you're familiar with the Sudan. Y ou spent severd yearstheretrying to qudll the davetrade
and bring acivilized government to the region. And you succeeded better than could be expected.”

Gordon inclined his head in recognition of von Shrakenberg's praise. Agag, the demon of pride that so
bedeviled him tried to legp up and crow, but he forced him back down before he could put any words
into his mouth.

"I'm afraid," Gordon said, humbly, "that whatever good | did faded quickly after | departed.”

Von Shrakenberg waved his hand. " Perhaps. But the Sudan is part of the Domination now." He smiled
inafriendly, non-Drakaway. "At least, we lay clam to it. It's two-thirds desert, one-third svamp, and in
actuality not at al controlled by us. It's easy to say that it's ours; it's another thing tomake it ours.”

"Many nations have said that about the Sudan through the millennia.”

Von Shrakenberg nodded. "There's this man who calls himself the Mahdi. Have you heard of him?"



Gordon shrugged. "Thereve been scores of Mahdi's over the years. Idamic fundamentaists calling for
overthrow of the current government. This one seems more successful than mogt. | know that he's
managed to unite most of the tribes. No doubt he desires to remove the Draka from the Sudan in the

nameof Allah."

"No doubt,” von Shrakenberg said, "he's succeeded. He and his dervishes have this past week
destroyed a Janissary legion eight thousand strong. Completely. Or so it seems.”

Gordon sat back in hischair.

"Impressed?’ von Shrakenberg asked. "So arewe." He eyed Gordon speculatively through a cloud of
aromatic cigar smoke. "Y ou can do us a service, Gordon."

"How s0?" he asked, but his mind was aready harking back to the hellish country where he'd spent two
years of hislife galoping back and forth on racing camels, trying to bring civilization to a nation that was
determined to remain uncivilized.

"Y ou know the area quite well. Undoubtedly, you still have contacts there. Men you can cal upon.

Perhaps men who know this Mahdi himself, personaly. It wouldn't hurt if we knew more about him,
perhaps even somehow brought him to our side. After all, were reasonable men. Men from many nations

have become Draka." Von Shrakenberg shrugged. "And the sooner there is peace on the Nile, the
sooner you can began to build your dam.”

Gordon and von Shrakenberg locked eyes for along moment.

"And thisis the consensus of your people?' Gordon asked.

"Itis" Von Shrakenberg paused. "Generaly. There are those who favor amore. . . direct . . . solution
to the problem of the Mahdi."

"Direct?' Gordon asked.

"Direct. Unmigtakable. Brutdl. Kill them dl and let the valkyries sort them out. Mysdif, | find such an
approach wasteful of resources. But the Security Directorate . . ." Von Shrakenberg shook his head.
"They're anewly organized arm of the Domination . . . and ambitious. Be wary of those who wesar the

black, Gordon. Be wary of everyone, but especialy those who wear the black.”

Gordon nodded. "I see. What exactly do you suggest?'

Von Shrakenberg leaned forward eagerly. "I have adirigiblewaiting in Alexandria We can haveyou in
Khartoum in amatter of days. Officidly the Situation has been handed to the Security Directorate, but it'll
take time to get their men—and another army—in place, and then time, of course, to pursue their hunt of
the Mahdi. If you can get in there quickly, and find asomewhat more diplomatic, shal we say, solution to

the problem, | would say that undoubtedly your future would be assured.”
"My dam?' Gordon asked.

Von Shrakenberg smiled. "'l have the papers here.”

He reached into adrawer of his desk, and handed Gordon a sheaf of documents. Gordon, well versed
in the bureaucratese of half adozen nations, read through it carefully. 1t was couched in somewhat



cryptic, but ultimately satisfactory language. And it had dready been signed by von Shrakenberg.
"When do | leavefor Khartoum?' he asked.

The Drakasmiled. "l likeadecisveman,” hesaid. "Asl sad, | have adirigiblewaiting. Y ou can leave at
your convenience.”

Gordon stood. The thought of that woman waiting in hisroom was like ahand of ice clutching hisguts.
He couldn't face her. He could not—

"I'll leave now," he said, carefully folding the papers and putting them in his pocket.

* * %

April 23, 1883
Alexandriaen route to Khartoum

My Dearest Augusta:

Y our loving and humble brother does at timesfind himself in the oddest of circumstancesin the oddest
placesin dl of theworld. All of which you know quite well, of course, because | can go nowhere or do
nothing without imparting to you my thoughts, fears, and hopes viathese epistles, which while not of the
same great Sgnificance of those letters of the four evangeligts, at least warm the heart of this poor traveler
when heknows hisdutiful Sster is eager to hear of him and his humble doingsin the world.

Asl write| am, asincredible asit sounds, some thousands of feet in the air, borne aoft not by the angdlic
wings asisthe host of Our Lord, but agreat big windbag. No, not aPM, or even an MP, but an actual
balloon some sx hundred feet long filled with air. A Drakadirigible, caled theArsinoe , gliding Slently
and gracefully through the aether like an angd of Our Lord, but driven by propellersturned by steam
turbines and not our prayers. We sail through the air at speeds approaching forty miles an hour, and can
keep this up long enough to achieve our journey's end some 1100 miles distant. Imagine, | shdl bein
Khartoum in less than two daysl Remember how long it took me to make this same trip by Nile steamer
and camel? More than two months!

| am amazed at the scientific progress the Draka have made in such ashort time. They are an amazing
people, though, persondly | find them repellent. The only likable Drakal have met so far is Alexander
von Shrakenberg—and heis moraly bankrupt. They are snnersal, thoughitismy job neither to save
them from Hell, or preach to them of Heaven. They will likdly al burn forever. Some, like von
Shrakenberg, because of merefolly, others because of a deeper, more pervading evil.

But enough of that! | have, dearest Augusta, good news! Von Shrakenberg has agreed to The Plan, and
through him | have gotten the backing of the Alexandrialngtitute aswell. The Nile dam will becomea
redlity! The greatest river in the world will be navigable from its source in the Lakesto its mouth in the
Mediterranean. Thiswill be atask to consume my energies for many years (If only | can keep Agag
properly in check! Heisliketo swell up and burst into view at any moment, my pride feels so vast!). It
will be afitting capstone to my life and amonument to last down through the centuries.

First though thereisasmall matter that | must handle for von Shrakenberg in Khartoum.

| hope Mother and the rest of the family are well sheltered in the Hands of Our Lord. Please kissthem
for me and give them al my very best wishes. Y ou may write mein Alexandria, but it may take some
timefor meto actually get your letters. | don't know how long | will bein Khartoum. Perhaps days,
perhaps weeks.

The captain of thisfabulous vessal has agreed to take this | etter with him back to Alexandriaand post it
from there. | understand that the mail servicein Khartoum isunreliable.

Yoursin Chrig,



Y our Humble and Loving Brother,
C.

ThedirigibleArsinoe arrived at Khartoum, located on a spit of land between the confluence of the Blue
and White Niles, at sunset on the second day after leaving Alexandria. Gordon, looking down at the
breathtaking view, remembered again the years he had spent there a decade and ahdf ago, before the
Sudan had been ingested by the Domination.

Gordon, fresh from saving Chinafrom the Tai-pangs, asect of fanatic Christian fundamentaists, had
been sent by the Sudan's Ottoman masters to Khartoum as Governor-Generd to bring order out of
chaos, ensure the uninterrupted flow of taxes, and suppress the dave trade. Once there he found that
chaos was the natural order in aland two-thirds desert and the rest mostly swamp, and aso
discovered—yperhaps most importantly—that without the dave trade there would be very littlein the way
of taxesto collect and pass up the chain, as human chattel was the most va uable commodity thisland
produced.

Nonetheless, hed gone about hisjob with great skill and indefatigable energy. Hed built an army and
policeforce. HEd congtructed a string of fortsto protect the long suffering citizenry from daversand
bandits. He'd broken the backs of the daving clans. The Turks had thanked him for ajob well done,
dismissed him, and now discovering the Sudan to cost more to maintain than it was worth, abandoned it.
The davers and bandits returned, and it was business as usud until the Draka swept through the Sudan
and closed their iron fist upon it. But, much like the desert sand and swamp ooze which comprised most
of this poor country, the Sudan, unsurprisingly, seemed to be trickling through that closed fist.

Familiar, well-remembered sensations engulfed Gordon as he disembarked at the mooring station
outside the city's mud-brick walls. The desert heat drenched him like aferociouswave. The smells,
though he was till outside the city proper, dapped him in the face with their intengity: camels, sawage,
waste, and the odors emanating from too many people confined in such asmdl placein so hot aclimate.

A Draka centurion gpproached him as he stood breething in the still-familiar, strangely-unforgotten
sensations. The officer snapped asmart salute.

"Sir. Centurion David Desmond. At your command.”

"Ah, yes. Desmond. VVon Shrakenbeg told me about you."

Desmond looked to be an ex-American, probably another of those Draka officers who had once
soldiered for the Confederacy and had immigrated to the Domination after the Confederacy had
capitulated in 1868.

"He did?' He smiled speculatively. Clearly Desmond wanted to ask Gordon exactlywhat von
Shrakenberg had said about him, but could find no graceful way to do so. Actually, von Shrakenberg had



had very little to say about Desmond. The centurion had been left in command of asmall garrison by
Hickswhen the strategos had gone off into the desert on hisill-fated offensive against the Mahdi. Since
no oneat al had come back from that disasirous foray, Desmond was the ranking officer in Khartoum
and thusin command of the city.

"Thisway, 9r. The merarch has been anxioudy awaiting your arriva.”

Gordon paused before climbing into the open carriage that Desmond indicated. "Merarch? | was given
to understand that you were the commanding officer in Khartoum.”

"Ah, yessr. | was. Merarch Quantrill arrived thismorning. Hislegion istill on the way. He came aheed,
up from Archonaon asteam dragger.”

"Quantrill?" Gordon asked. "William Quantrill the American bushwhacker?"
"Yes, ar."

Gordon had never met Quantrill personaly, but the man's reputation preceded him. In fact, hewas
notorious. Quantrill had aso fought for the Confederacy in the American War Between the States, but he
really hadn't been much of a soldier. Hed been araider, amurderer, athug, and athief. Most famous for
leading theraid on Lawrence, Kansas, that had resulted in the death of every man and boy in the town,
held picked his battles more for the promise of loot than recognizable military purposes. After emigrating
to the Domination Quantrill had preserved his reputation asavicious, brutal, and ruthless killer during the
Domination's rgpid expansion over the last fifteen years.

"Is Quantrill in the regular army?" Gordon asked thoughtfully. ""Has he been ordered to bring the Mahdi
to hed?'

"No," Desmond said. "Wéll, yes. His orders are to destroy the Mahdi and his savages, but he's not
regular army. He'saMerarch in the Security Directorate. As| understand it, the problem of the Mahdi is
theirsto solve.”

"l see," Gordon said. He looked into the distance.

"He's expecting us," Desmond said after amoment.

"Yes. Quite." Of course, thiswas turning out to be complicated aready. Von Shrakenberg had warned
him about the Directorate in genera, and, specifically, this Quantrill was an unsavory fellow. Not aresl
soldier at dl. Just afreebooter in uniform.

Gordon looked at Desmond, who was frowning uncertainly.

"Have my luggage brought to headquarters,” he said briskly. "I shal be out and about quite abit, of
course, 50 I'll need just asmall room. Nothing luxurious.”

n BL[t—"

"l say. May | borrow your carriage?' Gordon looked around. "'l don't see many othersand | have to get
into the city as soon as possible.”

n But_ll



"That'sagood lad." Gordon swung into the forward facing seat of the mule drawn carriage.

"BU"
"Givethe merarch my regards. Tdl him I'll drop by the garrison soon as| can.”
"BU—"

He leaned forward. "Driver?'

The black holding the reins turned back to face Gordon.

"Do you know the establishment of Nomikos the Greek?"

The man nodded." Teke me there."

"BU—"

The black twitched hiswhip above the head of hismule.

Desmond had timefor afind forlorn "But—" as Gordon, waving cheerily, headed towardsthe
mud-brick metropolis of Khartoum.

The city hadn't changed much the years he/d been away. Constructed largely of sun-dried mud bricks
that tended to melt together after afew years and afew rainstorms, its dumping buildings were easy to
pull down and build over. Thus Khartoum was constantly changing without redly changing asevery few
years anew veneer was put up over the same time-ravaged features.

When Gordon had known Nomikos in years past the Greek merchant had traded in gum and ivory and
Kordofan gold, but had never dabbled in the most vauable Sudanese commodity, human flesh. He was
knowledgeable, intelligent, and though a merchant he was dso an honorable man. And hewasin
Gordon's debt, he and his caravans twice having been saved from bandits by Gordon's patrols.

Gordon was glad to find him gtill alive and prosperous, if fatter than ever. Nomikos, too, was apparently
glad to see Gordon, if more than alittle astonished that the old Pasha had suddenly appeared on his

doorstep.

Dubious to the announced identity of his surprise visitor, Nomikos eyes became as big around asfat
Greek olives when he redlized that the man waiting outside the gated entrance to his domain wasindeed

Charles Gordon.

"Gordon Pasha, athousand forgivenesses." Nomikos would have gone down to his knees, but Gordon
gripped hisforearms, sopping him. Therewas no telling if the rotund merchant would have been ableto
fight hisway back up to hisfeet again. "I never knew you were back in Egypt, let done shining the light of
your grestness upon the streets of this humble city, right even upon the door of my most unworthy
abode."

"I've but arrived, old friend, and dready | find mysdf in need of help.”

"Comeinsde, Gordon Pasha, come, and we shall talk of the old days and of current needs.”



Gordon sighed, not without a certain resigned acceptance. He knew that he wasin for along night.

The pathway of hospitality was not swiftly trodden in thisland. First coffee, drunk in smal glasses so
laden with sugar that it was athick syrup. Then food offered on laden trays by Nomikos curious
concubines. Dates and pastries dripping with honey. Swest, cold melon, and dabs of fish, fresh that day
from the Nile, picked free of bones. Cold meats and dried figs.

It was food Gordon had not eaten the like of in more than adecade. Simple and hardy, yet delicious, it
was wonderful to fed those tastes again on histongue.

With the food cametalk. Not, at firt, talk of today, but of years gone by when Gordon had first come
to the Sudan and broken the davers. He had made the country safer for everyone, especidly far-ranging
merchants like Nomikos, who well-remembered those days and liked to reminisce about them.

Gradually they worked their way through the years, and Nomikos told of mutud friends and mutual
enemies. Who had lived, who had died. Who had prospered, who had disappeared into the dust of alost
caravan. Findly they reached the present day, and Nomikos told Gordon who had joined the Mahdi and

who had defied him. And what few of the defiant ones till lived.

Findly Gordon cameto tell him what he wanted, and Nomikoss eyes got large as olives again and he
gpent over a hour trying to dissuade Gordon from his madness. But Gordon only shook his head and
findly the Greek nodded in sad agreemen.

"It will beyour death, Gordon Pasha,” Nomikaostold him.

Gordon shrugged. " Something will be my death. Long ago | put my lifeinto the hands of my Saviour. He
hasn't seen fit to gather meto his bosom yet.”

"Y ou haven't changed,” Nomikos said, and Gordon nodded. "Very well, then. | will send aman to you
at the garrison tomorrow. He'sin Khartoum now, otherwise there's no telling when | could ever find him.”

"Hetravdsfa?'

"Hedoes. Likel did before | had this." Nomikos dapped hisbig belly resoundingly. "He's a strange one.
Hewill do much for gold. HEs the only man | can think of who might do thisfor you.”

"Can | trust him?' Gordon asked.

The Greek shrugged. "Asyou can any man in Khartoum. Take that for what you know it to be worth.
But | do know one thing about him. He is stubborn. Y ou can buy him and he will stay bought. At least,
he aways has, before."

Gordon nodded, said hisfarewells and took hisleave. His carriage had waited, the driver patiently sitting
inthe dark, half adeep.

"Headquarters,” Gordon said.

Before rousing the mule from his standing dumber, the driver lit the glass-barreled oil lamp hanging from
apole adjacent to his seat.



Asthe driver awoke the mule with aclick of histongue and atouch of hiswhip to the animd's flank,
Gordon could seein the bright patch of lamplight a series of numbers tattooed on the back of the man's
neck.

They were, Gordon knew, seria numbers that the Draka had recently started to tattoo on their serfs,
another sign that these so-called serfs were actualy daves. Gordon hated davers, no matter what their
guise, and, patently, the Draka were davers. Perhagps they were somewhat more benevolent than those
he was used to dedling with in the Sudan. Perhaps, somewhat. But that didn't wipe out their sin. And
davery wasasn, though it required careful reading of the Bible to ascertain that. The Bible, though
inerrant, wasn't as straightforward as some would have you bdieve and it took—

A valley of shots, five or six closaly spaced together, suddenly rang out, shattering the serenity of both
the evening and Gordon's reverie. The lantern exploded, bringing darkness again to the street. The driver
reared back, then dowly puddled forward. The mule shied and shrieked. It, dong with the lantern and
the driver, had probably stopped a couple of bullets.

Gordon acted instantly, dmost without thought. He flung himsdlf forward and reached over the driver
who was now lying on his Side on the high carriage seat. The driver had twisted thereinsin hisfingers, so
Gordon grabbed the man's arms, then did his hands down upon the driver'swrists. Shouting at the mule,
Gordon jerked the lifdess hands il clutching the reins and the beast took off at arun as asecond volley
sounded.

One bullet whined past Gordon's ear. Others thudded into the carriage. Gordon felt the body of the
driver shudder at two more impacts, but the man gave no sign that he felt the additional wounds. Gordon
suspected that he was already dead.

The mule, though, was dive and scared. Gordon gaveit its head and it ran through the dark streets. He
let the beast run where it wanted to, and Ssmply concentrated on keeping the carriage upright. Gordon
wasin an awkward postion, leaning over the body of the driver, using the dead man's hands to keep the
frightened anima under contral. It took dl his strength to keep the carriage upright.

The musclesin his back twitched, anticipating another hail of bullets at any second. He was frightened,
certainly, but his mouth was dso twisted in astrange smile of exhilaration.

Some onewantsto kill me, he thought. I'm still important.
He hadn't felt thisgood in years.

April 26, 1883
Khartoum

My Dearest Augusta:

I'm writing this short note from my room in the Draka military headquarters, Khartoum, just to inform you
that | have arrived safely and dl iswell.

Thedirigible trip was exhilarating. Khartoum, | must say, is something less so. It isthe same old drab
town with the same old mud-brick buildings and the same old narrow, choked streetsthat are as difficult
asever to drive even the smallest carriage through.

It'slate at night—or rather very early in the morning—and | find mysalf so excited about the prospects of
achieving red successonthismissonthat | can't deep.

Y ou'll be happy to know that dready |'ve met some old friends—you may remember I've written about
Nomikos the Greek in the past—who will be able to help mewith my business here. It was good to just



st and chat of old timeswith Nomikos. He has prospered, and is even fatter than ever.

The only disagreegble note isthat 1've discovered that William Quantrill has taken command in the city. |
haven't met him yet, but have of course heard of him. He'samost disagreeable chap and may be
something of a problem. Nothing, however, with the help of Our Most Benevolent Lord, that | shan't be
ableto overcome.

Ahwell, Dear Sigter, timeto post this short missve. Hopefully the mail servicewill get it into your anxious
hands sometime before my planned return to England thisfdl!

Y our loving Brother in Chrigt,
C.

Gordon till couldn't deegp. An assassination attempt could cause insomnia, but it was excitement and a
burning need for action that roared through his system like an undeniable drug, not fear.

Hewrestled with Agag for awhile, pinned the demon down into the dark hole where he dwelled, and
findly fel into alight deep. He awoke at dawn afew hourslater, got up, dressed, and wandered through
the till-deeping old Palace. The Pdace was the finest, strongest building in Khartoum, so naturdly the
Drakaused it as headquarters, asin fact Gordon himsdlf had done when he had been Governor-General.
It hadn't changed much since then—except, of course, it was quieter and much emptier since Hicks had
gotten most of his command daughtered somewhere out in the desert.

He dropped into the officers messfor breskfast. It was empty. He waited impatiently, for there was
nothing else to do. After about an hour adeepy-eyed orderly wandered in. He snapped to attention at
the sght of afrowning Gordon.

"Do the officers habitualy breskfast so late?' Gordon asked.
"Habitualy? Wdll, sr, | wouldn't cdl it ahabit, but, latdy, well . . ."

"Yes," Gordon nodded briskly. "I can see how the death of nine-tenths of the garrison would make the
remainder lazier in their habits.”

Wisdly, the orderly chose not to reply.
"Mease bring me some teaand toad, if that would not be too much trouble at this apparently early hour."
"No, gr, not at al." The orderly saluted, turned, and marched off to the kitchen.

Gordon ate histoast with butter and marmaade, and lingered over histea. After awhile other officers
drifted into the mess. They looked a Gordon, and then looked away, whispering among themselves.
Gordon knew that he was an anomaly here, and armies, officers particularly, hated anomalies. No doubt
the officers knew who he was (Down Agag!). Word of hisarrival had no doubt been whispered to ears
eager for news, and the story of the attempted assassination had already doubtlesdy aso madethe
rounds. They were certainly wondering what he was doing in Khartoum, but gpparently they decided to
do their wondering at a distance. No one gpproached Gordon, until Desmond himself wandered in,



looking asif held gotten considerably less deep than Gordon had.

"Join me?' Gordon invited.

Desmond started at the sound of Gordon's voice and rubbed hisface like a man who had just awoken.
"Yes. Certainly, dr. Thank you, sir." He sat, and Gordon poured him a cup of tea.

"Thank you, sir," Desmond said as Gordon passed the cup to him. "You. . . you aredl right, Sr?’
"Why shouldn't | be?"

"Wdll . .. last night. Y ou had some, ah, problems. . ."

The centurion's voice faded away as Gordon shrugged.

"Khartoum, | perceive, can gill be adangerous city.”

"Ah, quite. Yes. Indeed. Probably bandits of some sort. Probably."

"The merarch not down for breskfast yet?' Gordon said after amoment of uncomfortable silence. It was
more of an observation than aquestion.

"Uh, no. | believe not. He may be off inspecting . . . something . . ."

"No doubt." Gordon amiled into histea cup. Given Quantrill's reputation, if he wasinspecting anything

thistime of morning it was probably the inside of a chamber pot because of his excessive drinking of the
night before.

lls‘r_ll

The orderly appeared at their table before Gordon could further probe into Desmond's opinion of his
Superior officer.

"Someoneto seeyou, Sr.”

"Who the hell would want to see me at thishour?' Desmond asked irritably.
"Uh, not you, Sir,you , Sir." The orderly looked at Gordon.

"Very well, then,” Desmond said, hisirritation redoubled. "Send himin."

The orderly shifted his stare to a point somewhere between Gordon and Desmond.

"It'ssomekind of native, Sr."
"Y ou heard the centurion,” Gordon said quietly.
"Yes, gr." The orderly marched off, trying not to look scandaized.

He came back afew moments later with a dight, dark-skinned man in neet, clean Arab dress. The



whispering among the other officers redoubled as Gordon inclined his head, offering him a seet.

"Thank you, monseur.”

Gordon redlized that the man wasn't anative. His English was smoothed by a French accent. His eyes
were as sharp as Gordon's, only adightly darker blue. His hair was black but histhick, drooping
mustache was nearly blond. His teeth were in good shape, but stained an unheal thy-looking green.

Gordon immediately recognized him asachat chewer.Chat wasamildly narcotic, mildly addictive drug
widely utilized in the Sudan, and even more common in Abyssnia, to the eest.

"Thisis Centurion David Desmond,” Gordon said to him. "My nameis Charles George Gordon."

The man inclined his head to Desmond, and returned a speculative eye to Gordon. ™Y ou're not unknown
inthe Sudan. My nameis Arthur Rimbaud.”

"Rimbaud,” Desmond said, haf to himsdf. He crinkled his brow in concentration, then suddenly snapped
hisfingers. " Say, you're not that Frenchy poet fellow, are you? Fancy meeting you here. Dressed like
that. | mean..."

Rimbaud looked at him. "That was another lifetime, mondeur. | am now just amerchant.”

"Y ou come highly recommended by afriend,” Gordon said. "He said that you are honest and
trustworthy."

Rimbaud shrugged. "I try, mongieur. What isit that you wish to purchase?'

Gordon leaned forward. "A meeting,” he said, "with the Mahdi."

Desmond looked dismayed, but Rimbaud smiled, aquick flash of stained teeth in a sun-darkened face.
"An expengive item, to be sure. And quite a dangerous one as well."

Gordon stood. "I have money enough. And courage, aswell."

Rimbaud smiled his enigmatic smile. "No doubt, monsieur. When do you wish to leave?"

"Assoon aspossible.”

Rimbaud suddenly stood. He seemed to Gordon, even on such dight acquaintance, to be aquick and
decisve man. "Then we should leave.”

Gordon arose. Desmond looked back and forth between the two of them.
"Right," Gordon said. "l just need to fetch my kit."

"Just amoment,” Desmond said. "Shouldn't you.. . . | mean, you haven't reported to Merarch Quantrill
yet. And . . . therewerethose. . . difficulties. . . last night. Surely you should inform the merarch—"

Gordon silenced him with the full force of his cold blue eyes. "I'm not amember of your command.
Certainly, | shal cal upon the merarch a his convenience. When | can.”



"Hell beangry," Desmond blurted. "Y ou don't know him. He can get very angry!"
Gordon shrugged, and turned to Rimbaud. "Come, Sr.”

"Difficulties?" Rimbaud asked asthey left the room. "If it isnot impertinent, may | enquire about these
difficulties?'

"Oh, it was nothing much,” Gordon said. " Some onetried to kill me last night.”
"| see. Consdering the nature of our journey, perhaps you'd better get used to that.”

Gordon smiled. "Y ou forget, monseur. | have been in the Sudan before.”

* % *

April 27, 1883
Khartoum, en route to El Duaim

My Dearest Augusta
| writethisin the dark on adhow rocking on the currents of the White Nile, so please forgive my hand if
itisnot aslegibleasit usudly is.

| found Khartoum little changed. The wegther istill hot. The streets are il dusty. The Pdaceis
unimproved. The people are ill largely the same. Asawhoale, the country hasn't prospered in my
absence. | say thiswith dl due humility. Oh, some segments of the population have grown wedthier. The
daversare back and are pursuing their filthy trade in the open. The Draka, | am sure, will closethem
down eventually. Not, | am aso sure, out of mord repugnance, but because in the Drakaview it should
be the state that profits from the bondage of human beings, but they have one or two little mattersto take
care of before they can turn their attention to such mundane problems as dave traders.

In these matters | shall probably play some smdl role, though | have had second thoughts about working
with the Draka. Some seem to be among the lowest eements of humanity | have ever had the displeasure
to run across. Ah well—we are dl smple men and imperfect before the Eyes of Our Lord. | shouldn't
judge them, for some day like al men they will stand naked before the grestest Judge of al and He will
accord them their proper positionin al eternity.

By theway—I should beremissif | didn't mention my traveling companion. I've had to journey to El
Dueim, asmal hamlet, amere trading post some 110 miles south of Khartoum, situated on the banksthe
White Nile. No grest air ship to carry meto my destination thistime, but a humble dhow, much like those
that have sailed the Nilefor the past severd millennia. (This particular dhow, by theway, isso venerable,
leaky, dirty, and smelly that it may have been sailing the Nile,itself for the past severd millennia)

My guide, astonishingly, is a Frenchman who has spent some yearsin the region as an itinerant merchant.
Hisnameis Arthur Rimbaud. It sesemsthat as ayounger man he was a poet of some note. Actudly, | am
unfamiliar with his name, but, knowing how poetsfed about that sort of thing, have not told him that. |
have not prodded him to recite any of hisverses, and oddly enough he has not volunteered any. That
seems strange, for a poet. Have you ever heard of him?

Y our Dear and Loving Brother,
AsAlways, In Chrigt,
C.



El Dueim had a sense of impermanence about it, no doubt because most of it was washed away dmost
every year by theflooding of the White Nile. The hamlet's structures were flimsy huts of wattle, mud, and
reed. The piles and wharves leading up from the banks of the river were ramshackle. Gordon marveled
that he and Rimbaud didn't plunge through their rotten planks at their first footstep.

The hamlet, such asit was, was dwarfed by the camp on the surrounding floodplain. Thousands of
natives were bivouacked around the small settlement, so confident of their safety that they hadn't built
even atoken zarada, abarrier of sharp scrub thorn usudly built around encampmentsin theregion, to
protect themselves.

Gordon wasimpressed by what he saw. The Mahdi's men were usudly caled dervishes by outsiders.
Dervish, which actualy means"poor” in Arabic, was aterm more properly applied to aclassof Modem
friarswho'd taken vows of poverty. Commonly caled whirling dervishes, there were actualy any number
of dervish types—dancing, howling, Singing—who sought to achieve mystic union with the divine through
the constant repetition of smple physica actsuntil they fell into atrance. Thesefriarswere dso fierce
fighters, loyd until death, athough such authentic dervishes made up only aportion of the Mahdi'sarmy.

"Actudly,” Rimbaud explained to Gordon as they made their way through the camp, "the Mahdists call
themsdves ‘ansar.' "

" "Helpers,' " Gordon said. "Asthe people of Medinawho gave aid to Mohammed during hisexile caled
themsdlves"

Rimbaud nodded. Gordon could distinguish representatives from numerous Sudanese tribesin the camp.
Beside the authentic dervishes, there were Bedj tribesmen from the Red Hills, Arabs of the northern
desert, and animist Nuer from the Sudd, the great swamp that constituted the southern third of the
territory.

There were thousands of tribesmen, tens of thousands of them. Gordon and his guide had arrived at the
camp early in the morning, and breakfast was being cooked over amyriad of campfires. Theansar
awaited their food,ful , or mashed fava beans, a Sudanese staple, with general good patience. If the
Mahdi was smart (and he was that, Gordon figured) he fed them regularly. That alone would be enough
to keep most of them happy. These men didn't ask for much for their undying loyaty. They werefierce
fighters, loyd to the death, but as they passed among them Gordon didn't see many modern wegpons.

Mogt of theansar were armed with the traditiona sword and spear. Some carried nothing more |ethal
than cudgd s or hard-wood sticks. A few guns were visible—some ancient Arab-style flintlocks and a
couple morerifles of rather outdated European manufacture. These were spoils, no doubt, from recent
battles with the Draka

Rimbaud appeared to be rather well known. No one stopped them. He was challenged, or rather
greeted, by afew who seemed to have some authority over the teeming rabble, but some muttered
words from him aways seemed to suffice for their passage.

"Thefirgt stage of the journey isover," Rimbaud said asthey made their way through the camp. "Now



we must take the road to El Obeid. Though the Mahdi has atent here, he actudly spends most of his
timeinthecity."

Gordon wasfamiliar with EI Obeid, which, after Cairo, was the most populous city in Egypt-Sudan. It
had naturdly fallen to the Drakawhen they had originaly annexed the region. But the Draka had only |eft
atoken garrison while making Khartoum their headquarters. They had chosen Khartoum because it was
more central to the entire region and aso because it was located at the confluence of the Blue and White
Niles, thus controlling to some extent dl river traffic. It was aso more easily defendable than El Obeld.

The hand of the Draka had falen rather lightly on El Obeid, which wasthe historic capital of Kordofan,
the richest and most important Sudanese province. As such it was also the region’'s economic center, the
heart of the gum, ivory, and dave trade. Other than replacing native economic concerns with their own,
the Drakalet things go on asthey had for centuries. The capture of El Obeid had been the Mahdi's first
great victory, aswell astheimpetusfor Hicks's disastrous probe south from Khartoum.

Theactud trading post at El Dueim was the best-built building in dl of the hamlet, so naturally had been
taken asthe camp's general headquarters. It stood higher up on theriver valley, out of the floodplain that
would be swept clear by the White Nil€'s yearly floods, and was made of sun-dried brick and timber.
Next to it was a corral made of thorn bush that held a score of rather thin and tired-looking horses.
Hobbled camels grazed freely on the sparse grass beyond the corral. A dirt road, more of atrack redly,
ran west and south, into the interior to El Obeid.

Half adozen men lounged around the front porch of the heedquarters building, under the hdf-falen
ramadathat dmost sheltered them from the aready sweltering sun.

"Sabah il-kheer," Rimbaud said, greeting one or perhaps al with agraceful good morning and a sketchy
sdaam.

They returned the greeting with variousinterest and grace. Rimbaud, it ssemed, wasafamiliar figure
accorded a certain, but not excessive, respect.

"My friend and | have businessin El Obeid, and need horses.. . ." Rimbaud began, but hisvoice faltered
and ran down to nothing as he looked down the road.

Gordon followed his gaze to see awhite cloud in the distance, billowing on the early morning breeze. It
wastoo far to see details, but clearly amoderate-sized body of horsemen was approaching the camp.

Rimbaud looked at Gordon and spoke in English. "Perhaps we may bein luck. Perhaps our business
comesto us."

Most of the men on the porch stood and joined them as they |ooked down thetrail, shading their eyesto
better seetheriders. It was not long before the excited call of "Mahdi! Mahdi!" started torissup inthe
camp.

"It'shim," Rimbaud said after amoment. "I can see his persond flag. The men with him arethe
mulazamin , apicked force drawn from tribal leaders. They are his persona bodyguard.”

The news of the Mahdi's gpproach swept through the camp like fire raining from the heavens. Hisfaithful
abandoned their cook pots and merged in a swarming mass where the trail ended before the headquarter
building. The horsemen approached at a brisk gallop and, just before Gordon was sure there was going
to be aterrible collison, the Mahdi and the fifty or so men of his bodyguard braked abruptly, horses



rearing and snorting, flags waving, men cheering and moaning, "Mahdi! Mahdi! Mahdi!" in unison.

The Mahdi legpt down to the ground while the horses of his bodyguard still pranced nervoudly, excited
by the noise and the swarming crowd. Some of themulazamin unlimbered riflesand fired in the air to
add to the generd din and confusion. These men, Gordon noted, were dl well armed, and their rifles
were dl of Draka manufacture, which made them the finest in the world. They evidently had gotten the
pick of theloot from Hickssill-fated expedition.

Gordon could seethe Mahdi quite clearly. He wastall, dark skinned, and dim. His eyeswere black, his
teeth white with a prominent gap between the front uppers. There was a certain air about him, an aura of
strength and confidence. His smile energized the crowd asthey al reached out to touch hisssimple white
linen jibbeh. His robe was the only one that was pure white. All the other Mahdists who wore robes had
varioudy colored patches sewn onto them, sgnifying theimpure sate of their wearers. Only the Mahdi
could wear immaculate white, for he was the only man among them without sin.

The Mahdi threw his arms out wide and began to spesk. At first hiswords seemed unremarkable to
Gordon. He spoke the usud stuff about Allah and paradise and fighting to the death and victory over the
infidel Draka—but his voice was deep, resonant, magical. Men heard that voice and beieved him,
implicitly and utterly. Men heard that voice, saw hiseyes, and loved him, immediately and totaly.

Gordon, too, felt it. The Mahdi's charismawas overwhelming. His physical beauty was astounding, but
there was adepth to him, an apparent spirituality that Gordon had rarely encountered in the world.

"Quiteafigure,” Rimbaud sad, "ishenot, monseur?’

Gordon took his eyes from the Mahdi who, degp in his oration, laughed wildly one moment, then,
recalling the sacrifice of hisloya helpers, wept like ababy. The Sudanese tribesmen, watching their
leader cry, bowed their heads and cried with him.

"Yes," Gordon. "Yes. Of course. One would expect such.. . . charisma.”

Rimbaud spit out a chewed wad of chat , took some fresh leaves from his pouch and tucked themin the
fold between hislip and jaw.

"Would one?" he asked quietly, looking a Gordon speculatively.

He knows! Gordon thought to himself. He canfed the. . . attraction | fedl. Am | so transparent? How
could | let my emotions be so apparent? Perhaps the Frenchman does have a poet's sengitivities, but, sill,
damn the frog!

The crowd was parting as the Mahdi turned to the headquarters building. The Mahdi suddenly caught
sight of Gordon, and stopped, puzzled. Dark eyeslooked into blue. A spark of something passed
between them, arecognition, perhaps, and Agag came roaring from the hidden cavern in Gordon's soul
which was hisdark home.

He knows me! Agag said.Fifteen years has not dimmed the fame of Charles George Gordon even
in this dark and ignorant land. He knows who | am!

Rimbaud was between them, smiling astrange smile. He bowed deeply and greeted the Mahdi, then
gestured with both handsto Gordon.



"Thisis Gordon Pasha," he said in Arabic. "In times past Governor-Genera of Sudan. He seeksan
audiencewith you."

The Mahdi was young, perhaps thirty. He would have been aboy when Gordon had traversed the
Sudan armed only with hisriding crop and dagger, a crescent-bladedjambiyah , crushing the bandit
clans, destroying the davers, building forts and settlements throughout its desolation. At first, when
Rimbaud spoke, there was a blankness on the Mahdi's face and Gordon's heart sunk. Inwardly he raged
a hisdemon, flaying it with bitter words, caling it afool, aliar, acharlatan.

The Mahdi no more knows me than he knows who the Prime Minister of England is, hetold Agag
bitterly.

But then the Mahdi's expression changed. Comprehension lit hiseyes.

"Of course!" hesaid. "l remember—when | was aboy you did great things for the people of the Sudan.
Y ou broke the injustice of the Turk. But then . . . but then you left."

"I had to," Gordon felt compelled to say. And indeed he had. The most powerful man in Sudan was
nothing to the bankers and ministerswho really caled the tune.

The Mahdi smiled and the effect was dazzling, like the sun to aman who had been locked inacold,
dark dungeon for half ayesar.

"And well you did—for you have left it for mel”

Helaughed again, and al those who heard it laughed with him, just happy that he was happy. And
Gordon laughed aswell. Lord help me, he thought. He could not help but laugh, too.

"The pleasureis mine, Gordon Pasha," the Mahdi said, "to meet aman of such renown. How may |
srveyou?'

TheMahdi had that quality about him, Gordon mused, that would make men follow him to Hell—and
once thereto shield him from the fireswith their own bodies. Gordon himsalf couldn't help but fal under
the Mahdi's spell. Had he, he wondered, at this advanced age at last found the man whom he could
willingly serve?

"By listening, my lord, to what I've cometo say. By thinking, my lord, a what I'm about to offer.”

The Mahdi laughed doud. "That doesn't sound so difficult. Come!™ He put his hand lightly on Gordon's
shoulder, and rather than repelling him the Mahdi's touch seemed to warm hisflesh. "Let usretireto my
tent and you can tell methis greet thing you have cometo say. And | shdl listen.”

They went together, Rimbaud trailing, and the bodyguards following after them.

* * %

April 28, 1883
El Dueim, Camp of the Mahdi

My dearest Augusta
| fear that | shall burst with pride! Agag, it seems, hasfinaly won our little baitle and isin full control of



my faculties. But, redly, I'm not wasting time worrying about that. Instead, | am happy as| ever could
be, glad to know that | am useful in the world again and have succeeded easily where otherswould very
eedly havefalled.

It will doubtless be sometime before | can post thisletter, as| am now in the camp of the man known as
the Mahdi (which means"The Guided One" in Arabic), the man who was leading the Sudanese rebellion
againg the Draka. | say "was' advisedly, because | have managed to enlist him to the Draka side. | have
gotten him to Sign atreaty to join the Domination of the Draka, to accept aplaceinit for himsdf and his
people, rather than continue an armed rebellion which, | convinced him, would ultimately proveto be
usdess.

The Mahdi isan intelligent man, aswell as handsome, charismatic, and virtuous. | am happy that | was
ableto bring him together with the Draka. Otherwise | would most certainly witness his utter destruction
at the hands of amore numerous and technologically superior foe.

There are, however, certain dements among the Drakawho most certainly will not welcomethis
development, so my job may not be quite done. Soon, though, | am quite convinced that everything will
bein order and | shall be ableto get on with the task | cameto Africafor. In the meantime, pray for me
as| certainly do for you and our family every night and day.

Y our loving brother,
C.

Gordon and Rimbaud stood together in the hot night on aramshackle pier overlooking the rushing
waters of the White Nile. The breeze off theriver lent atouch of coolness to the evening, but the clouds
of voracious mosquitoes made Gordon eager for the relative safety of the Mahdi's big white tent.

"Once you reach Khartoum, go by camel,” Gordon told the Frenchman. "A steamer would be faster, but
it may be more dangerous.”

Rimbaud shrugged. "Living is dangerous, monsieur. When we die, then we shdl be safe”

Gordon looked at the enigmeatic merchant. There was something about the man that inspired trust.
Perhapsit was his quiet, aimost laconic attitude. Whatever caused it, Gordon hoped that the trust he put
in Rimbaud wasn't misplaced.

"All right," hefindly said. "I leaveit to you. Go the way you fed would be best. But be careful. And
deliver this message only to Alexander von Shrakenberg. He has promised to be waiting—with a
legion—for word from me at Aswan, at the end of therailroad line. If you don't find him there, you must
find him where ever heis, as soon as you can. Oh—and, if you will, asafavor to me, take these letters
for my sster and post them at the first opportunity.”

Rimbaud accepted both packets, the one containing asigned copy of the Mahdi<t tregty, the other
containing the letters Gordon had written to his Sster Augusta over the last severd days. They
disappeared into his voluminous, disreputable robes.



"That | will, monseur." He made asif to go, then paused. "May | offer an observation of my own,
mongeur?'

"Certainly,” Gordon said, somewhat surprised. Rimbaud had never before made free with advice.

He fixed Gordon with his curious burning gaze. His eyes had clearly seen alot inlife, and this experience
shonein them as he addressed Gordon. "The Mahdi isbut aman like dl of us. Follow him if you will.
Love himif you must. But do not worship him. If you do, you will belost. Comprendez vous? "

"Y-yes," Gordon said, alittle startled by the man's words. Before he could say more, though, Rimbaud
turned, and climbed down into the waiting dhow. Gordon watched him go, contemplating his
extraordinary advice. It wasamogt asif the Frenchman had followed Gordon's own private mental
processes, dmost asif he could directly interpret the words and looks that had passed between him and
the Mahdi. How could Rimbaud know his own unexpressed thoughts and desires?

Not that he could ever redly lovethe Mahdi, in the physica sense. That was surely impossible. It was
not naturd. It wasasin. True, it wasasin he had carried with him since his thirteenth year when heéld
been forced into such areationship with ateacher at his preparatory school. Not forced in aphysica
sense, but overwhelmed by an older and more powerful persondity, apersondity he had loved, had
worshiped. . .

Since then Gordon had wished fervently that he was a eunuch so hed never be tortured by such terrible
desres again. He had felt them since, but had never givenin. Hisiron will and determination hed
prevented him from again dipping into Sn. But—

Don't even think about it, Gordon told himself. Don't even think about it. There was much yet he had to
do. There was much to occupy himsdf with.

He gave afind wave to Rimbaud as the dhow dipped downstream. Gordon couldn't be sure but it
seemed asif Rimbaud also waved afarewdl. After the dhow faded from sight, he turned away from the
river and went up the rickety pier to the muddy path beyond.

A facdesstribesman jostled him in the darkness, and Gordon felt asharp, bitter sting across hisribcage.
Instantly, without conscious thought, he drew the jambiyah he dways carried at hiswaist and dashed
outward.

He felt the blade bite flesh and the Arab sprang back with a curse, his hand flying to his cheek where
Gordon's dagger had dashed him from the corner of his mouth to the corner of hiseye.

There were others on and around the pier, but the knife work was so fast, so quit, that they had no time
to react even if they redized what was happening.

Cursing, the Arab crouched low and camein again. Gordon stood his ground, surprising him. Whileit
had been some time since Gordon had had blood on his own hands, his physica courage had never
dimmed. Thetribesman lunged, but Gordon blocked most of the blow's force with a strength that
surprised hisfoe. The tribesman was even more surprised by the speed and accuracy of Gordon's
counterthrust asit lodged deep in histhroat.

"Damn!" Gordon stepped back, avoiding most of the spray that geysered from his assailant'sthroat. The
tribesmanfdl. "Damnit dl, anyway!"



By now those standing nearby knew that something odd was happening. A crowd quickly gathered
around Gordon, and helped him up the river bank and to the Mahdi'stent. They rushed himin, caling for
adoctor, and laid him on soft cushionsin aquiet acove.

Gordon was breathing heavily, shdlowly. Hefelt hot and cold, sweeting and shivering at the sametime.
He knew hiswounds weren't particularly bad, not even the ssomach wound, but wondered why they
were affecting him so severdly.

Then he thought, "Poison,” and tried to rise, but couldn't. Hetried to cdl for paper. He wanted to, he
had to writeto hissister, totell her .. . tell her . ..

He couldn't remember what he had to tell her. He lay back among the cushions, totaly unaware of the
chaoswhich raged around him.

Vi.

Gordon woke to darkness.

Hewas not in atent, but in adark room in abuilding, exactly where, he didn't know. A woman sat by
hisside, dozing, and as he woke he sat up, and felt the pull of barely-knit flesh across his scomach.

The woman woke at the sound of hisinvoluntary groan. She was young and probably beautiful, though
he could hardly tell for the darkness and the veil and robes she wore. In any event, her voice was young
and her hands gentle and tender as she lightly touched his chest and urged him back down upon the soft
bed.

"Where—" Gordon croaked, his mouth dry and voice rusty from disuse.

The woman made soft noises of disapproval and reached for a carafe beside the bed. She held it to his
lipsand he eagerly gulped swest, diluted wine, ignoring the rivulets that dribbled down his chin.

"Wheream 17" hetried again. Thistime his voice worked reasonably well.
"Shh!" Thewoman said. "Lay back and rest. | shall bring him.”
And she was gone before Gordon could stop her.

Gordon sat up as best he could againgt the fluffy cushions, and looked around. He was obvioudy ina



dark bedchamber. 1t was night, and warm. Of course. City sounds and smells came from the grilled
window, asdid some light from a haf-full moon. So much for his surroundings. Asfor himsdf—hewas
naked, covered by a sheet damp from his swest. His chest was half wrapped in bandages where the
knife blade had raked his ribcage. Another bandage was wrapped about his ssomach where the blade
had sunk in aninch or two. He probed carefully, pushing lightly with hisforefinger, and winced. It was
gill sore. But—he was dive and fedling reasonably well if somewhat wesk and morethan alittle
disoriented.

"Praisebeto Allah!"

The Mahdi stood at the entrance to the room. He gestured to the bodyguards who accompanied him to
wait outside and closed the door.

"We thought we had lost you so soon after first knowing you—but praise be to Allah—and your own
great strength—that neither the blade nor the poison on it could end your life!™

The Mahdi stopped at the foot of the bed and gazed down on Gordon with hisintense, piercing eyes.
"Asyou yoursdf did to the man who struck you."

"Who was he?' Gordon asked. He looked back up at the Mahdi. He felt that he should pull the sheet up
to cover himself, but for some reason couldn't. The Mahdi moved closer, around the edge of the bed.

He shrugged shoulders clad in an immacul ate white robe.

"Who knows? An assassin sent by an old enemy, perhaps. Y ou till have many enemiesin this country,
Gordon Pasha." The Mahdi sat down on the edge of the bed. Gordon could fed the heet radiating from
the body pressing againgt his upper thigh, covered only by the thin sheet. "A man is measured by the
drength of hisenemies.”

They looked at each other for along moment. Gordon felt an unaccountable rush of heat flush hisentire
body.

"Where—where are we?'

"Ah." The Mahdi gestured around them. "My palacein El Obeid. We thought it would be best to bring
you here from the camp. Y our wounds. . ."

Hisfine, strong-looking hand reached out dowly, dmost asif of its own accord, and touched Gordon's
bandaged chest, gently. Gordon flinched at the touch, but did not move away fromit.

"You've dept for three days," the Mahdi continued in that same dreamy, far-away voice. Thetouch
became a caress, moving down his chest. Suddenly, the Mahdi sighed and took hishand away. "It'sa
pity," hefindly said. "Y ou no longer have the suppleness, the skin, the softness of ayouth. A pity."

"Yes," Gordon said, quietly. Helooked away, queerly hurt in away he couldn't even think about, let
donedefine,

The Mahdi stood, hisvoice suddenly brisk, busnesdike.

"It'swell that you've awakened. We have. . ." he paused, searching for the correct word, " . . . vigitors."



"Oh." Gordon 4till did not look at him, fiercdy willing himself not to cry. He didn't know why he wanted
to.

"Yes. A Drakalegion has surrounded the city."
Thiswas something he could think about. Focus hismind on.

"Who commandsit?' he asked in astrong voice. It couldn't be von Shrakenberg's legion. They couldn't
have arrived so quickly from Aswan.

"A merarch named Quantrill. He has asked to meet with me."

Quantrill. Again. Perhaps at |ast they'd come face-to-face. "1 wouldn't much trust him.”
The Mahdi smiled. It was heart-breskingly beautiful.

"I don't. It would help if you attended and showed him the documents | have signed.”
"Of course," Gordon said. He sat up with hardly any pain. "Asyou desire.”

The Mahdi was dready leaving the room, caling for servantsto clothe Gordon for the meeting.

* * *

May 2, 1883
El Obeid

My Dearest Augusta

| find myself now in El Obeid, acity (without much to recommend it) in the heart of the Kordofan
province of what used to be the Sudan, which is, de facto, the capitol of the Mahdi'slittle empire.

| confessthat | am weary. | had alittle accident a couple of days ago, nothing serious, | assure you, and
amwell recovered even as| write these words. It is not that which causes my weariness.

| scarce know what to say or how to explainit. | amtired of abattle | have fought al my life, abattle
thought long won which, actudly, | came extremely closeto losing. Y et—in the ensuing victory | fed no
joy. Only continuing loss.

Itisdl very confusing. | must pull myself together. I've just come from mediating aface-to-face
confrontation between the Mahdi and Merarch Quantrill of the Draka Security Directorate. Quantrill has
surrounded El Obeid with a Draka legion that he commands. Y €, he saysthat he acceptsthe Mahdi's
offer of aliance, as enumerated in the documents drawn up by Alexander von Shrakenberg and signed
by the Mahdi. He has even accepted the offer to attend a banquet in the city in honor of him and his saff.
Yet, | do not trust him. Quantrill isaswine. Heiswithout honor. Still, tonight might be a perfect
opportunity to probe his mind and attempt to catch ahint of his plans, whatever they are. I'm sure that
ultimately he's up to no good.

| am sorry my dear Sigter. | usudly don't burden you with my problemslikethis. Attributeit to my
weariness. Still, writing these lines has done me some good. It has helped to clear my mind asto whét |
must do. Now | shall go post thisand (as unreliable asthe mail serviceis) pray that it reachesyou
eventudly.

Please, pray for me, your sinning brother, as| pray for you and our family every day.

Y our loving Brother,



Vil.

Gordon went out into the night, done. Despite his recent wounds and weakness, he fdlt likewaking. He
felt like more than that, actualy, but he couldn't get on acamel and head off into the clear, clean desert to
be aone with thoughts that he scarcely could admit to himsalf. But he smply couldn't stand the thought of
being confined any longer. The narrow, winding streets of El Obeid, so much like those of Khartoum,
werelittle better than his closed-in room. He had to get out and be alone and prepare himself for the
dinner in honor of Quantrill and his gaff. But he couldn't focus hismind.

A hot wind blew like ablast from an open fire. It was unpleasant, of course, but no way near as
unpleasant asthe flames of Hell, which ultimately he knew was his due.

He was asodomite. Pure and smple. He was asinner and when he died he would burnin Hell. Pure
andsmple.

Almogt it was ardlief to admit it to himsdf. Of course he hadknown it. He had known it for years and
years, back to his days at boarding school, but somehow he had neveradmitted it to himsdf. He had

certainly never acted on the redlization. It had been thirty-seven years since he had touched another with
love. He had thought theMahdii . . .

But, no, of course not. He wasfifty, now, hardly in hisprime. Old and usdless. . .
"Gordon. Fancy seeing you here."

Gordon stopped, startled. He had been wandering with his head down, lost in thought, unaware of his
surroundings.

Make that old and stupid, he told himself. Somewhere Agag snickered.

It took Gordon amoment before he recognize the man standing before him in the dark. Hewas a
European in civilian dress. No—he was American. It was Desmond.

"Desmond? What're you doing here? Y ou should be at the Mahdi's palace. The dinner.”

Desmond nodded. "I'll makeit to the nigger'sin time for the fedtivities. | hope. | haveto take care of
something firg."

Gordon knew. Desmond's right hand wasiin his bulging pants pocket, no doubt resting on the grip of a
pistol. Gordon smiled.

"l see" Curioudy, his depression immediately lightened. Nothing like an netion attempt, he
thought, to focus your mind. " Something you should have handled yourself, awhile ago.”



"Oh, | quite agree," Desmond said. "Quantrill's orders, of course, but they were my men. They falled
though. Never send anigger or awog to do aman'swork."

"Mind telling me one thing?' Gordon asked.

"Whet'sthat?'

“Why?

Desmond grinned a him. "Wdll, it'ssmple, isn't it?'Y ou're the go-between. Y ou're the proof, asit were.
Without you, there's no evidence that the Mahdi accepted the plan of that traitorous swinevon
Shrakenberg.”

Gordon smiled. "Except for the documents that the Mahdi signed.”

"Oh, those." Desmond waved it away. "Those will be destroyed tonight. Along with the Mahdi and the
rest of hisscum.”

"What?'

"Of course. The Mahdi, you see, isthe key to thiswhole thing. Without him, the revolt falsto bits.
Without hisleadership his savages become, wdl, worthless savages again." Desmond glanced down to
consult awatch he took with hisleft hand from the pocket on hisvest. "The dinner will start any moment
now. Of course, under aflag of truce the Draka officerswon't be asked to give up their sdearms. Their
repeeting pistols. Some have smuggled in smal packets of explosvesaswdl. They'll kill the Mahdi and
wipe out his saff easly. I'm sorry to missit. It'll berare sport.”

"Sport?' Gordon said through gritted teeth. "Under aflag of truce?’

Desmond shrugged. "Why not? They're only niggers. Oh, sure, there's some white men on the Mahdi's
gtaff, but that'swhat they get, you see." He amiled at Gordon. "The sounds of gunfire a the palace will be
the sgnal for the generd assault on the city. Steam-draggerswill batter down the gates. Quantrill's elite
legion will sivarm in and wipe out the unsuspecting niggers. Easy aspie.” Desmond smiled again. "And Il
take care of you."

Gordon'sfury increased. He couldn't believe thefilthy treachery in Desmond's calm words. Actudly—he
could. The plan reeked of Quantrill. It was just like him to daughter unarmed hosts while under awhite
flag. Hewould think it clever.

There was the sudden clatter of gunfire from the direction of the Mahdi's palace. Gordon closed his
eyes.

"Ah," Desmond said. "Therésthe sgnd—"
"Onemorething,” Gordon asked, hiseyes till closed.
"What'sthat?' Desmond asked, ahint of impatiencein hisvoice.

"Have you killed many men from close up?'



Desmond frowned. "No. Why?"

Gordon's eyes flew open. Boiling with rage he launched himself at the Draka, hand dropping for the
jambiyah sheathed at his sde. Desmond drew backward as he yanked the pistol from his pocket. But the
handgun's hammer snagged on the pocket lining. He pulled harder and it tore free. He lifted the weagpon
tofire, but Gordon was on him.

They collided, faling backward with Gordon on top, his blade drawn. He stuck it in Desmond's ssomach
and dashed sideways. His face was inches from Desmond's and the Draka's expression was fear and

pain, mingled equaly.

"A knifeisbetter for that kind of thing," Gordon told him as he gutted him. Gordon jumped to hisfeet,
ignoring the blood which soaked the front of his clothes. His only thought was to get to the Mahdi.
Quantrill, of course, wasright. The Mahdi was the key to the whole thing. Without the Mahdi, the revolt
wouldn't last another month. But even if he destroyed the copy of the treaty he and the Mahdi had
sgned, there was the other copy Gordon had sent off with Rimbaud. The Drakawould learn of
Quantrill'streachery through that document.

But would they care? Gordon guessed that the Draka, pragmatic to the end, would care only if Quantrill
failed to end the Mahdi's threst.

Gordon must do dl he could to see that the Mahdi survived thisvile treachery. All he could. Heran
toward the palace. Already El Obeid wasin chaos. The gunfire around the palace had died out. That
wasn't agood sign. The legion had begin its assault. He could hear their vehicles smashing through the
City gates.

God grant him hiswishto beintime—

The palace's dining room was full of death. There were corpses everywhere. Most were native, but
there were some Draka-uniformed bodies aswell. He searched the room but couldn't find the Mahdi,
alive or dead, so there was till hope. Perhaps, Gordon thought, they had taken him prisoner.

Therest of the palace was chaotic. Soldiers and servants were fleeing, some looting before the Draka
could arrive. There were no Draka officers to be seen—and then Gordon heard sounds coming from the
garden behind the palace.

He went through an archway to the torch-lit garden, and stopped to stare at one of the most horrific
scenes held ever witnessed.

He could recognize the Mahdi—or at least his severed head—even at adistance by hisfine white teeth,
visible because the mouth was open in arictus of false suffering. False because the Mahdi was dead and
truly beyond dl pain and suffering.

The fine dark eyes were shut, the bladed nose smashed askew, the flesh of his cheekstorn away so that
his birthmark was missing. The entire head was caked with dirt and blood.

As Gordon watched, the Draka officers crowded around it asit lay on the ground, and laughed
uproarioudy. One of them stepped back half a dozen paces, drew his sidearm, and fired at it. He missed,
and the officerslaughed again.

"I'll show you what amarksman | am," someone said. It was Quantrill. There was no mistaking him for



another officer. He was a short man, not much taller than Gordon. Hisarms and legs were lank and thin,
making his bloated ssomach appear even more colossd than it was. His face was red and flushed,
certainly from excitement and drinking both. His eyes were bleary, his nose the Size and shape of arotten
potato discarded in the field at harvest. The sight of him made Gordon sick, but his actions were even
more disgugting.

He approached the Mahdi's severed head until he stood right over it, undid the fly of histrousers, and
urinated upon it. He shook with laughter as his piss struck the Mahdi's head between what was | ft of his
eyes, cascaded down hisfeatures and dribbled down his chin to splatter on the dusty ground.

The other Drakalaughed like this was the funniest thing they had ever seen, but Gordon went cold,
insgde and out, though awhite hotness flashed before his eyes.

"Isthat the use to which you put your peter? That and satisfying your lust upon barnyard animals?*

Hisvoice rang out hard across the laughter, which was silenced instantaneoudy, and Gordon didn't
know who was more surprised to hear it, Quantrill or himsalf. He scarcely redlized that he had spoke and
he wondered where the words had come from.

Quantrill whirled, hisface scarlet with anger.
"What did you say?"

In that moment, Gordon suddenly redlized he knew to what end he had spoken. He wondered if the
words had come from Agag, or from himself, but in the end, he redlized d o that it didn't matter. Hewas
Agag, or at least Agag was a piece of him. He was made up of amultitude of pieces, and he could live
with them all. He didn't have to crush them down and hide them away, he didn't have to cut them away
from himsalf. Thisredization struck him with the force of an epiphany that come over him ashard and
fast asagift from God. Wasit? he asked himsalf wonderingly. Wasit?

"Y ou're pissing on your boots," he said to Quantrill politely.

"Huh?" Quantrill looked down, swore to himsdlf, and cut off the flow of urine. He put himsdf back in his
pants, and looked back up at Gordon, who was approaching dowly.

"Gordon? Isthat you, Gordon?"'

"Itis, Sr. Charles George Gordon, Sr, Field Marshdl in the Armies of Chinaand the Ottoman Empire,
proud possessor of the Peacock Feather given me personaly from the hands of the Empress of China,
Governor-Generd of the Sudan, and lately Colond in Her Imperid Mgesty's Army!"

Agag, loose at long last, smply faded away, disappearing to where Gordon knew not.

"You, gr, on the other hand, are adrunken, filthy, treacherous swine." Gordon added when he'd gotten
within arm's reach of Quantrill, "Of course, such behavior isonly to be expected from one with the taint
of negro blood.”

Quantrill eyes bulged until Gordon thought they would literaly pop out of their sockets. Theveinsin his
neck swelled and Gordon could see them pulse in time to the blood pounding in hisforehead.

"Wha—wha—"



Around them was deathly silence as most of the Draka officerslooked on in blank incomprehension,
though from the looks on some faces, several had guessed what Gordon was doing. None tried to stop
him.

"I wonder. Was your mother raped by anegro, or did she go to hisarms eagerly, willingly, because your
father—"

Quantrill hit him in the face with his clenched right hand. Gordon's head jerked back at the force of the
blow, but he caught Quantrill'sleft beforeit could land. No one € se moved, though ashudder, partialy
of excitement, partialy of dismay, went through the onlookers.

Gordon twisted Quantrill'swrigt, painfully, moved in even closer, and spit right in hisface. Quantrill
gurgled incoherently and his hand dropped for the hilt of the pistol that wasthrust in his belt.

Gordon smiled. Alwayswith the gun, he thought, and his hand dropped to the pomme of hisjambiyah
and drew it in one swift motion.

Quantrill's pistol had cleared his belt. He was bringing the muzzle up to point at Gordon's ssomach, but
Gordon was dready dashing backhandedly with the jambiyah. It went in shalow at the right side of
Quantrill's abdomen and sunk in deeper as he cut across the mass of fat that sheltered Quantrill's guts.
Quantrill'sfinger tightened on the trigger and the pistol discharged into the ground between them. Gordon
never even flinched.

"That'sfor ordering my desth,” Gordon said into Quantrill's anguished face. With dl his strength he
rammed the point of the jambiyah as hard as he could into Quantrill's guts. "And that's for the Mahdi,
God rest hissoul.”

Quantrill's breath exploded from hislungs and dl the strength flowed from hislegs. Gordon held him up
for amoment, then pushed him savagely away. The knife dipped out of his abdomen, and, as Quantrill
fdl backwards his guts came out in great shining coils. He lay whimpering on the ground, his hands
meaking feeble motionsto stuff hisintestines back into his dashed scomach, fliesadready buzzing hungrily
around him.

"The devil take yours," Gordon told him.

Helooked up and around at the Draka officers who stood in atight knot, looking from Quantrill, crying
quietly on the ground, to Gordon, and back again.

"Sdf-defense,” Gordon said, and turned and walked away.
It was over. He was done with soldiering and fighting and killing. He had alifeto live, adam to build, a

river to tame. It would be hard work, but he'd never been afraid of hard work. At least from now on his
hands would be dirty with only soil, not with blood.

* * %

May, 10 1883
Alexandria

My Dearest Augustax



| fear that it shal be sometime before I'll be ableto visit you and the family again. | have an enormous
amount of work before me, but for thefirst timeinalong timel fed asif I'll beableto get it al done. |
am done, forever, | hope, with soldiering. I've had enough of that to last alifetime. To last severd
lifetimes. Perhgpswhen | am redlly old and feeble and can do no more than grip apen, | shdl write my
memoirs. There are stories to be told, no doulbt, if the world is ready to hear them.

| am staying for now with Alexander von Shrakenberg. There are some questions about the curious deeth
of aDrakamerarch that must be answered, but von Shrakenberg assures me that matterswill work out
just fine. The affair ended satisfactorily for the Draka, and thet redlly isdl they care about. The Mahdi's
Revolt is over and the Sudan is pacified. Not in the way | would have wished, but as you know my dear,
that isoften the caseinlife.

I'll find my own lodgingsintime, but now | take an odd comfort in living in the household of this strange
Draka Hell probably burnin Hell, though, I'm not the one to judge him. Heisalikable man, for a
Draka

Hesinvolved in more activities than any ten men. Cotton plantations, dirigible plants, government
projects of dl typesand stripes, yet he also hastimefor afull socia schedule.

Asyou know | find that sort of thing tiresome, but just this morning he and hiswife Edith were telling me
about this new houseguest dueto arrive later today. Alexander swearsthat he'sabrilliant
conversationdist and great wit and that I'll just adore him. He's awriter, like that Frenchy, Rimbaud. |
guessdl and al Rimbaud wasn't abad fellow, but he's hardly someone you'd careto invite to your home.
(Hah! Like mysdlf, somewould say. Perhaps, like Our Lord Chrigt, | will learn to practice more
tolerance.)

Anyway, he's an Irish chap, name of Oscar Wilde. Ever heard of him?

Y our Loving Brother, in Christ:
Charles

WRITTEN BY
THE WIND
A Story of the Draka

Roland J. Green




Roland Green isaman of letterswho dwellsin Chicago. He has written fantasy—\Wandor's Jour ney
—and alternate history, a continuation of the great H. Beam Piper'swork inGreat King's War.

Besideswriting, Roland reads agreet dedl, especidly in history maritime and military. He redlyknows
the details, and in his hands they're anything but dull and dry; they're the stuff of living, bresthing human

beings.

Inthis story, the rising Draka meet the Rising Sun, astwo powers of the periphery of the world chalenge
the older statesfor roomto live.

However bad it was, it could have beenworse. . .

Sasebo Nava Airship Base, Empire of Japan 0430, August 18, 1905

A hundred meters aft, one of Satsuma 's engines cameto life. Horace Jahn fdlt the vibration through the
big dirigible's duminum structure before the sound reached his ears. Onceit did, the diesdl sounded like
the purring of acat—adistant cat, the Size of an auto steamer.

Probably Engine #3, the Draka cal culated. He could not have told a ground gripper how he madethe
caculation, but after ten yearsin airships, it took hardly more thought than breathing. (Say, hiding the
need to sneeze at aforma banquet.) But even after he saw lights going on, he wondered why they'd
darted an engine.

Liketherest of the Imperid Japanese Navy's First AirKokutai ,Satsuma was snugged down to her
moorings, bow locked to the mobile mast and tail just asfirmly gripped by the mooring car. Her interna
electrics could run off ground power, saving fuel for her five diesds until shelifted off.

Jahn strode forward, remembering to duck as he stepped off the catwalk and scrambled down the
ladder to the control deck.Satsuma and her five sisterswerefirst cousinsto the Dominion'sHarpy class,
but when the Japanese Navy assembled them, they modified them for crews agood ten centimeters
shorter than the average mae Draka—and Jahn's North German genes ran him up severa centimeters
beyond that respectable height. The first few weeks aboard Imperial airships had |eft bruises and scrapes
on hisforehead, hips, knees, and elbows.

More lights came on. Two crewmen in blue coveralls seemed to sprout from the deck. They bowed to
Jahn, then scrambled up the ladder before Jahn could return the bow or take more than two steps
forward. He did not believe that the Imperia Navy wasredly assgningninja adepts to spy on thegaijin
advisersthey were letting watch them fight the Russians, but it was undeniably hard for any of the
observersto be awake and aone for long.

At least the Draka had found this easier to adapt to than some of the other nationalities, particularly the
British and Germans. Omnipresent little brown men in blue or white were not too different from the
household serfsthat every Citizen took for granted, from the cradle to the deathbed, however un-serflike
their behavior.

The brightest lights and the only noise except the distant diesel seemed to come from the radio room.
Jahn looked in through the uncurtained doorway, to see Warrant Officer Chiba at the central table, while
apair of long, blue-clad legs thrust out from what seemed to be the bowel s of the radio cabinet.



Jahn didn't need rude magnolia-accented mutterings floating out past the legs to know their owner. He
had vivid and mostly pleasant memoriesof al hisencounterswith Tetrarch Julia Belle Pope of the
Women's Auxiliary Service, and some of the most vivid were also the most pleasant.

Repairs on the radio explained the power-up; the Shdamanzar XV airship sets ate power likeamine
sexf attacking his dinner. Pope was aqudified radio operator and instructor, land, sea, and air. Was she
aboard for maintenance, or—?

It was less than an hour before theKokutai was supposed to lift out on the biggest airship operation
since the Draka burned Odessa. That was dicing time thinly, even with somebody who could work (or
play) asfast as Pope.

"Attention!" Jahn called Softly.
Scrape, rattle,thump , then:
"Shit in'your rice bowe, Horrie!" in excellent Japanese. Warrant Officer Chibactried not to grin.

Tetrarch Pope scrambled out of the radio housing, managed to combine a salute and wiping oil off her
forehead, then finger-combed her dark hair as she looked Jahn up and down. He was familiar with her
looks of friendly appraisd; thisappraisa was hardly friendly.

"Ah had afeding it might come tah this, when the Archangels borrowed me for Satsuma, " shesaid in
English, using theterm for the Arch-Strategos and Rear Admira who nomindly ran the Draka
observation mission. "But Chief Y ashiwaras gonein for surgery. Appendix, ah heard. It came down to
mejoining the crew or Chibaflying solo. Surdly y'dl wouldn't want to gladden yo' male heartsthat badly,
now would y'd1?

Chiba shot Jahn alook that combined mild darm and complete resignation. Any Warrant radio operator
had to understand enough English to know what was going on. The Japanese were up there with the
fudtiest of British cavary generds, in preferrring women far behind the shooting line. But preferences
were onething; arguing with Julia Belle Pope was something e <e.

"Y ou getting killed isn't going to gladden my heart a al,” Jahn said. "Or anybody esgs.”

He thought he saw her shifting her feet, to be ready for afight if thingswent that far. Then heraised her
near hand to hislips, bowed over it, kissed it, clicked his heelsin aperfect parody of Leutnant zur See
Peter Strasser, and grinned.

"But | suppose you wish to know what happens to me as soon as possible. | take the liberty of assuming
that you would miss me—as| would indeed missyou.”

He thought his voice had been steady when he said that, as a Citizen's and asoldier's ought to be.
Apparently he didn't quite succeed. Pope snatched her hand back, and Jahn could have sworn she was
blushing as she dove back into the radio cabinet.

"Y o' ain't good lookin' enough to just stand around lak a prettybuck, Horrie," floated out from the
shadows. "Soif yo' cain't think of anythin' better to do, check the battery in the Numbah Three worklight
and ah'd be evah so grateful .

"Aye aye, maam," Jahn said, pointed at Chiba, and switched to Japanese.



"Hard work, Chiba-san,and whilewere at it, count the rest of the torch batteries.”

* k% %

It had been Pope who kissed Jahn firgt, and that on the first day they met, in the third month of the war.
That had been a surprise; most of the rest he'd learned about Julia Belle Pope in the seven months since
hadn't been. Frightening, delightful, or outrageousin about equa proportions—and after awhile, they
could laugh together about even the outrageous parts. . .

He'd been returning to the Draka Mission Compound outside Sasebo after the first airship patrol where
the Japanese had alowed him to stand bridge watches done. Since hed commandedFury out of
Trincomalee two full years before the war broke out, they hadn't needed to take so long to admit that he
wasaqudified arship officer.

However, Japan'sindustria base waslimited. Russan front-line strength was two to one against them,
and the Americans were using financid influence and the threet of their Pacific and China Flegtsto
enforce an arms embargo that hurt the Japanese much more than it did the Russians. Modern weagponsto
the Japanese were like Citizens to the Draka—capital, not interest, to be expended with the same
exquisite caution.

Jahn unpacked hisflight gear and took a sponge bath in his quarters. He dways preferred to be one
for afew minutes, after daysin the echoing crampedness of an airship's quarters. Then he headed for the
palestra—thedojo , he corrected himsdlf. Half an hour of exercise or even afew minutes sparring would
unkink therest of his muscles and make him fit for the company of Citizens, Japanese hodts, or even
other nations observer teams.

Thedojo , however, was dready occupied. Jahn'sfirst proof of that came as he opened the door and
saw atanned bare foot dart toward Lieutenant Commander Goto's head. Goto saved himsdlf from
having the foot shatter his nose and cheekbone by ablurringly fast back roll, then pivoted on histhick
arms and scythed down his opponent with both legs. An " Umpff! " and the sound of a body hitting the
bamboo mats marked the end of the bout.

Jahn stepped forward and bowed to Goto and the unknown other. He—no,she —was dready rolling to
her feet, favoring one leg atrifle. She was half ameter narrower and a head taller than Goto, who
resembled a pocket-sized sumo wrestler.

Goto and the woman returned the bows. "How was your flight?' Goto said, in Japanese.

The Imperid officer probably already knew more about the patrol than Jahn did. Goto was an
accomplished submariner temporarily assigned to the staff job of playing herdboy to the Draka observer
mission. He'd abandoned none of hisold contacts, even if they hadn't got him the submarine command he
transparently wanted.

Jahn looked at the woman, realized that she was not only European but Draka, and decided that the
long-rumored Women's Auxiliary Corps detachment must have arrived while hewasintheair. Heaso
decided that alittle courtesy might put asmile on avery agreeableface. It had vast pools of brown eyes,
awide mouth with dazzling white teeth, aframe of curling dark hair, and only one negative point—anose
s0 long and sharp that Jahn had a brief mental image both erotic and ludicrous.

He bowed to the woman again. "Lieutenant Commander Horace Jahn, Airship Service of the Navy of



the Dominion."

Shereplied with asdute. "Tetrarch Julia Pope, Women's Auxiliary Corps, a your service." She spokein
fluent Japanese, with amore refined accent than Goto's, or even Jahn's. Then she grinned, and Jahn was
not disappointed over what agrin did to her face.

Jahn turned to Goto. "We flew asfar as the Bonins—pardon, the Ogasawaras—but sighted little. Yubari
istill aground on Iwo Jma, and nothing remains of |ast week's cruiser battle but wreckage and afew
rafts. We saw no signsof life on any of them.”

"Ran has taken them to her,” Pope said. Even in Japanese, she sounded asif shewas praying. Jahn's
eyebrows twitched. HEd heard the Norse godsinvoked quite afew times since the Old Faith revival
sarted. Usually the invocation was the gods private parts, and hednever heard anyone reverently name
the goddess of the sea.

"May it be s0," Jahn said. Goto aso bowed his head and muttered a Shinto prayer too softly for the
Drakato catch dl of it. "On the way back, we saw an American airship—Shenandoahclass, |
think—who shadowed us for about eight hours until we shook her off at nightfal. They said they were off
their course to the Philippines, but they didn't turn when we gave them the correct heading.”

Pope's face now twisted into something that only needed afew snakesto be a perfect mask of Medusa.
"Damnyankee snoops!” she snarled in English. "What do they think they're doin’, messin’ around in this
war? Think the Japanese are Confederatesin disguise?"

The accent was American—Confederate American. Obvioudy no relative of the Union Generd, later
Senator, John Pope. Her family would have fought the American Civil War in gray and butternut, with
Ferguson riflesthat Horace's grandfather William might have run through the blockade.

"| doubt that we shall agree on therights of the United States to be interested in thiswar,” Goto said.
"From their point of view, thetotd victory of either sde would endanger their position in the Philippines
and western Pacific, not to mention their hopes that the Tai'pings may turn Chinaiinto avauable trading

partner.”

"The only position ah want tah see Y ankeesin is on their hands and knees, beggin' the Confederacy to
secede again,” Pope said briskly. "But ah suppose that's too much to ask for, in anythin' but awhat-if
novd likethat fellah Futrdle writes™

"Most likely," Goto said. "But aword to you, Tetrarch Pope, speaking as one who isfor the moment
acting asyoursensal . Y ou must remember not to strike except when you arecompl etely centered. You
are very fast and have alonger reach than many Japanese. . . but striking from the true center givesyou
the advantage over a non-centered opponent of any size."

Pope nodded, and looked Jahn up and down. Hefdlt like aprize bull being judged at an agriculturd fair.
"Want tah go afew fals, sr, seeif Goto'sright?' she asked.

Jahn shook his head. Pope's face hardened again. Jahn amost took a step backward.
"Because I'm awoman?"

He shook his head. "Twogood reasons. I've had ten hours of deep in the last five days. Also, my school
didn't teach the pankration style. | wasn't too bad at Graeco-Roman wrestling—"



"Hal" Goto said. " Jahn-sanhasfive heavyweight wrestling crowns, two from school and three from the
Navy. Indeed, | would say that he was not too bad.”

"Even mo' interestin’' " Pope said. "Ah do think afriendly match might be entertainin’. But some othah
time, ah agree—wouldn't do fo' me to have an unfair advantage, now would it?"

She stepped up to Jahn, gave him a not-quite-mocking peck on the cheek, then sauntered over to where
her gear bag stood on a bench. The Japanese pal estra garment, the white cottongi, wasloosefitting for
freedom of movement, but Julia Pope would have looked good in a barley sack, either going away or
coming toward you.

Obviously one of the Advanced Women, Jahn thought,and a red-hot Rebel aswell. Odd
combination—but interesting for more than her physical parts. Not that there's anything likely to
be wrong with those. . .

* * %

Lieutenant Commander Goto ignored the water still draining fromNumber 36 'sbridge platform, that hed
aready soaked hislegsto mid-caf. He braced himsdlf between the railing and the periscope housing and
studied the horizon with hisbinoculars. On the other Side of the housing, Sub-Lieutenant Y amamoto did
the same. Behind them, one seaman made notes as the two officersidentified the Russian ships, while
another stood lookout.

The Russians had no operational submarinesat Port Arthur, or so said the Naval Staff, but the Naval
Staff wasnot infalible. Nor wasit impossible that some of their newer underseavessdls, nearly as
powerful asNumber 36 , could have made the voyage south from Vladivostok to support the Far East
Fleet initsbiggest operation of thewar.

Meanwhile, less than ten thousand meters away, five hundred or more guns paraded by. The smallest of
them would be able to keep the submarine from diving with asingle hit. Goto focused hisbinocularsto
get abetter look at the ships now passing, Petr Veliky and two others of her class of five. Eight 30cm
guns, fourteen 150cm, a score of lighter wegpons, al cased in 250mm armor and driven by
Germania/lDanzigwerke turbines at twenty-three knots.

The Germans had an odd taste for supplying a potentia enemy, Russia, with so much modern weaponry.
But Britain was another potentid enemy and Japan aBritish dly in dl but name. "The enemy of my enemy
ismy friend" was doubtless a popular saying among German shipbuilders.

Three torpedo gunboats now, one-twentieth the battleships tonnage, seven knots faster, no armor and
no guns larger than 10cm, but six torpedo tubes. Then aship with even more freeboard than the
battleships and three even taller funnds, bel ching aplume of smoke that must have had anyonein her
wake coughing like a consumptive. Her decks were crowded with gray-clad troops whose uniforms
nearly blended into the superstructure. Goto waited until the transport was out of hisfield of vision, but
before she was gone, another (this one had two funnels and agreen hull) steamed into view.

Goto and Y amamoto counted twelve troop-laden transports and nine cargo vessals before the Russian
fleet vanished behind its own smoke cloud, still headed south. At least thirty-five warships, probably
more, convoying at least twenty-one merchant vessdl's, was Goto's count. As he asked Y amamoto for his
estimate, they both heard the distant rumble of guns.



"Wedid not seethem all,” the younger officer said. "They have sent a squadron against Wel-hai-we."

"Much good may that do them," Goto said. The Japanese had not successfully attacked Port Arthur
snceit fell to the Russans at the beginning of the war, because of its defending gun batteries, mines,
torpedo squadrons, and shore-launched torpedoes. The Japanese anchorage at Wei-hai-we was just as
well defended, with five coastal submarinesin place of the shore torpedo tubes. It dso now held the
coastal defense shipsFuso andHaruna , which gave Goto a persond reason for wishing that the Russans
were only making adiverson. His brother commanded amain-battery turret aboardFuso, and the two
old ships were the mogt vishle targetsin the anchorage if the Russianstried a serious attack.

Unlikely, though. The agentsleft behind when the Imperial Navy evacuated Port Arthur had taken full
advantage of the Russians being unable to tell a Chinese-speaking Japanese from a native Chinese, and
ganed full details of the Russian plan to strike far to the south, at Hainan Idand. The trangportswould be
carrying nearly five thousand Russian soldiers to spearhead the attack on theidand, and the cargo vessels
thousands of tons of modern weapons and ammunition, to supply the private armies of the Chinese
governors of the coastal provinces. Then either Japan's hard-won foothold on the Chinese coast would
be attacked, or the Combined Fleet would have to sortie and meet a superior Russian Far East Fleet at a
time and place of the Russians choosing.

Or possibly both together .
Goto studied the horizon again, then nodded to Y amamoto.
"Trim down until only the radio mast is above water. Then we will transmit our report.”

Y amamoto's round young face showed confusion. " Are we not going to pursue on the surface and
attack by night?"

" After wereport, if then,” Goto replied. "The courage of the samurai isnot in rushing to his desth without
purpose or gain. It isin serving the Emperor to the best of his abilities, whether by living or by dying.”

"Asthe Emperor commands—"

"—s0 we are done with gtting about in plain Sght," Goto finished. " Clear the bridge and rig for running
awash." The soft-voiced command was enough to start the others scrambling through the hatch. Unlike
the raucous diving darm, it could reach no hogtile ears.

* * %

The meeting of Jahn and Pope at thedojo wasthefirst of many, at intervals of afew days over the next
five months. Acquaintance ripened into friendship asthe war settled into a stalemate both on land and at
Seq, agtuation everyone knew that the Russians could endure longer than the Japanese.

The only unfrustrated Japanese either of the Draka knew was Goto. A month after their meeting, he
received his orders—command of Number 36 , one of the latest Imperia Fleet submarines. Hisfarewell
party was memorable, and hisrelief at getting back into the fighting undisguised.

The Japanese raided across the Yau River into Russian-occupied Manchuria, and sent occasiona
arship raids againgt vulnerable points on the Trans-Siberian Railroad. The Russans sent their long-range
cruisers south from Petropavl osk, cregping out behind icebreakers during the long nights, to raid
Japanese ocean commerce. The Japanese raided the strongholds of pro-Russian Chinese, while smilar



squadrons of Russian light craft raided the Japanese coast. Each side tried to interrupt the other's ol
shipments from Borneo (Number 36torpedoed a Russian auxiliary cruiser off Sarawak, sending it limping
off to internment in Haiphong), until the Americans persuaded the British to join them in establishing a
Neutraity Patrol around the oil fields. Rumor had it that they'd threatened to occupy the Sultan of
Brune'sterritory with aregiment of Marinesif the British didn't cooperate.

That rumor moved Julia Pope to e oquent fury. "That's the closest the Y ankees have cometo redly
messin' with somebody who could mess them back, since ah was agirl. Then they'dl have to go kissand
make up. Ah couldspit ."

Which she promptly did, startling two British officers passing by. One of them looked ready to take up
the challenge of such unladylike conduct, but Jahn now knew Pope well enough to step back and let her
ded with the officer on her own.

"Although if held said "loose Drakamoras one moretime, they'dboth have had aquarrd with me," Jahn
sad, when Pope had finished an explanation that fell somewhat short of an apology. "Would you have left
enough of them for me?

"If ah wasfedin' generous, maybe," she said, dipping her arm through his. That was Improper Public
Contact under the regulations, but even with the Women's Auxiliary detachment, the Draka observation
mission was still less than a hundred strong. That was no more than a couple of tetrarchies or the crew of
atorpedo gunboat, even if two flag officers commanded it, and dl Citizens. Discipline was therefore easy
enough o that Jahn and Pope could indulge themsdlvesin the pleasure of shocking the other observers.
It probably amused the Japanese, and what the Archangels didn't know wouldn't hurt anybody.

"Right now, though, ah fed closer todirty ," Pope said. "Mind if we share the fee for theofuro ?*

Jahn started suspecting things when Pope reserved a private bath at a respectable inn. He stopped
suspecting and started hoping when she dipped off her uniform and climbed into the tub with him.
Nothing he saw disappointed him at al, and his body's reaction to her undraped splendor apparently
didn't disgppointher .

"You look glad to see me." He would have sworn that she was purring.
"Waell, | might cal you—ah,see worthy. Very."

They went eagerly from looking to touching, and it was quite awhile before they had freelips or enough
bresth to say anything.

That wasn't the last such encounter, either. The Japanese grew cautious about letting anybody's
observers aboard their dirigibles, claming that most of them were on patrol against the Petropaviovsk
rading cruisers, in the dangerous weether over theicy seas off Hokkaido and the Kuriles. Nothing to
see, or 0 Goto's dour replacement told Jahn, "And we can hardly ask foreign observersto expose
themsalvesin areas where we send even our own men reluctantly.”

Since the Combined Fleet held most of its exercises as far north as possible, to escape those same
foreign observers and "strengthen the spirits of the men,” Jahn knew that the officer waslying and
suspected that the officer knew that Jahn knew. However, implying ether of these thingswould offend
Japanese honor, probably leading to Jahn's being shipped home on adow Portuguese tramp freighter.

Julialistened attentively, dmost affectionately, that night, then gently bit the sde of hisneck and



whispered in hisear, " Somethin' that the serf wenches do, that they say isfun for men too." Her mouth
moved downward, until she heard him laugh.

"Y ou'd bettah tell mewhat yo' find so funny, or ah just might bite.”

Jahn tried to control hisvoice, and findly managed it by stroking her hair. With his eyes on the waxed
cedar of the celling, he said, ™Y our nose. It's—that long, that | thought—if you ever did this—you would
gut me with that—ow!"

The nip was playful, though. After awhile, he groaned. "'l seel waswrong.”

"You cain't see anythin', Horrie. Y ou've got your eyes shut.”

"| see Paradise. That's enough.”

"Ah thought the Christians say thereésno lovin' in Heaven," she murmured, aswell as she could with her
mouth full.

"They could bewrong.”

"Ah most sincerdly hope so."

Over the Seaof Japan, 0800, August 18, 1905

It was three and a haf hours since Jahn saw Pope's legs protruding from under the radio cabinet. It was
aso three hours and twenty-five minutesinto amysery.

What wer e the Japanese up to?

He and Pope had still been on the observation platform aft of the radio room when they saw out the
windows aconvoy rolling by, along line of thelittle pneumétic lorries that the Japanese used on mgor
bases. They moved at awalking pace—proof of this: more than ahundred armed sailors marched to
ether side of the convoy, shouldering bayoneted rifleswhile their officers marched with drawn swords.

Each lorry towed abomb cart, with a canvas-shrouded bundle on it. Jahn thought that there were two
szesof bundles, both larger than conventional bombs. As hetried to lean out the window, two of
Satsuma 's crew came up behind him, politely urged him back, then did the shutters closed with afierce



rattling and dinking.

A minute later, more metalic noises floated in from outside and from below. Winches and chainswere
lifting something heavy—something that they did not want him to see—aboard Satsuma and the rest
of the airships. Thiswent on for agood twenty minutes, interrupted once by agonglikebwannnggg and a
cacophony of screams and Japanese curses.

Jahn himsdlf had never dropped abomb in anger, and never seen anything larger than the standard
500-kilo incendiary clusters, direct descendants of the warloads that burned Odessa a generation ago.
He knew that severa nations had bombs twice that weight. The Drakaand the Americans had even used
them in combat, on Bushmen in the Saharaand Moro rebelsin the Philippines who'd gone to earth too
far from roads to alow the peacekeepersto bring up artillery. No doubt the Japanese wanted something
even bigger to be a surprise to both friend and foe.

Then trumpets and whistles calledSatsuma 's crew to quartersfor getting underway. Five officers (plus
Jahn and Pope) and twenty-eight petty officers and men saluted the Emperor's portrait (or faced toward
the shrine holding the portrait, if they were on duty e sewhere), then dl five engines cameto life. Now the
purring sounded more like a pride of lionswho had just feasted on fresh livestock (with perhapsalion
dog or two for dessert). . .

Engine exhaust warmed the air in the superhesat cdl andSatsuma lifted gently into the still morning air,
aong with five other airships of her lead squadron. Jahn found an unshuttered window and saw that the
morning haze was aso lifting, except where the ten thousand charcod fires of any Japanese city crested
their own murk. Jahn reminded himsdlf that for a country with no local oil supply, burning charcod was
prudent frugdity, not primitivefilth. . .

His composure didn't survive agood look at the anchorage. Instead of empty water cut only by afew
boat trails, he saw at least a squadron of battleships and armored cruisers, flanked by aline of scout
cruisers on one Side and torpedo cruisers and gunboats on the other. At least they had steam up and the
scouts had raised observation balloons, but they amounted to agood third of the a ready-outgunned
Combined Fleet and they werestill in harbor.

Also, why the observation baloons, when they would be working with the airships?

Speculation ended then, asSatsuma glided forward, al five auminum propellers chopping awake of
wind through the sky asthe First AirKokutai headed out to sea. Jahn's speculations only returned two
hours |ater, as the propellers dowed while the engines worked as hard as ever, feeding the superheat so
thet the dirigibleswent on climbing.

At three thousand meters, nearly pressure height, Satsuma broke out of one layer of clouds. Through
unshuttered windows, Jahn had agood view of most of theKokutai. Two-thirds of the Empire's
arpower described dow circles between two layers of cloud, like aschool of gigantic slver-gray fishina
god-szed aguarium. TheflagshipAkagi was so close that Jahn felt he could stick a hand out the window
and touch the ten-meter square sun-rayed battle ensign flying from her upper fin.

Hewasraising hisbinocularsto get a better view of Akagi 'sbomb racks, when he saw alight blinking
from the flagship. Something punched him in the back and someone said, "Y edl" behind him, ashe
finished reading the Sgndl. Then asoft voice said:

" “Thefate of the Empire depends on thisday. Let every man do hisutmost.' "



Jahn turned to see agrinning Julia Pope. "Ah don't suppose anybody told Admiral Kondo that there's at
least onewoman whao'sgoin' to do her utmost?"

"He's probably too carried away by being the first admird to lead an airship fleet into action.”
"Y ou think werre goin' after the Russian fleet?"

"Our hogts have to be secretive and ruthless. They can't afford to be crazy.”

* % *

Commander Goto had thought of manning the deck gun asNumber 36 ploughed south, green water
swallowing her bow torpedo tubes as she worked up to her full surface speed of fourteen knots.
However, the stubby 80mm gun was hardly effective againgt anything bigger than ajunk, and shooting up
one of those would merely make noise that might alert the Russiansto who was on their trail. The gun's
crew would aso be more men to get below, if the Russians became suspicious on their own and sent a
torpedo squadron racing north to clear their wakes.

Goto would yield to no one aboard in his pride inNumber 36 . But right now he would have considered
trading her for one of the Frenchcroi seur-sousmarins de haute mer or even one of those Swedish
submarines that were supposed to have afolding air pipethat let them run their diesals submerged. The
Russians could hardly do moretoNumber 36 and her comrades than force them to dive, but a
submarine's fourteen knots on the surface dwindled to five or Six submerged, and a single torpedo
gunboat could keepNumber 36 down until nightfall. By then, the Russanswould have an unbeatable
lead.

Y amamoto scrambled up the hatch and saluted. "Message from Feet Headquarters, sir.”
Goto read the yellow flimsy and nodded. "L et us pray that our best will be good enough.”
"I have calculated, Sr. If the Russians maintain their present speed and coursg, it will be.”
Y amamoto was too young to have fought the Chinese at sea. He had not faced the surprises that even

the unreformed and largely foreign-officered Tai'ping Northern Fleet had been ableto spring. In
twenty-four hours, if hewas il aive, he would be lessready to expect the enemy's cooperation.

* * *

The purr of Satsuma 's diesds faded to a distant mutter. Jahn felt the deck tilting under hisfeet, as
Satsuma turned. Popetilted against him, diding her arms around historso.

"Ahwon' pretend that was an accident.”

Hetightened hisgrip on her shoulders. "Want to try the Shalimar Gardens, when we make it home?
They've got mazes with little nooks where nobody can see you. Some of them even have spring-hested

pools™
"Whereyo' can wear nothin' and do anythin'?"

"That'stheidea."



"Mmmm."

"After the Gardens, I'll haveto doit.”

"What's "it"?when it's got clothes on?"

"Vidt Alexandria

"Y our mother might not approve.”

Jahn stepped back, careful of hisfooting on the oily deck. It was level now, but vibrating more strongly
as the engines accel erated Satsuma on anew course. Looking out the window, Jahn thought that they
were dill heading south.

A st of repeater gauges confirmed the suspicion, also that they were using agood twenty-five knot
tallwind to save fudl. The engineswere at one-third speed, just enough to generate dynamic lift and keep
up the superhest. A heavy warload and along flight meant that dropping balast was alast resort, even if
the water condensad from the engine exhausts might replenish it eventualy.

"Eventually,” Jahn knew, was adirty word in airship navigation, becauseit often trandated as "too late."
Hishands again rested lightly on Pope's shoulders, feding solid muscle and bone (hot to mention enticing

anima warmth) under the cloth. "I know. | thought I'd haveto fight one war a home, before | went off to
thisone"

They both smiled, remembering the story of hissster walking in on him when he was happily tumbling a
kitchen wench, to break the news of the Japanese declaration of war on Russia. His mother had accused
him of grossindecency that would corrupt hisssters.

"It can't have been easy on my mother, trying to raisefive children in Alexandria, without asking for
family charity,” Jahn said judicioudy. " Seeing me married off will ease her mind alot.”

"Getting out of Alexandriamight help some, too. Half that there placeisstill vacant lots and mean-eyed
sfs”

ThenAkagi wassignding again. " "Russian fleet maintaining present speed. All handsto Battle Stations at
1430." "

Pope stepped back. "See you at lunch?’
"If we get any, maybe. Save arice bal for luck, anyway."

"Makethat apickled plum, and ah promise. Ah nevah met arice bdl ah didn't like."



The China Sea, 1400, August 18, 1905

The trumpet blowing Battle Stations caught Jahn by surprise. He looked at his Swisswatch. Cursed if it
wasn't haf an hour early! But on the scale of random variablesin war, ahalf-hour change was barely
worth noticing.

Unless the Russians had detected the First Air Kokutai . . .

Jahn needed only afew stepsto reach his battle station, at the Auxiliary Control Room just forward of
the radio room. He saw Pope sprinting to her post, apair of chopsticks thrust hastily into the breast
pocket of her coverdls. She blew Jahn akiss, then bobbed gracefully so that not even her hair touched
the top of the radio-room door as she vanished insde and pulled the curtain.

Jahn gripped astanchion as new vibration told him of increased speed. Only dightly, though—thiswasn't
the crissthat losing surprise would be, then.

Auxiliary Control straddledSatsuma 's kedl, with machine-gun positions on ether sde, firing from
ball-and-socket mountings through plex-glass blisters that gave them aa 270-degree arc of fire. The
bligters dso gave anyonein them afirg-class view. Jahn ingnuated himself between the gunner and
loader for the port gun and peered ouit.

He counted five airships rapidly pulling ahead of the rest of theKokutai ,Akagi in the lead. He thought
he saw the nearest one—Musashi, with her white-painted after engine gondola—starting to drop her
warload. Then he saw what she was dropping fluttering by, like dirty laundry caught in the artificial
whirlwind of the airship squadron’s passage. Canvas or treated-silk covers, was Jahn's guess—but
Shokaku and the rest of the vanguard pulled away into the haze before he could see what the discarded
covers had hidden.

Abruptly, the distant rumble of the superheat died. At the sametime, the engines speeded up, and Jahn
saw theindicators on the control panel to hisright go hard over toFull Descent . For amoment, the
deck seemed to fal out from under him—or wasthat just his ssomach, reacting to the thought of diving an
arship at this speed?Satsuma was diding down out of the sky faster than any airborne vehicle Jahn had
ever seen, except once when he saw aglider caught in adowndraft at the Alexandria Games plummet
into the Nile. Only awater landing had saved the pilot, then he had to be practicaly snatched from the
jaws of the crocodiles.

Around here, it will be sharks.

Skang! The machine gunner had cocked hisweapon, with ametallic clashing that would have been
ominous under other circumstances. The loader snapped the lid off asecond crate of belts and stroked
the dull-gleaming rounds asif they might bring him good luck.

Or at least bad luck to the Russians.

Jahn decided that the loader's gesture counted as a prayer, and touched the pocket where the little



crucifix rested, that Peter Jahn had worn across the North Sea. The crucifix had helped his
great-great-grandfather sail his boat and hisfamily from the Frisian Idands, through Napoleon's patrols
and North Sea storms, then kept him dive for six years on the lower deck of a British seventy-four.

What had worked on the sea might now work in the sky.

* % *

Commander Goto looked at the oily swell through whichNumber 36 wastrailing abroad white wake,
and prayed—to gods bearing different names than the White Christ or the Norse pantheon, but
addressed with equdl fervor.

TheFirst AirKokutai had gone to radio silence hours ago—the Russians were backward at
interception, but not completely incompetent. At sealevel, thewind was barely a—acapful , Goto
thought, savoring the English phrase. Aloft, the heavily-loaded airships would need agood tailwind out of
the north to overtake the Russians without burning too much fud.

Goto raised his binoculars and looked doft. Vighility was poor enough to hideNumber 36 from anything
except avery keen-sighted or very lucky Russian lookout. It was aso poor enough to hide the fleet on
the seaand the fleet in the sky from one another.

Signding to the airships meant reveding himsdf and then having to dive, if hewaslucky enoughto last
that long, then probably missing the battle—another sort of bad luck. Goto lifted the conning tower hatch
and caled below.

"Battle stations—gun. Load with starshell.”

Y oung Y amamoto at least was going to have something to do besides stare at the Sky and try to find the
wind—the wind that today might write the fate of two empires.

* % *

They'd broken out of the clouds at athousand meters, Satsuma and seven other airshipsthat Jahn could
count in theimproved vishility below the clouds. They were till descending faster than Jahn liked, but
none of the crew seemed to be worried. Of course, the Japanese were rather casua about suicide,
individua or mass, but he could not see the wholeKokutai committing massseppuku —

"Il be damned."

"l hope not," Pope said from behind him.

"Dump the theology," Jahn said. He was proud that his pointing hand didn't sheke. Maybe having the
other around Pope's shoulders helped.

Pope's eyes followed Jahn's hand, out past the barrdl of the machine gun and the glass, to study their
gdershipShokaku , barely two hundred meters away.

"Well, ah'll be—never mind. Am ah seain’ things, or are thosetor pedoes under Shokaku? ™

"Either that, or leeches the Sze of crocodiles.”



"Mah money's on torpedoes.”

Satsumalurched. Pope fell against Jahn, so that he could now grip her with both hands.
"What are you doing out here?"

"Chibathrew me out. 'Fraid ah might have learned Fleet code, ah suppose.”

If Pope had to take over the radio, she would use Draka Commercia Two for code, amerchant-marine
cregtion that anybody could buy for a not too outrageous number of aurics. This doubtlessincluded the
Russians—but Jahn suspected that the Russians wouldn't be listening in on the FirstKokutai ‘sradio
messages until it wastoo late to do them any good.

He started calculating. Four torpedoes, assuming the standard 45-cm model, plus what looked like
glider wingsto let them down into the seaeasily. Cal it aton each, times four—plenty of weight to make
abig differencein the airships performance.

Now if only the altimeter isn't jammed and the elevator man doesn't have his thumb up hisarse. .

Then he saw the starshell bursts ahead, and moments later, blazing through the mist, the bomb
explosons.

* * *

Commander Goto fired off acurseright after the deck gunsfired itsthird starshell. The vanguard of the
Kokutai had found the Russanswithout any help fromNumber 36 . Now the five airships were keeping
dation over the Russian battle line, raining incendiary bombs on them.

A modern dirigible with good men at the controls could keep station over abattleship and practicaly
shove theincendiaries out of the bomb bay. The light bombs wouldn't penetrate, but they didn't need to.
They would start fires—had started them, on at least three Russian shipsthat Goto could count. Fighting
firesdigtracted crews. So did exploding ammunition, and the Russians understandable fondness for
anti-dirigible batteries meant extra ready-use lockers on deck, so that the high-angle guns could go into
action at amoment's notice.

Except that the dirigible bombers had swvung around to elther flank of the Russians and hadn't given them
even that much warning.

Ready-use ammunition must dready be exploding aboard one armored cruiser—Goto saw afunnd fly
overboard, amast sag, and the whole ship swing out of line. The cruiser narrowly missed running down a
scout, and two battleships had to dmost spin around on their sternsto avoid ramming the cruiser.
Bogatyr class, Goto thought, although with a second funnel now gone and her decksamass of flameit
was hard to tell.

The Russian fleet formation seemed to be disintegrating before Goto's eyes. Panic-stricken or dying
helmsmen flinging helms over wildly, lookouts unable to see through the smoke or beeting out the flames
on their uniforms—the incendiaries had to be those phosphorous charges that rumor had mentioned—

The sea grew waterspouts, four of them, twenty meters high and no more than a hundred meters behind
Number 36 . Thistime Goto's curses were asalvo. As he had feared, the starshells had done no more



than reved hisboat's presence.

Meanwhile, the Russians were not disintegrating in a panic, as he had thought. The warships were turning
to port, forming into two lines, the battleshipsin the rear and the lighter craft closer to the submarine.
Smoke from funndls, fires, and anti-dirigible guns made the next thing to afogbank, but Goto thought he
saw the bulky merchant vessels holding their course.

Y amamoto wasn't cursing. He was shouting for the ammunition passersto bring up the smoke shells.
Goto wondered what for, then noticed arising chop to either Sde—just as a second salvo of Russian
shdlshit thewater. Threethistime, and if anything afew meterscloser. A fragment hit the conning tower
hard enough to goting .

Y oung Y amamoto had aclear head. Therest of the airships would be attacking soon, and the drift of the
smoke fromNumber 36 'sshellswould give them awind-direction indicator that wasn't logt in the murk
over the Russian fleet. They could steer precisely to attack the Russian fleet broadside-on.

Thefirst smoke shell went on itsway at the same moment as the third Russian salvo—or wasthat just
one heavy shell? It seemed that hectares of seareared up, and spray and fragments rained down on
Number 36 even though the shellburst was farther than the first two.

Now Y amamoto was cursing as loudly as his captain. Goto saw why. One fragment had jammed the
breech block of the deck gun, another killed the gunlayer, and athird taken the last two fingers off
Y amamoto's |eft hand. He was examining the ruined gun as he wrapped the bloody sumpsina
handkerchief.

"Secure the gun and get below!" Goto shouted. He had to repesat the order three times before
Y amamoto seemed to hear, and only then did Goto dare to order "Rig for diving."

He hoped he didn't sound too relieved. If the next stage of the battle went as he had begun to suspect,
the safest place forNumber 36 would be on the bottom of the China Seg, fifty meters below the sharp
prows and hundred-kilo warheads that would soon befilling this area of water.

* * %

The port gunner was desperately craning his neck, trying to find atarget, with white knuckles on the
grips of hismachine gun twisting the weapon dmost aswildly. Theloader, junior but older, findly gripped
hisarm and said something that stopped the frantic search for targetsthat till had to be far out of
machine-gun range. The gunner sat down in lotus position beside his wegpon, while the loader went back
to work laying out spare belts. Jahn noticed that the deck had sets of clips on either side of the guns, to
keep the ready beltsfrom tangling if the deck tilted.

Typical Japanese attention to detail. | wonder if we could create the concept of an "honorary
Draka" to encourage them to join forces with the Dominion. Sooner or later, we will have to start
picking and choosing our enemies, instead of just civilizing everybody we meet with a Ferguson.

ThenSatsuma 'sdeck not only tilted, it seemed that the airship was trying to stand on her tail—which
has to be less than a hundred meters above the water evenin level flight—

Instead of the impact with the water, Jahn felt the whole ship shudder and heave. He didn't need shouts
of "Torpedoes away!" to know that the airship's wegpons had launched. From the violence of the sudden
upward surge, he wondered if Satsuma had been carrying only four torpedoes. Then he heard the



superheet feed roaring like something vast andhungry , increasing the ship'slift by agood part of aton
every few seconds.

I wouldn't fly low over a fleet of Russiansin a bad mood either .

Since dl he could see out the gun blister was sky, smoke, and something torpedo-craft Sized leaving a
curving wake, Jahn tried to cal culate the hammer blow that was descending on the Russian fleet.

Fourteen torpedo-carrying dirigibles. A minimum of four torpedoes apiece. At least fifty-six torpedoesin
the water, the largest spread ever launched. Unless some of the airships had maneuvered out to the
flanks, to hammerhead the Russians when they turned to comb the torpedoes from the first launch? With
surface ships, that tactic went back asfar asthe Anglo-Russian War. The Japanese had used it too
effectively againgt the Chinese not to think of using it with faster launch vehicles againgt amore formidable
opponent.

Suddenly the torpedo craft wasn't there. Its wake ended in arising column of smoke. Jahn saw plating,
funnels, gunsflying out of the smoke, and thought he saw the bow ploughing itself under. He hoped the
Russians didn't maneuver too many of their light craft into the path of the torpedoes, and with that very
Japanese tactic somehow savether battleline.

Unbdievably,Satsuma 's upward lunge stopped at five hundred meters. The captain probably vented
superheat. Very shrewd airship handlers, these people . Jahn still had to tap the dtimeter twice,
before he could believe itsreading.

He couldn't see how the Russians were maneuvering, but he could see that they were fighting back.
Akagi waslimping off, down by the bow—then some shrewd Russian put aflare or agtarshdl into the
ar-hydrogen mixture fed by the damage forward. A firebal grew out of Akagi 's bow, then swallowed
the bow. Her stern would have risen until it was vertica, but the glowing remnants of her bow struck the
water first. The flames till swept aft, the cdlls erupting one by one, until nothing remained of Kondo's
flagship except acloud of smoke fed by patches of burning diesdl fudl on the water.

Akagi 'skiller wasn't the only Russian with sense. A battleship was firing her main battery into the water,
rasing tree-tal clusters of shell splashesin the path of the Japanese airships. Some of them were il
bel ow two hundred meters, and the glowing foam seemed like the fingers of aseagiant, reaching up to
pluck them out of the sky.

Jahn saw Shokaku fly directly over one such cluster—and fly away. But one enginetrailed smoke,
another had stopped, and from two kilometers away Jahn could see rents and wrinklesin her duminum
skin. Shewasn't going to make it back to Japan; the Draka could only hope that she could reach a
Japanese-controlled portion of the nearest coast.

Then the rest of the torpedoes started hitting. Jahn couldn't watch everything at once, so hefocused his
attention on asingle Russan battleship—Suvor ov, he thought, thePetr Veliki with the second and third
funnels trunked together into something that looked like a diseased tree Ssump or aheating system
assembled by drunken serf-mechanics.

One torpedo hitSuvorov right forward. She started to dow, which reduced her rate of turn, but with her
forward compartments flooding no doubt the bridge officers had decided to reduce the water pressure
somehow. That left the ship in the path of two more torpedoes, one striking under the first funnd, the
other under the after turret.

Smoke trickled, then gushed, out of the after turret, and the deck and hull around it. Then the smoke



turned to flame, stedl plates bulged and erupted outward, and the after magazine went up inasingle
cataclysmic blast of ahundred or more tons of ammunition.

Suvorov'sstern was gone—blown into the air or toward the bottom. Her bow continued for amoment,
dready ligting, like some great maimed animd too stupid to understand that it was dead. Then boilersand
amagazine for one of the midships turrets both exploded, andSuvorov and her eight hundred men were

gone.

Jahn looked across Auxiliary Control, to see that the starboard gun blister was gone and so wasthe
gunner. Theloader wasfiring the gun sharply downward—uwith gravity to help the bullets, he might hit
something—Dbut his|eft leg was amangled ruin and he would bleed to desth if nobody—

The junior eevator man started across the deck to help the loader. Then agiant claw seemedtorip
open the deck of Auxiliary Control. Somebody down there till had an anti-dirigible gunin action, and it
had just punched ashdl intoSatsuma .

Fortunately thefirst hit was adud. It bounced off the overhead and tumbled, sweeping the starboard
loader overboard like an old-fashioned solid shot. The holeit left in the deck waslarge enough to
swdlow the junior eevator man.

Then asecond shdll hit, farther aft, and this one exploded. Bulkheads bulged and vomited smoke and
fragments. One fragment scored Jahn's thigh. Between that and the dying senior eevator man reding
againg him, Jahn fell to the deck.

As he scrabbled for ahandhold on the blood-dick duminum, he heard the port machine gun firing. Next
was the sound of metal twisted agonizingly far beyond itslimits, and finally ahuman scream.

Jahn told himsdf three timesthat it wasnot awoman's scream.

Hedid not bother telling himself that Satsuma wasn't going down. Somehow the loudspeaker connection
to the bridge was il dive, and someone was shrieking "All handsto crash landing Sations! Long livethe
Emperor!" over and over again.

Jahn thought that he was dready at his station—if the Auxiliary eevator controls fill worked, at least;
Satsuma was far beyond help by damage control. And while he wished the Emperor Meiji no harm at
al, he could not see what prolonging the Emperor Meiji'slife could do for hisloya subjects who were

rapidly approaching Y asukuni Shrine.
Are worshippers of Christ or the Old Norse gods allowed in there?

Smoke billowed from aft, then Julia Pope staggered out of it. She was covered with blood, and
staggered in away that sent Jahn's bowel s twisting like adisturbed nest of mambas.

They do have a point, saying men will panic over a wounded woman.

Except that Juliawas where sheld wanted to be, with battle comrades and even alover close by. If you
had to die, that was always one of the better places.

She gripped a stanchion, then shifted her grip as ajagged end scored her pam. "Radio's—dead.
Chiba—gonetoo."



Jahn redlized that his own shalow cut had amost stopped bleeding, and decided that Julianeeded his
battle dressing worse than he did. He started to unwrap it.

"Never mind," shesaid. "Mogt of the blood—it's Chiba's. HEd do to ride the river with, as mah father
will say when—ahtdl him."

Jahn felt even worse gut twistings. Julias father wasdead .

ThenSatsuma gave her most violent lurch yet. The port gunner fired off alast burst and shouted, "Weve
hit aRussan ship!"

Jahn wondered at the idea of Russian shipsflying, then redlized that Satsuma must have lost considerable
atitude from her damage. No fire, so far, but they would be down in the seain minutes. Thank God both
Juliaand | arein shapeto swim.

"Last message, before they hit us," Pope said, sitting down abruptly. "The torpedo squadrons are coming
into finish off the Russians—even towing the coastal boats. The rest of the battle line's going north to
aurprise Vlad—Vlad—"

She coughed, and rested her head against the metd, asif it cooled afever. Jahn'sfingers flew through
the rest of opening the dressing. He looked up, to see blood trickling from the corner of her mouth. In
one hand she held out her Thorshammer.

"Takeit—takeit to ashrine. Or—or Ran's.”

Then she twisted the fingers of her free hand, and only let go when he took the amulet. Or when life left
her, which was about at the sametime.

Jahn didn't have time even to close Pope's staring eyes, beforeSatsuma started bresking in two fifty
meters aft. The port gunner and loader were peering out past their empty gun and must have seen
something they didn't like, because they both flung themsdves through aholein ther blister.

Then Jahn saw it too—an orange glow from aft, where the collison must have ignited escaping
hydrogen.

He thought of staying with Juliafor only amoment, but that was dmost too long. A blast of superheated
ar flung him out the port blister, and for amoment he thought he was going to come down on the
Russian's deck.

But he missed, dove deep, and came up just in time to seeSatsuma 's—and Julids—hydrogen-fed pyre
cremate everything above decks aboard the Russian ship—afreighter, he thought.

But the Russian must have been carrying fud or ammunition, and the hydrogen flames had reached it.
Explosions sprayed the seawith flames and wreckage, aswell asdl the Russian crew who hadn't dready
been reduced to ashes on their own deck.

Bodies and parts of bodies rained down around Horace Jahn. One landed amost on top of him, and he
was obscurdly relieved to seethat it was aman. The explosions continued, as he swam away from the
burning Russan ship. ...



IV

China Sea, 1950, August 18, 1905

Commander Goto had double lookouts posted and a machine gun mounted on the bridge, asNumber
36 cruised through the graveyard of the Russian Pacific Fleet. The Combined Feet's torpedo squadrons
were gtill patrolling the area, to sink or capture any surviving enemy shipsthat hadn't beached themselves
on the Chinese coagt, and they would have quick hands on the gun lanyards.

So, for that matter, would Sub-Lieutenant Y amamoto, even he would be firing the machine gun with his

right hand only. Morphine controlled his pain, and he was determined to end the most glorious day in the
history of the Imperia Japanese Navy on hisfest, at his post, ready to dedl with any Russans not yet out
of thefight.

None of the living Russansthey'd found so far had any fight left in them. In fact, severa had begged to
be rescued. Number 36 had no space for prisoners, so the radio operator had just given the
torpedo-gunboat Furutsuki the position of the latest boatload, when alookout called out alone swvimmer
dead ahead.

One man we can take, and perhaps his gratitude will make him talkative.

In the fading light, the man was certainly a European, and fair-haired like so many of the Russans. But
he waswearing Imperial Navy airship coverals, and Goto remembered that seven of the nineteen
arshipswho had delivered the first and deadliest stroke were lost or missing.

AsNumber 36 dowed, the man released his grip on half of awooden deck grating and svam over to
the submarine. Gripping the port bow plane, he hauled himsalf aboard even before the deck party could
reach him. It was only when he stood up that Goto recognized Lieutenant Commander Jahn, last heard of
aboard the missngSatsuma .

"We may have other survivorsin thearea,” he said. He seemed afraid to let out more than afew words
at atime, and Goto did not bother asking about the fate of Lieutenant Pope. The big Draka seemed
gmaller than before, asthough hisbody had shrunk to fold itsalf protectively around hiswounded spirit.
Goto thanked the gods for his brother's survival and asked them to give peace to Julia Pope aong with
all the other warriors who had died for the Emperor thisday.

He was about to urge Jahn below, when the man held out something in his hand. It was a sea-tarnished,
smoke-blackened silver amulet in the shape of ahammer. Goto recalled seeing Julia Pope wearing it at
hisfarewell party—ardigious emblem, like the Chrigtian cross.



Jahn looked at the amulet for along moment. Then hethrust it into a hip pocket and saluted Goto.

"Lieutenant Commander Horace Jahn, Navy of the Dominion of the Draka, reporting aboard. Do you
know if thereisashrineto Thor or Ran in the Empire?

THE TRADESMEN

David Drake

Dave Drakeis an ex-lawyer, ex-soldier, and present writer from lowawho currently residesin the
woods of North Carolina. He has many praiseworthy attributes—for instance, he preferred driving abus
to practicing law. Hesdso aclasscal scholar who's as much at home with the meditations of Marcus
Aurdius aswith motorcycles and pistols.

Mogt of the SFfidd isfamiliar with hisHammer's Sammer s series, perhaps the defining example of
future war fiction. HE's dso written fine stories set in places asfar apart as the Roman Mediterranean and
the Congo Free State, and once had the honor of having ahorror story censored in England . . . because
it wastoo horrible,

Drake can show the dark side of the world without for amoment dipping into the pornography of
violence. He knowsit'sred, not adasher flick. He's been there, and he can show what it doesto the
human soul better than any of us.

In the Draka universe, there's an analogue to World War Two, which the inhabitants of that timeline call
the Eurasian War. It'swor se than World War Two, which is saying something. Drake showswhy.

AUTHORSNOTE: I'M INDEBTED TO WILKESON O'CONNELL, WHOSE WORK SHOWED
ME THE WAY TO SOLVE A PROBLEM THAT HAD BEEN EXERCISNG ME FOR SOME TIME.
—D.AD.

Colonel Evertsen heard voicesin the outer room of hisofficein the Tactical Operations Center. An
outbound convoy—a convoy headed from the interior to the front—had reached Fort Burket a half hour
before; Digtrict Administrator Kuyper, Evertsen's civilian counterpart, would be coming to discussthe
latest digpatch from Capetown.

Evertsen turned, closing the maintenance log he'd been studying in avain atempt to change the numbers
into something Capetown would find more acceptable. The roadsin this Savic hinterland had been a



joke before they were made to bear the weight of mechanized armies. Now they'd been reduced to dugt,
mud, or ice. Take your choice according to the season, and expect your engines and drive trainsto wear
out in afraction of the time that seemed reasonable in an air-conditioned office in Capetown.

Instead of the rumpled Kuyper, atal, dim officer turned sideways to enter the narrow doorway and
threw a sdute that crackled. He was wearing battledress in contrast to Evertsen's second-class uniform,
but the clean, pressed garments proved he was a newcomer to the war zone.

"Janni!" said Evertsen in pleasure. Heroseto hisfeet, sumbling as he dways did when hetried to move
quickly and hisright knee betrayed him.

"Lieutenant Jan Dierks reporting to the base commander,sr ," the newcomer said. He brokeinto agrin
and reached across the desk to clasp Evertsen by thearm. "Y ou live in amaze here, Uncle Jan. Isthe
danger so greet thisfar from the front lines?’

Evertsen bit back the retort—because Dierks was his nephew, and because anyway Evertsen should be
used to the attitude by now. He got it every time he went home on leave, after dl.l see, colondl, you're
not in the fighting army any more. . .

"Not so dangerous, not now," Evertsen said, gesturing Dierksto a chair. The room's only window wasa
firing dit covering the east gate. There were dectric lights, but Evertsen normally didn't bother with them
until hed shuttered the window for the night. "The fort waslaid out two years ago, after al. But dthough
the danger has receded, one gets used to narrow doorways and grenade baffles more easily than one
might to asapper in one's bedroom.”

"Oh, | didn't meantoimply .. " Dierks said in sudden confusion. He was agood boy; the sort of son
Evertsen would have wanted if things had worked out differently.

"No offense taken, Janni," he said easily. "Though in fact the constant advance causesits own problems.
The point eements always bypass hostiles, and some of those are going to decide that alogistics base
guarded by cripples and transentsis a better choice for resupply than trying to get back to their own
lines"

Evertsen tried to keep the bitterness out of hisvoice when he said, "cripple,” but he knew he hadn't been
completdly successful.

Dierkslooked through the firing dit, perhaps for an excuse to take his eyes off hisuncle, and sad,
"Therésaconvoy from thefront arriving. Do they usualy comein at the same time as an outbound one?!

"Not usudly," Evertsen said in adry voice, "though they're supposed to. We won't be able to send your
trucks forward without the additional escort that accompanies the inbound convoy.”

Herotated his chair to view the east gate. There were about forty vehicles, meaning a score or more
were deadlined at one of the forward bases. That was par for the course, but Christ! why couldn't
Capetown see the Russian Front needed mechanics worse than it did more riflemen? Around and
beyond the convoy, the plainsrolled on forever.

The leading truck was a standard 6x6, empty except for the load of sandbags that would detonate any
pressure-fuzed mine. The duty of driving that vehicle changed every fifteen minutes.

Two armored cars followed. There should be four more a the middle and end of theling, but Evertsen



saw only two. Thefour guntrucks, each with quad-mounted heavy machine guns behind walls of mortar
boxesfilled with gravel, were spaced evenly among the non-combat vehicles.

"| suppose returning convoys are to reposition the trucks?' Dierks said.

"That," Evertsen said. He turned from the window. "And for casuaties and leave-men. Mostly
cesudties”

He cleared histhroat. "A fit young man wouldn't be posted to Fort Burket, Janni. Where do your orders
takeyou?'

"The Fourth Independent Brigade, sir,” Janni said with pardonable pride. The Four Eye was acrack unit
whose neck-or-nothing panache made it afast route to promotion . . . for the survivors. "'l could choose
my itinerary, and when | saw an officer was needed to escort specie to the Digtrict Administrator at Fort
Burket, well, | volunteered.”

There was an angry muitter in the outer office. Administrator Kuyper squeezed through the doorway with
adocument in hishand and shouted, "Evertsen, do you know what those idiots in Capetown have done?
They've—"

Janni jumped to hisfeet. Kuyper noticed his presence and said more mildly, "Oh, good afternoon,
lieutenant. | didnt redize. . ."

"Y ou've met the Lieutenant Dierks who brought the discretionary fund supplement, Kuyper," Evertsen
said from hischair. "Allow meto present my nephew Janni, who's been posted to the Four Eye.”

"It's about the damned discretionary fund that 1've come, Evertsen,” Kuyper said. "They've reduced the
bounty authorization from ahundred auricsto sixty, and they've made an immediate cut in the supplement
to the discretionary fund.”

Evertsen'sfist clenched. "Do they give areason?' he asked, more so he had time to think about the
implications than because any reason could justify Capetown's action in hismind. He wished Janni wasn't
present for this, but he couldn't very well order the boy out.

Kuyper waved the document, obvioudly the one Janni had brought with the paychest. " "At thiscrisisin
nationd affairs'" he quoted, " "the fighting fronts must take precedence for resources over the lines of
communication.' By Christ, Evertsen! How much use do they think those greater resourceswill beif the
convoys carrying them arelooted by guerrillas?’

Dierkslooked from one man to the other, hearing without enough background to understand the words.
The hefty administrator was between him and the doorway. Because he couldn't easily leave, Dierks
said, "The specie | escorted wasto pay the Sav irregulars, then, the Ralliers? Rather than your own

troops?'

"Yes" Kuyper said, "and therell be hdl to pay when they—"

Kuyper's eyeswere drawn to the viewdit because it was the brightest thing in the room. "Oh,Christ !"
he said, staring toward the gate. "It never rains but it pours. There's Bettina Crais, in with the convoy and

coming toward the TOC. Three guesseswhat she's going to want!”

"And how she'sgoing to react,” Evertsen agreed grimly. Held rather have had afew weeksto figurea



way out of theimpasse; but if hed been alucky man, he wouldn't be commanding a
line-of-communication base. "Well, we may aswdll get it over with."

"Lieutenant, give me ahand with the paychest if you will," Kuyper said. "Even in its present anemic state,
that much gold isaload for me. Besides, it won't hurt to have afit young officer like you in the room
when Crais getsthe news."

The two men started out. Evertsen said, "Kuyper, perhaps Lieutenant Dierks shouldn't be. . . 7"
Janni gtiffened in the doorway. "Sir," he said, "'I'm cleared at Most Secret levd. I'll obey any order from
asuperior officer, of course; but | remind you that to treet me as a child because of our relationship

would dishonor the uniform | wear."

He thinks I'm trying to protect him from violence by an angry Rallier, Evertsen thought.And he's
young enough to worry about honor!

"Yes, of course" Evertsen said with acurt nod. ™Y ou'll find the experience ingtructive, I'm sure.”

The colond stared at his hands while he waited. Once héld dreamed of commanding a unit like the Four
Eye himsdf. Hed had alot of dreams. Once.

Janni and Kuyper returned from the latter's office with ametal chest which they set on the corner of
Evertsen's desk. The administrator waited beside it; Janni stood at parade rest on the other side of the
desk, facing the door.

The maintenance log was still out. Evertsen sighed and dipped it into a bookcase behind him as voices
murmured in the outer office,

Bettina Crais entered.

She was a petite woman; that was obvious even though a felt camouflage cape, worn dark-side out in
this season, covered her from neck to ankles. Sheld dung her long-barreled Moisin-Nagant rifle
muzzle-down over her right shoulder; aswatch of rabbitskin, bound fur-sidein, protected the bolt and
recelver againg the dements. Mounted on astud in her left ear was half agold cointhesize of a
thumbnail, so worn that the fractured portrait of George l11 was barely a shadow on the surface.

"Colond," Craissaid, nodding. "Mister Adminigtrator. I've come for my pay."

Dierksblinked in amazement. Despite Crais fine features and short blond hair, he'd assumed she was
Savic until she spoke—with aVad-Digtrict accent you could cut with aknife.

"Midress Crais," Evertsen said, "dlow meto present my nephew, Lieutenant Jan Dierks.”

She turned her head. Janni drew himself to attention reflexively. Craisgrinned and said, A pretty boy
you've got here, Colonel. Want to send him out with meto blood him?"

"Lieutenant Dierksis on hisway to take up acombat appointment,” Evertsen said, trying hard to keep
the disgust out of hisvoice. Hedidn't want to anger Crais, particularly not now.

"And dyethink what | do isn't combat, Colond?" she sneered. "Without me and the Ralliers, the truck
driversand invalids you've got staffing this place would find out what combet redly is"



"Wadl, Crais" said Kuyper with false warmth, "you'll probably want to relax for afew days before you
head back. I'll arrange aroom for you in the transient officers billets so you won't have to dossdown in
thecivilian lines. Y ou can run atab a the O Club aswell until we get the finances straightened out.”

Craisturned her ice-blue eyeson the civilian. "1 don't owe anybody, Mister Adminigtrator,” shesaid ina
voice that came straight down from the Arctic Circle. "And I'll find my own bed. It's for the one night
only, because I'm heading back at dawn with the inbound convoy. I've got my husband L ute up with the
threekids, and | want to get back to them.”

"Y ou've brought your family to the Zone?' Evertsen said in amazement. "Good God, | didn't know that!"

"I shouldn't wonder if alot goes on around here that you don't know about, Colonel," Crais said with not
quite asneer. "Weve got adugout as snug as you please with paneling insde. Lute doesn't hunt with
me—it's no more his thing than it would be your nephew's here, | reckon—but he takes care of the kids
and the garden. Well have dl our own food come thistime next year."

"Whereisit you live, Migtress Crais?' Janni asked with careful politeness. He was too much a gentleman
to dlow Crais bdlittling to affect him openly, though Evertsen had seen avein throb in the boy'sthroat a
time or two during the conversation.

"Nowhere, now," Craissaid, turning her cold eyes onto him, "but it'll be an estate in afew years when
things settle down. Me and min€ll be here on the land, and no rich party-boy from Capetown will take it
away from us. Therell be no more scrgping a crop from sunbaked clay the way my family's dways had
to do.”

She caught the line of Janni's eyes and tapped the broken sovereign. "This, you mean?' shesaid. "This
camefrom Lutesfamily. My folks arrived at the Cape without a pot to pissin, but that'll change, boy.
My son and the girls, they'll be folk as good as any walking the streets of Capetown!™

Craislooked out the viewdlit. Vehicleswere ill grunting and snarling through the entrance baffles. It
might be an hour before the last of the convoy was safely within the perimeter of Fort Burket.

"The outbound convoys drop me on the road and | hump my goods home myself,” she said. Shewas
obvioudly pleased to tell ayoung aristocrat how hard her life was and how well she succeeded. "From a
different spot each time. Mogt of the hostiles couldn't track atank over agrasslawn, but | don't makeit
easy for them. When | comein, | wait at Depot Seven-niner for an inbound convoy.”

She grinned. "Y ou don't stand out in the middle of the road and flag a convoy,” she said. "Not even me.

"How do you get into the fuel depot?' Evertsen asked, both from interest and because he saw that the
chance to tak—to brag—put Craisin a better mood. "I'd have thought the garrison would be just as
quick to shoot asthe convoy escorts are.”

Crais shrugged. Even the smplest of her movements were as graceful asagymnadt's. "We have click
sgnason theradio so they know I'm coming,” she said. "And they know they need me. Depot
Seven-niner would do better to take down its barbed wire than to lose me patrolling the district.”

Her left hand reached under her cape and came out with objects on astring. "That'stalk enough,” Crais
sad. "I've got six hundred aurics coming. Pay me and I'll arrange for my needs.”



She tossed the string onto the center of the desk. There were six itemstied on astrand of Sinew.
Shriveled up the way they were, they could be mistaken for mushrooms or nutmests, but of course they
were—

"Those are human eard" Janni said. "Good God! Some of them are from children!”

"Y our uncle don't trust nobody, boy," Crais said with ady grin toward Evertsen. "Not the Raliersand
not even afdlow citizen from the hardscrabble part of his own country. He wants proof, so we bring him
the left ear from every kill."

Shelooked at Evertsen. "So here they are, Colond. Want to soak them open so you can be sure I'm not
trying to cheat you with aright ear or two?"'

"That won't be necessary,” Evertsen said without inflection. He and Kuyper had seen more earsthan
Crais had, many more of them. They were experts by now, well able to make sure the State wasn't
cheated by theirregularsinits service.

"Thelieutenant'sright," Kuyper said. "Four of these are children. Stay-behinds, and dl the men ableto
cary agun off with the guerrillas™

"Aye, that'sright,” Crais said; her voice cam but the look in her eyes as she gazed at the administrator . .
.lesscam. "A family, still working their plantingsfrom acave-inin thewall of aravine. Pretty well hid,
too. | wouldn't have found them, | guess, without the smell of wood smoketo draw me. That'swhy |
pack in block acohol for our fire, you see.”

Janni didn't speak again, but neither could he draw his eyes away from the wizened trophies. Crais
grinned more broadly and went on, "1 hid at the tredline for three hourstill | got the woman and the ol der
girl, she was maybe twelve, together. Nailed them both with one round. The grampa came out of the
house with arifleand | shot him too. Thought | could use hisammo bdlt, but he had an old single-shot
Berdan, so | was out another round. Cartridges cost money in the Zone, Lieutenant.”

Janni stood iron-faced. It was hard to tell whether he even heard what the woman was saying.

Vaguely disappointed at the lack of response, Crais continued, "I tossed a smoke bomb into the dugout
and waited to seeif anybody more come out. | use sulphur and tar and enough gunpowder to keep it
going if they try to douseit, but nobody did thistime. They al choked. | went in when it aired out and
found agirl of eight and aboy of six. And ababy, but | didn't bother to sex that one."

Her left index finger, as ddicate as carved ivory, indicated the tiny last lump on the string.

Craislooked directly at Janni again. "Y ou may wonder why | used a smoke bomb instead of agrenade,
Lieutenant," shesaid. "I'm aworking girl and can't afford to lose atrophy. Y our uncle wouldn't have paid
mefor the baby if al 1'd been able to bring him back was the foot and afew toes. Would you, Colonel ?*

"Good Christ, woman!" Evertsen said. "We haveto do this, we don't haveto likeit."

"Someof us haveto do this, Colond," Crais said. "Some of us don't have estateswe could retireto if we
fdt likeit."

"Ashkenazy's band brought twenty unitsto Fort Schaydin last week," Kuyper said. "All of them were
red guerrillas, too."



Craisturned to the administrator like aweasdl preparing to spring. "Red, werethey? Aye, | suppose
they were—if you want to call people who get drunk around an open firein the Zone red guerrillas. They
were under apalitica officer from Berlin who was going to show thelocashow to do it.”

The woman stood like an ice pick stuck into soft flesh, looking disdainfully at the three men. ™Y ou know
the real danger'slocals from the Zone who filter back and hide with stay-behindstill they're ready to cut
throats, Kuyper," shesaid. "Ain't that so, Colond?"

Evertsen nodded curtly. "Yes" hesaid, "l supposeitis.

Kuyper peered toward the viewdlit. "Theres alone truck following the convoy,” hesaid. "I think it's
Bruchinsky'slot."

Colond Evertsen stood and looked, in part because it gave him a chance to turn away from Bettina
Crais. A 6x6 truck had caught up with the convoy just asthe last armored car grunted through the gates.
It was origindly a German Horch, Evertsen thought, but with awood-burning gasogene adapter and
repairs which used parts from many other vehicles. At least twenty Rdliersfilled it, dready whooping
with anticipation of their next few days.

One man jumped out of the cab and started purposefully toward the TOC, however. Unfortunately.

"Yes, that's Bruchinsky," Evertsen said heavily. "I'd have appreciated some time to untie the knot
Capetown's bound uswith; but if there's any luck, it doesn't come to poor bastards with gimp legs that
keep them out of field commands.”

"I'm not holding you up, Colond," Crais said, misunderstanding the comment. "I'll take my pay now and
leave, s0 you needn't to share your pretty office with me and Bruchinsky both.”

Evertsen turned. "Explain the new stuation to Mistress Crais, Kuyper," he said.

Kuyper nodded calmly; the plump civilian had never flinched from the unpleasant duties of his position.
"Weve received adigpatch from Capetown changing the amount of the bounty,” he said. "From now on
well be paying you sixty aurics per assessed unit instead of the hundred you've received in the past. That
means three hundred and sixty auricswill be paid for the present string.”

"The hell you say, lardbelly!" Crais shouted. Her left hand moved benegth her cape and clenched on
something hidden. "Thehell you say.”

She looked venomoudly at the men, her lips working without sound. The flesh was drawn so tight across
Crais cheekbonesthat her face might dmost have been askull. "Do you know what it costssmeto livein
the Zone? Nobody issuesme food and fudl. Do they think | could patrol every day and tend crops
besdes?'

"Capetown believesthat since the threat has diminished,” Kuyper said, "the bounty can aso be cut. In
my capacity as Didtrict Adminigtrator I'll make representations to Capetown about the changed palicy,
m_ll

"How diminished will thethreet ook if me and the Raliers stop hunting the Zone mister ?* Crais said.
"Inamonth, in aweek even? And what happensif some of us start hunting for the other sde, hey? How
many ears are there on aconvoy inbound with aload of wounded, hey?



"Y ou can swalow that sort of nonsense, for agtart!” Evertsen said. "Berlin might be willing to take on
the Ralliers—for the duration only, of course—if they decided to turn their coats again; but the only use
they'd havefor you, Crais, isthe same one they have for every Drakathey capture. And if they were
going to make digtinctions among Draka—that wouldn't be to the advantage of any of the three of us,
wouldit?"

"Damnyou, it ain't right!" Crais said, but there was more despair than anger in her voice thistime.

Inagruffly conciliatory tone Evertsen said, "It isn't my job to explain Capetown's policies, Mistress
Crais. That'sjust aswell, because sometimes| find those policies completely inexplicable.”

"See here, Crais," Kuyper said mildly, "1 think theré's away we can work with you. Capetown's right
about the number of units dropping these past months. The guerrillas have been steering clear of the
district, and you've rooted out most of the stay-behinds. | think therell be enough in the account to pay
you at the old rate for adults; but children will haveto go a sixty aurics per unit, I'm afraid.”

Craislooked at the two older men. Her expression couldn't be said to have softened, but Evertsen no
longer felt therewas ared chancethat she was going to lungefor histhroat with a skinning knife.

"I understand your concern about the cost of supplies, Crais," hesad. "I'll give you achit for my
steward, directing him to sell you food and fuel from my persona stock at the delivered cost to me. |
think you'll find that more reasonable than dealing with driversfor suppliesthat've falen off the back of
quartermaster trucks, so to speak.”

"Still an't right," Crais muttered. "But | guess| oughta be used to the short end of the stick. All right, Il
take your bargain."

Evertsen stripped an order blank off the pad and began writing directions to his steward on the back of
it before Crais had an opportunity to change her mind. She added in amixture of explanation and
defiance, "It won't matter so much next year because well have the cropsin. But we need to make it
through the season, you see.”

A heavy Savic voice sounded at the entrance to the TOC. Kuyper had already raised thelid of the
strongbox. He paused and said, "Say, Crais? Would you mind waiting amoment to be paid? | want
Bruchinsky to seethat everybody's being treated the same, if you seewhat | mean.”

"Afraid Bruchinsky might fly hot when you tell him to bend over, hey?' Craissaid with acold smile. She
graightened her trophy string on the metal desktop. "Y egh, al right, I'll help you with him."

She frowned in concern and added, " Bruchinsky keeps pretty good disciplinein thefield, you know.
Y ou only see hislot when they comein to tie one on, but it'd take a battalion to replace them.”

"But you bring in two units for every three we get from Bruchinsky's whole band, Migtress Crais,"
Evertsen said. He wasflattering her, but the words were till the cold truth.

Craisgrinned. "That's s0," she said. "Hunting's ajob best done alone, | think."
There was aboom of laughter and a huge Slav squeezed through the entrance. His hair and beard were

matted into a sheepskin vest worn fleece-gde out, and alarge rosary hung from hisneck. "Itisl, the
great Bruchinsky, Colond!" he said. "Eight hundred gold you owe usl We cdlebrate tonight!™



Evertsen saw his nephew's nodtrilsflare, then tighten. The Rallier's effluvium was ashock even to those
prepared for it by experience. Well, Janni would smell worse things when hefirst siood on a battlefield
fought over for severd daysin high summer; as he surely would, if he survived.

Craisand the Rallier exchanged brief commentsin Zone Pidgin, amixture of English, German, and
severa Savic didects. The two irregulars respected one another, though Evertsen knew there were
undercurrents of mutual disdain aswell: for a Slav on the one hand, for awoman on the other.

"Well be with you in amoment, Captain Bruchinsky," Kuyper said. "We werejust paying off Mistress
Cras"

Hetook out aroll of ten-auric coins and broke the paper on the edge of the strongbox. He stacked ten
pieces of new-minted gold behind each of the larger ears. "That's a hundred apiece for the two adults,
ad..."

Kuyper set sx coins beside thefirst, the second, and the third of the small ears, then paused to break
another roll. "And theladt,” he said. "Sixty aurics gpiece for each of the children, two hundred and forty in
al”

"What?' Bruchinsky said in amazement. "What's thisfucking shit?'Y ou pay for ear, not fucking man ear
and kid ear!"

"Not any longer, Captain Bruchinsky," Evertsen said coldly. " Capetown has decreed a changein the
bounty, and of course were bound by their decison.”

"No fucking way | let you Draka bastards cheat me!" the Rallier shouted. "Nofucking way!"

He flung back the shegpskin, exposng the submachine gun he dung benegth it. Like Crais rifleit was of
Soviet manufacture, a Shpagin with a71-round drum. Soviet weapons had arugged willingnessto
function that made them favorites among troops who operated without the luxury of aunit armorer.

Neither Evertsen nor Kuyper spoke. Janni stood like astatue, his face unreadable. The only sign that the

boy was aware of his surroundings was the way his eyestraversed the room: back and forth, taking it al
in.

Bettina Crais bent forward and scooped her coins, stack by stack, into acalfskin purse. The gold
chimed musically. She folded Evertsen's note to his steward and stuck that in her purse aswell.

"Craid" said Bruchinsky. "Y ou let them shit on you thisway? Y ou teke their fucking Sixty?'

Craislooked at the Ralier. Evertsen had seen gun muzzles with more expression. "It doesn't look to me
like there's much choice, Bruchinsky," she said. ™Y ou want to buy my string off me a the old price?’

"Fuck!" thebig Sav said. "Fuck dl fucking Drakal"

He laughed as explosively as sudden thunder and dapped his string down on the desk beside that of
Crais. There were eight units, four of them so fresh that adrop of blood oozed from the adult's torn lobe.

"Sure, pay methe fucking money," he said cheerfully. "The boysdl be so drunk in the morning they don't
know how much money we get. Metoo, by Jesug!”



Crais settled the purse back under her cape. She gave anod; more alift of her chin. "I'll be on about my
business, then," she said. " See you in aweek or two, | reckon, Colond.”

She stared at Janni again with her expressionless eyes. "Watch how you go, boy," shesad. "Itd bea
pity if earsas cute as yourswound up hanging from astring.”

Bruchinsky laughed uproarioudly as Crais|eft the room.

Kuyper began stacking coins with unobtrusive precison. The administrator made a show of every
payout. Partly that was because the Slavs generdly liked abit of ceremony, but Kuyper himself wasthe
sort of man who wanted order and dependability in al things. It was difficult for Kuyper to be stuck in
thiswilderness with Capetown'swhimsies grinding him from one sde againg the flint redities of the Zone
on the other, but he served the State aswell as humanly possible.

So did Colond Evertsen; but it was hard to remember that as he read the disgust under his nephew's
blankness.

"Shit on Capetown,” the Ralier said cheerfully. "We dtill richer than | think when we start in. We bresk
down and get lucky."

"A breakdown in the Zone lucky?' Evertsen said, frowning dightly. "L ucky you survived, you mean.”

"Aw, our fucking shitpot motor, you know," Bruchinsky said. "Still, she not fancy but she get the job
done okay. Just like me and the boys, that's right?"

He laughed and fumbled a bottle out of a side pouch. It was empty, as Bruchinsky decided after
frowning at it for some moments. He cursed and deliberately shattered it on the floor.

Evertsen said nothing. His batman would sweep up the glass. It was the colonel's duty to the State to
ded withtheirregulars. . . .

"Naw, the luck's good because we wak around while Oleg fixes the motor," Bruchinsky resumed, sunny
following the momentary squdl of the empty bottle. "Pedr thinks he seesatrack. | don't see shit, but
Pedr, he good tracker. Near as good as your blond bitch-dog, Colond, that's right?”

Evertsen offered athinly noncommittal smile. He didn't liketo hear aSav animd refer that way to a
Draka, but more than policy might have kept him from reprimanding Bruchinsky in this particular case.

"Wego alittlewaysinand | think "arag, but welook &t it and it'sadoll,”" the Ralier continued. "So
Pedr'sright, and six of uswe follow up fast while the rest stays with the truck.”

Kuyper broke another roll of auricswith agolden tinkle. There were five adults and three children in the
gring. Thelatter were very fresh.

"Wefind the place three miles, maybe, off theroad,” Bruchinsky said. "It's hid good, but akid's crying
before we see anything and we crawl up close. There's aman hoeing squash and corn planted together,
but he's patting akid who's bit on the neck by abig fucker horsefly. One burss—" he dapped the
submachine gun "—and | get them both. Not bad, hey, even though the boy wigglestill wetwist his



Kuyper set six coins behind thefirst of the small ears, then looked at the Rallier with an expression
Evertsen couldn't read. The adminigtrator resumed counting, hisfingers moving alittle dower than before.

"Theréstwo girlsin the dugout,” Bruchinsky said. "They got good gun like this—"
He pumped his submachinegunintheair for an example.
"—but they little girl, they cry and cry but they can't cock it, you see?"

Bruchinsky racked back his charging handle. His weapon was already cocked, so it spun aloaded round
out onto thefloor.

Evertsen managed not to wince. He supposed being shot by accident in his office by adrunken Sav
would be afitting end to his career.

"Pedr finish them with hisknife after he have alittle fun, you know?' the Rallier said. " So we run back
with four morekills, the truck fixed, and we drivelike hell to catch up with the convoy dmost. Lucky, not
Sofe

"That completes the count, Captain Bruchinsky,” Kuyper said, closing the lid of the strongbox. "Six
hundred and eighty aurics.

"Shitload of money," the Ralier said admiringly. "It al be shit gone soon, but we party tonight!*

"If that'sdl . ..," Evertsen said. It had gone better than held dreamed afew minutes before. Not that his
superiors would care about the skill with which he and Kuyper had covered Capetown'sidiocy. . . .

"Onething,” Bruchinsky said, fumbling in another of his pouches. "This| get from the farmer today. Does
it spend? It'sbroke, but it's real gold by Jesus!”

Heheld it out for the othersto see. It was a sovereign, snapped in half and mounted for an ear stud. The
legend and lower portion of the bust of George |11 were worn to shadows.

Janni began to laugh. The sound started normaly but rose into hysterica pedls.

Bruchinsky, the only man in the room who didn't get the joke, looked in growing puzzlement at his
Draka companions.

TheBigLie



JaneLindskold

Jane Lindskold isaformer professor of English; despite that, sheisaso a crackerjack storytdller and
wordsmith. Shelivesin Albuquerque, New Mexico, with her archaeologist husband Jm Moore (who |
pump unmercifully for research material) and the inevitable writerly pride of cats. Her work includes
sciencefiction, high fantasy, and the recent and unforgettable tale of supernatural crestures among us,
Changer . | particularly liked the Y eti who compulsively haunted Internet chat rooms and King Arthur's
consulting businessin the sunbelt.

When | wroteMarching Through Georgia , thefirst of the Draka books, | amed for atone of tragic
intengity. Janerather effectively icksapinin my hero's self-image, using acheerful ruthlessnessin the
sarvice of her art. It'salso an homage. . .

To George MacDonald Fraser and David Case

Widll, | supposeyou've heard it al and believeit, too, the morefool you, but | wasthereand | can tell
you. It wasn't anything like that, nor were the Draka anything like you believe. The whole pot of rotisa
big lielike God or love or the perfect deviled egg.

Troubleis, people believe what they want to believe and those books—those damn novels—they've
been taken for fact when there are plenty who could tell you otherwise, but if they did they'd haveto
admit the truth about themselves and who wants to do that when the Lieis so much bigger and grander
and finer?

I'm an old man now, old as Sin or Eric von Shrakenberg, which is about the same thing as| seeit. When
you read this, I'll be dead, so the Big Lie won't matter to me any more. In fact, | get rather a chuckle out
of theideaof your reading this, of shattering the Lie for you when it has served mewel enough al my life.

Y ou might ask why would | do that when " Glory to the Race" has replaced "Please and Thank Y ou,”
"Hello and Good-bye," and "By Y our Leave' for the Drakapeople. Well, as| seeit those long-limbed,
high-cheekboned, super-strong, geneticaly engineered mutants are no more my race than are the
chimpanzees that the Draka geneticists used for their early experiments.

White Christ! The divergence between usis probably greater. Think about that for amoment, then
maybe you'll understand why I'm telling you this story, why I'm bresking down the Big Lie.

Then again, you might not understand. After dl, you're one of those mutants, aren't you?

* * %

| was born in 1918, the same year as Eric von Shrakenberg, the same year that the Draka \Women's
Auxiliary Corpswas abolished and women were integrated into the military. Unlike Eric, who wasborn a
plantation owner's eldest brat on the Oakenwald Plantation. | was born in Cairo, Egypt. My parents



named me Covington.

That's right. Start and ook amazed. Y our humble author is none other than the much decorated,
ever-so-famous Covington Coemer, Arch-Strategos, Retired. | did say that the Big Lie had served me
well, now, didn't 1?

Growing up as| did under the shadow of the Great Pyramid, | never did quite buy into the myth that the
higher-ups were pushing even then—the myth that Draka Citizens were the pinnacle of human evolution
and that the rest of the world's populations were mere serfs. There was just too much evidenceto the
contrary.

Oh, | didn't waste my time griping and moaning about the way of the world as Eric would have you
believe he did. | enjoyed the power and privilege that being at the top of the food chain brought me. | just
didn't believe that somehow we Draka were better than the rest of humanity. Meaner, tougher, better
trained—I had no problem with believingthat . Thor's Hammer! Hadn't | been hustled off to boarding
boot camp a an age when most children were still toddling about under their parents loving care? If such
brutaity didn't produce a better trained product, then what was the use?

After boarding school ended, | went into the military just like every good, obedient Draka does. There |
ran and jumped and crawled and sweated and learned what | was best at—sharpshooting. Although |
didn't escape the normd grind, from my first year in | was given extratraining on al sorts of distance
rifles: ours, the FritZ's, the Ivan's, the Abdul's, anyone and everyone's. The ideawas that wherever my
company found itself, | would be prepared to kill the inconvenient enemy from a distance, opening adoor
for those whose duty it wasto rush in and die vaiantly. It'samost as safe ajob as being Arch-Strategos.

The other thing | learned to do in the Army was to bunk and run—not letting my commanders know
what | was about, of course. In the process of perfecting thisart, | learned how to claim credit for other
soldiers achievements. Thiswas easier to do than you might imagine, snce most of the real heroeswere
reduced to artful red smears on the landscape.

Y es, those were golden years. As| was promoted and decorated for what | knew was arrant
cowardice, well now, the cynicism that my Egyptian birthplace had nurtured got a healthy dose of
fertilizer. Then my presumed heroism gave me akick in the butt when in the soring of 1942, | found
mysalf assgned to the First Airborne, Century A. That waswhere | met Eric von Shrakenberg, one of
the primary architectsof the Big Lie.

Now wait! Before you crumple up thismemoir and tossit in the trash, you hear me out. I'm no crank. |
wasthereand | know what | saw and heard. Hel! | know what | did and said. And | know what Mr.
Perfect Draka, Eric von Shrakenberg did and said, too. I'll swear on anything you like that hisversion of
what happened that Spring is about as true as Father Christmas.

| can imagine you frowning (an eegant expresson, stern yet fierce on that high-cheekboned viz) despite
my reassurances. Therefore, before | proceed any further, let me point out something that is damned
suspicious when you bother to think about it. (Not that you young mutants are trained to think—just to
plot and analyze, but that's neither here nor there).

The novelsthat have done the most for creetively presenting the image and philosophy of the Drakato
theworld at large have also served as propagandafor one of the most prominent Draka families—the
von Shrakenbergs. Chew on that while | tell you the truth behind the campaign that pulled dear Eric out
of reach of the Politicls and injected him firmly into the Draka ass.



* * %

As| was saying, | was assigned to the First Airborne, Century A, as a sharpshooter under the command
of one Centurion Eric von Shrakenberg. Now all of you think that you know what kind of man dear Eric
was during that period in hislife. Y ou've read the biographies of our famous Archon. Y ou've read his
ownThe Price of Victory , that sengitive nove that became such abest-seller among the young World
Weaer |l veterans.

Dreck! | tell you. Dreck and drivel. Far from being a sensitive young warrior, handsome and gented,
nursing doubts about the righteousness of conquest, but ready nonethelessto die for his people, the Eric
von Shrakenberg | met when | reported for duty was a stoop-shoul dered, dead-eyed young brute who
looked like something right off aFritz recruiting poster. He even wore his pathetic bristle of amustachein
the same style as the Fritz dictator, Adolph Hitler. This pathetic item of facial decoration was, as| recall,
not "ydlow" asisusualy reported (I suppose he thought "blond" would sound too effeminate, athing only
aman uncertain of his masculinity would fear) but mouse brown. | suppose he bleached it in later yearsto
help man match myth.

When | reported for duty, Centurion von Shrakenberg positively sneered upon hearing my accent. Y ou
see, like many of those born and raised in Egypt, my accent is British in flavor rather than thelazy,
plantation drawl affected by South African aristocrats like our dear Eric. Moreover, where Eric wasfair
with atendency toward sunburn, my complexion was dightly swarthy with the usua accompaniment of
dark eyes and hair. My bluff, good-natured features were graced by a set of truly fine whiskers. Our
meseting was like night outshining day and putting day into aright funk; if | do say so mysdlf.

Wéll, | could tell from that first meeting that Eric was abigot and | knew there would be trouble between
us. Still, faithful to my training, | snapped off a pretty sharp salute. The pompous son of abitch even
managed to blittle mefor that courtesy.

"At ease, Coemer,” he drawled. "Y o' don' need be so formal with me here. In Century A, weredl
Draka"

| blinked, uncertain how to reply to such nonsense. Of course we were al Draka What el se could we
be? Century A was a Citizen's unit, not some hoard of jungle bunny Janissaries. | held my tongue,
resolving to keep my eyeswide open and my mouth tight shut while | learned as much as | could about
our commander.

Quickly enough, | discovered Eric's great "secret.” Secret! Faw! He dl but bragged about how held had
the chit he'd fathered on afavored serf wench smuggled out of the Domination.

Later Eric'sown writingswould lovingly lick thelibera ass, garnering sympathy by implying that he
committed this crime againgt Drakalaw out of the greatness of his heart—that he couldn't bear to see his
own daughter (no matter that her mother was awench bought for afew aurics so Eric'd stop tupping the
kitchen staff and delaying dinner) raised asadave. In thisfashion, Eric presented himsdlf to the
non-Drakaworld as being possessed of great sensitivity, deeper than what most Draka are capabl e of
feding. Therest of us, of course, have had ample opportunity to recognize the discrepancy between what
he wrote and how he has acted.

Let me set you straight. Eric smuggled his serf-spawn, Anna, out of the Domination not from any love for
her or her mother, but out of hatred and distrust of hisfather. It'swell-known that there was tension
between old Karl and his son—tension that came to the fore when Eric became heir upon the death of
John, the old man'sfavorite, who waskilled while mishandling aserf uprisng a somemine.



In the early years of his career, Eric never had the sense to know when to put on a pleasant facade or
stop hisgob. By the time he became famous, too many people knew about the tension between him and
hisfather for him to deny it. Therefore, in an effort to save face, Eric portrayed hisrelationship with his
father as one of like spirits possessed of different philosophies.

One hasto admire old Eric for this. Hes amost as much of asneak as| am. By claiming asimilar spirit
to Arch-Strategos Karl, Eric managed to co-opt the greater man's reputation into hisown. In his
sdlf-created mythology, Eric von Shrakenberg becomes the best and finest product of agreet line, the
onein whom everyone e se's deedsfind their culmination.

Dreck! Thetruth was, Eric hated hisfather for preferring his brother, John. Karl, for his part, hated Eric
for living when hisfavorite son was dead. When it became evident that little Annawas going to resemble
her mother—about whom Eric had been obsessively possessive, just ask anyone who ever tried to
borrow her for abit of fun—Eric redized that Karl could use Annaagaing him. The mind boggles at the

possbilities

So Eric had seven year-old Annasmuggled off the family plantation and into the United States. There
shefollowed in the tradition of her loving and loyd family by writing nasty (but true) things about her
papa's people in books such asDaughter to Darkness: A Life .

I know I've wandered off the subject of Century A's great deeds on the North Caucus Front, but it's
important that you understand the vile sawer lurking beneath Eric's aristocratic veneer. In fact, thereés one
rumor—rumor only, mind you—that circulated in our company during the dark watcheswhile Eric and
his snoops dept. Keep in mind, though, that it'sjust arumor.

There were those who said more sinister things about Eric and his daughter, and these others knew him
well. These said that Eric was tempted to incest with the little Annaand got her out of reach before he
could giveinto the impulse and be reprimanded for it. Child abuse—even of serfs—isone of the few
things we Drakafind abhorrent. It's such awaste of good property.

But I'm not saying that Eric von Shrakenberg really wanted to screw his own daughter. | wasn't
present—Ilike those of our company who had known him from a child—to make afair judgment. All |
can say for certainisthat Eric von Shrakenberg hated hisfather with apassion so fierce that hisentire
military career wasin oneway or another an attempt to one up the old solider.

* * *

This Eric wasthe man | found myself serving under on April 14, 1942, when at 0400 hours we readied
oursalvesfor our parachute drop into the partisan infested, German-held lands in the Caucasian Front.
While | busied mysdf making certain that my gear was properly packed, | noticed the centurionidly
smoking and staring a the wall while Sophie Nixon, our comtech, leered at him with what | guess she
thought was hidden lugt.

Eric wants everyone to believe that he was thinking deep thoughts during those ten minutes before we
legpt out of the plane, but my sincere belief isthat his bowelswere in as much of an uproar aswere mine.

Don't believe the nonsense they tell you—jumping out of aplaneisnot asgood as sex. (Well, maybeitis
for Eric. I've heard what the wenches at the officers Rest Center snigger about his equipment.)

Jumping out of aplaneisaterrifying thing. Asyou walk to the hatch, your mind is flooded with memories



of classmates who died during training. Y ou see their broken, mangled bodies etched in sharp relief
againg the dirt. When you try to distract yoursdlf, the Satistics on how many trained skydiversdie or are
serioudy injured during ajump rear their ugly heads for inspection. Y ou find yourself consdering which
would be worse. Having a broken leg on enemy turf isno picnic, but Drakaarmies don't like to haul the
wounded aong.

Then you make the jump, your bowels turning to water, your dry lips counting the seconds until you can
pull the cord, an overstimulated imagination dreading that the parachute you so carefully packed will fall
you in the end. Even when it doesn't and you're jerked up, harness straps digging into your shoulders,
theresthelanding to worry about. All it takesisapatch of uneven ground and you're presented with that
shattered ankle or blown knee. Y ou dangle weightless from the 'chute, straining your gaze downwards,
trying to see what portion of red estate you've drawn. All around, more solid spots againgt the friendly
darkness, arethe slent figures of dl those who are faling with you.

I'mafair man. | don't blame Eric von Shrakenberg for the loss of our legion armor, but it was ablow
nonetheless. By some miracle, Century A came down with personnel and communications gear intact,
but the armor we'd counted on to make our job possible landed in agully. There was no possibility of
fetching it out in time, not with our fellow Draka sprinkling onto the landscape al around, geared up to
carry out their partsin the battle plan. So we left the armor whereit fell. | suppose someone fished it out
later. | never bothered to find out.

No, | don't blame Eric about the armor, | don't even blame him for our being separated from the main
Drakaforce. Heisn't responsible for the vagaries of wind and terrain. On the other hand, perhaps|
should blame him.

According to Eric's own account of the battle, Century A came down pretty much on target—that is, we
weremeant to be the northernmost element of the Draka attack force. Someone has to be stuck out
aone—I know that aswell as any man and better than some—buit | find it rather interesting that
Arch-Strategos Karl von Shrakenberg's much hated son and heir was dropped in the ass end of
nowhere, voted most likely to die. Consider that the old commander was at that very moment courting an
eigible Citizen of unimpeachable credentials and you wonder if he wasn't counting on the Fritz to sweep
hisfamily date clean and give him achanceto start over.

Ah, but that's neither here nor there. Eric didn't die—and I'm hereto tell you why it'sno credit to him
that he didnt.

* * *

Once we were down and gear handed round, Eric ordered usto move on Village One. In hisown
accounts, he gives an dmost accurate account of that early battle. Oh, he beefs up the number of Fritz
holding down the shop and minimizes our casudties, but he's hardly out of line there. Mogt military
historianslie. Victorslie more than losers—it's one of the spoils of war.

Now Eric doesn't tell you what | was doing during this particular battle. There are two reasonsfor this.
Oneisthat the members of his Century are with the exception of Sophie Nixon—for reasons|'ll explain
later—fictiona versonsof red people, usualy composites of three or four redl Draka So thereisno me
inal histaes—part of the reason his depictions of the Drakaare so shalow, | liketo think.

Ininterviews Eric has explained that thiswas artigtic license, that he couldn't hope to deal with the
heroism of ahundred and ten individuasin one short novel, so rather than dighting one or the other he
combined people. | fill get asour taste in my mouth when | recal the saccharine way hereferred to



"those brave members of my Century, living and dead, whose courage inspired me to the best of which |
wasable."

| wash the sour taste away by recalling how little Eric knew about what one of his"brave warriors' was
up to.

Now, in the battle to take Village One most of our Century was ordered to rush into that Fritz-held
horror legpfrog style: shoot, drop, move, shoot again.

Eric sent the Century's four best sharpshooters to scout out good positions. From these we were to pick
off Fritz commanders or any other tasty targets. Due to the lack of armor, we sharpshooters were
particularly essentid. | recall with agrin how Eric admonished usto do our part with dignity and verve.

Thiswasthekind of assgnment | liked the mogt. It kept me out of the direct action, but gave me
opportunity for safekills so that | could brag with the best when we were al safely in camp and the
fighting was over. | won' tdl you how many times| smply snugged myself down in acozy fork in some
tree and waited for the worst to be over. Later, when the fight was being dissected and someone
mentioned amiracle shot out of nowherethat saved hisor her ass| wouldn't say anything, just look a my
boots and polish my knife. Pretty soon somewise fellow would "redize" where credit wasdue and I'd
mutter something stern and manly about just doing my duty.

Ah, it was marvelous, it was, and it didn't hurt that my shooting on the range or on the rare occasions
that someone was watching was pure art—if | do say so mysdlf. Y ou see, even Drakaaren't immuneto
the desirefor aGuardian Angd. I've been told more timesthan | could count how someone went into
danger dl the more willingly knowing that I'd be lurking in the darkness to get them ouit.

"Homicida children who believein fairy stories, even with their legsripped off and their faces ground to
sausage meset." That's what someone once called the Draka and he was right, too. And like any children,
they're happiest with the reassurance that someone islooking out for them. Theway | seeit, whether or
not | actually helped anyone, | provided that reassurance, so | did my duty even when safely ensconced
insomeblind.

On this particular grey dawn in 1942, | loped off into the forest surrounding Village One ready to take
my easein sometdl tree. | planned to shoot a Fritz or two if opportunity permitted, but | wasn't going to
put mysdlf into any particular danger while | was about it.

Right away, | could see that the countryside wasn't going to cooperate with my idea of a pleasant
morning'swork. The treeswere barely budding, black limbs making dark lacework against a sky that
held either traces of moonlight or the beginnings of dawn. The air was chill and the ground kissed with
frost—not ideal conditions from adesert-born'sway of seeing things.

| wasslently curang my bad luck and casting around for an aternative fox hole when | heard something
gtirring in the brush behind me. A branch sngpped under aboot. Asmy heart tried to exit viamy mouith, |
flashed my knife out faster than you can say " Covington Coemer," but the fellow emerging from the
shrubbery to my rear held aheavy P-38 with acam, deadly assurance that left me no doubt that he
knew how to useit. Even in the semi-light, | couldn't fail to seethat he held it aimed at my torso so that
even anear misswould spill awhole ot of my precious blood.

My new acquaintance was a skinny fellow, but the clothing that hung loose on hisframe testified that
once upon atime he hadn't been nearly so gaunt. | guess his eyes and hair must have had color, but |
couldn't tell what shade they werein thisdim light and | didn't redlly care. Asfar as| knew, thisgrey



specter was Death with hislips puckered up round and ready to ddliver one honey of akissthrough that
unwavering gun barrel.

"Lean your rifle againg thet tree," the shadowy figure ordered, his English heavily accented with some
other language | didn't recognize, "and take three steps back from it. Remain in the open. Move any way
but that which | command and | shoot!”

| obeyed, leaning my rifle againgt the trunk of something that might have been an oak. Evenif | wanted to
try to escape, there was no cover and at close quarters | was nearly as deadly without the blamed thing.
Y et, even as| was divesting myself of my weapon, | was wondering why he didn't just have methrow it
down. | guessed that he was a partisan and that weapons were dear just then. | was partially right.

"Now, fold your hands on the top of your head and stand on oneleg.”

| did asdirected, feding like afool and wishing something would distract him for just amoment . . .

My new friend continued, ™Y ou are going to do two thingsfor meor | will kill you.”

| nodded and he studied me. | expect that | was a bit of a disappointment for all my height, broad
shoulders, and fine whiskers. Surely he expected a Drakato wither him with curses or spit fire. | suppose
some of my fellows would have done just that, but I've never seen it as part of my duty to diewhen living
seemsaviable option.

"Speak on, old chap,” | encouraged.

"Hrgt, youwill carry amessageinto thevillage.”

| liked this. | couldn't do that if | were dead. Then | thought of some of the things I'd seen my comrades
doin Itay—thingsthat left aman technically dive and capable of carrying messages, but not long for this
world. My blood chilled. Surely thisfellow's accent wasn't Itdian, wasit?

"Give the message to the old patriarch,” my captor continued and | nodded though | had no ideawho in
Thor's mitten he meant. ™Y ou will tell no one of thismessage. If you do, the messageitsdf will condemn
you. Understand?’

"Completdy.”

"Good."

He glowered at me abit morewhile | concentrated on the trickle of sweet from my armpits down my
sdes. It tickled and | had to fight back a perverse urgeto grin and wriggle. | rocked alittle on my oneleg
and wished he hadn't chose to have meimitate astork. It's hard to fed dignified, you know?

"| selected to follow you," he said, sounding less than certain for thefirst time, "since you go by yourself
with the rifle with the great scope. Y ou areasniper?’

"Right!" | agreed. "The best.”

He snorted, obvioudy doubting me, which stung a bit. It's hard to be taken for aliar when dl you're
doing isteling the truth—especidly when youare aliar. My captor continued:



"Since you say you are asniper, the other job | have for you isthis."

Stepping forward, he picked up my rifle carefully, keeping the deadly mouth of his P-38 on me so that |
had no opportunity to jump him. Ashedid so, awhite flare burst in the generd vicinity of Village One,
making the forest shadows go crazy. For aweird moment, | actualy thought my captor was responsible,
then | remembered Eric's briefing. From the near distance, gunshots, screams, and shouts of "BuLaa”
announced that my Drakafellowswere in the process of ruining someone's morning.

"Move quickly, Drakanski!" my captor snapped. "Be good and | shall give you achanceto do your
job."

He hustled me over to a spot that provided me with an ideal overlook of Village One. It wasjust the sort
of spot | would have chosen for mysdf given time—agrand vantage, but completely secure from
observation. Intheflaresearly light | could seelong-robed civilians hustling for cover. The Fritzintheir
grey uniforms stared in confusion. The smarter ones joined the ragheads in the genera move toward
cover.

"See the mosque?"' hissed the voice behind me. "Aim at the one who is coming out. Now! Firel"

| did, noting through the scope that the man he had ordered me to shoot was a handsome young buck in
locd attire. No matter who he was—he could have been my own brothe—with the hard muzzle of the
P-38 ready to separate my spine | wasn't arguing target choice. Asthe handsome Abdul’'s head
exploded, | heard a satisfied chuckle from behind me.

"Now, the next who come after him. Shoot them too," came the order.

| was aware of the stench of foul breath and redlized that my captor was so close that he must be
practicaly touching me, but | didn't dare get in awrestling match now. As| popped off three more—a
woman and two men—the chuckling degpened.

"Caollaborators," he whispered asif | needed any more explanation than the gun in my back for doing
what | was doing.

"Now the Germanski," he said. "They will come from two buildingsto the right of the mosgue.”

Damn him if hewasn't right. | guessthe Fritz had taken over the buildings as abarracks or club or
something. For aminute there it was like shooting serfs on the dunes back home. Then the Fritz got smart
and dove back ingde, but | fancied that the last fellow through the door wouldn't be sitting any time soon.

| was so absorbed in my fun that | didn't notice when the pressure at my back atered and the halitosis
miasmalessened. Glancing over my shoulder, | saw that my captor was a the edge of the treeline,
dready in haf-cover, though the P-38 was till aimed a my gut.

"Farewell, Drakanski," he said. "Theletter isin your pocket. Think this: If you do not deliver it or
otherwise cross me, | know of many placeslike this one that overlook the village. I, too, may have a
rifle”

He vanished into the pre-dawn gloom and | assuaged my wounded vanity by banging away at the Fritz
down below. | avoided shooting nativesif | could, not wanting to prevent the planned postal delivery. My
back shivered the whole time | was about my fun though, fearing abullet was dueto pierceit any
moment. Knowing what horrors lurked in the darkness, that damned | etter seemed a pretty fragile shield.



* % *

When | rgoined therest of Century A we were the proud owners of astone and dirt village without any
of the comforts of home. We were till the northernmost Draka unit, but now we were a battered and
bloodied northernmost Draka unit.

I've mentioned the right to lie as one of the spoils of the victor. A more specific poil of that particular
battle was the resdents of Village One themsdlves. They were Circassians, dirty Abduls, haf-starved and
S0 accustomed to being beaten on that we were viewed as no worse and no better than the Fritz or the
Ivans. All in dl, we had captured about two thousand potential serfs.

Among them was a scrawny old raghead who seemed to make most of the palaver for hispeople. |
guessed thiswas the patriarch and as soon as possible | dipped him the mysterious letter. It couldn't do
me any good anyhow. I'd taken aglance at it and it was written dl in those funny Arabic curves and
gicks. The patriarch, however, trotted off with it right away. Later, | saw him studying me and looking
redlly thoughtful. His gaze made my blood run cold.

In hisaccounts of these events, Eric makes himsdlf out to be some sort of genius for thinking to use the
Circassansto replace the Draka labor we didn't have. He dso seemsto think hewas clever in bribing
them to work for usinstead of cracking the whip over them. He wasn't. Whip cracking would have taken
Citizen soldiersthat we couldn't spare. Moreover, once we were done cracking those whips, we would
have had to deal with our less-than-tame serfs.

The Security Directorate was till lurking in the background, |etting the Army take care of the messy
business of pacification, so they weren't an option. We could have shot the Circassians, but that would
have been awaste of some 2,000 bullets. We could have stuck them in abasement or two and tossed in
agrenade, but that wouldn't have served our purposes. We needed those basements. Besides, killing the
ragheads, whatever the method, would have left us with aheap of corpses breeding disease and stench.

So we let them live. Turning them loose in the countryside with food and blankets meant that they were
out of our hair and in to the Fritz's. It lso made certain that any guerrillafighting on the part of their
hotheads would be directed toward the Fritz not toward us. We'd given them food and a promise of
enough more to survive the coming year. They weren't going to trouble us until they had an opportunity to
find out if that promise was good. By the time they found out that the food came with asarf tattoo
attached, Century A would belong gone.

That'swhy | don't think Eric was particularly clever. He smply did the only reasonable thing. Those
Circassansworked like the serfs they dready were—for al they weren't yet wearing orange neck
numbers—and then got out of our way under their own steam.

Brilliant? No, no more than keeping your head out of water is brilliant when you're spilled into the ocean
out of asinking ship. Eric'sbrilliance came later, when he wrote up his account for the masses and
portrayed himsdlf asaliberad showering mercy upon the defested.

Asl writethoselines, | can just imagine your al-too-smilar mutant faces crinkling up in confusion every
time | discuss Eric's ddliberate representation of himsdlf as atenderhearted liberd. After dl, why would a
Draka commander, one with both political and military ambitions, do such afoolish thing?

Ah, well here you underestimate the sinister cunning of the Drakamind. Eric von Shrakenberg roseto
power during the years when the Alliance didn't even exist, when we till had to deal with individua



countries each with its own poalitical and socia philosophies. During the Eurasian War, wewere dlied
with the United States. It was an dliance of convenience, not of sympathetic natures, athing American
war reporter Bill Dreiser makes perfectly clear in hisbook Empires of the Night: A '40s Journal.

Even back then Eric was, if nothing else, acunning old snake. Heredlized that for him to riseto power in
the Domination he had to be accepted not only by the Draka but aso by the United States and her
weak-willed, freedom-worshipping alies. Assassnation isatool that the U.S. of A. has stooped to time
and again when the leader of another country behavesin an inconvenient fashion. Doubt me? Look at
South American history both of that time and in the years that followed.

Eric ddiberately promoted himself as a Drakawho had been a sengtive, thoughtful, even liberd youth.
The Drakawho got to know him well redized that he had outgrown those failings. Some of us—myself
included—doubted that he had ever possessed them. We saw up close and personal what a nasty,
scheming, credit-steding bastard he was. To most Draka those traits made him a man worth following
whether in battle or in the politica arena.

Thetdesof Eric'slibera youth, however, made him acceptable to the Americans and their alies. They
sopped up Dreiser's account. They read Eric's own novels. They believed the haf-truths and outright lies
that Eric spouted for their benefit. And so they let him live. A CIA assassin never dipped heart-attack
poison in hiswine or bribed aserf wench to sacrifice her own lifein taking the Magter's.

Don't you ever forget asyou read this, smug in your late historical superiority with al the Earth ground
beneath the hed of the Domination and liking it, too, that nation was avery red risk during the
yearsfollowing thewar againgt the Fritz as we set out to pacify the lands that had been Hitler's and were
now our own. So don't forget that Eric had every reason to want the Alliesto view him as alesser evil
than most other Draka paliticians. But | stray from the point.

* k% %

Once we had the Fritz out of Village One, and the labor problem solved, we set about making the place
more Draka-friendly. Fortunately, our radio had come down intact, so Eric contacted the quartermaster
and regquested some supplies. As our defensive plan and fortifications are a matter of history, I'm not
going to bore you—and mysdf—with arepetition.

Let mejust add that digging and blasting and clearing away rubble for six hours straight gives you more
than blisters. Trust Eric to whine about his own blistered hands and to brag that doing abit of light digging
was hisway of leading by example.

For my part, | was down on the basement level, helping create what would become our tunnels. We did
this by blasting out connecting walls and then setting agang of the wild Circassansto clearing out the
rubble.

After that narrow brush with desth out in the forest, | was quite edgy. When | get edgy, | get horny.

Psychologistswill tel you mineisanaturd enough reaction, one shared by alarge portion of the human
race. They say that proximity of death creates adesireto create life and other psychobabble aong the
sameline.

Wédll, | redly can't say whether it'sadesire to propagate the Race that makes me want awench as soon
astheworst of the danger isover or whether | Smply prefer rogering to getting drunk as away of
forgetting the horror of it al. What | do know ison that particular post-dawn | realized that one of the



Circassian wenchesin my crew was somewhat better fed and lessfilthy than therest.

Eric hadn't given us any time for recreation once we took Village One. Now that the place was just
about secured, | figured it wastime for me to have some fun. | tapped my chosen wench on the shoulder
and jerked my thumb in the direction of aroom off to one side.

This particular room had probably begun life asaroot cdlar. Now it remained only because the
engineers had ruled that itswalls provided significant support. It was empty now; whatever it had held
had long ago been taken by the Fritz or maybe even by the Ivans before them. The floor was dirt,
packed hard from years of trampling and cold asice, but | had heat enough for us both.

With signs, | directed my girl to get on dl fours, pausing long enough to make her somewhat comfortable
by folding arag of blanket under her knees. She didn't protest. | had no doubt she'd been through this
before. I've heard that these shepherd peasants don't know how to do it any other way. In any case, the
Abduls aren't exactly romantic toward their ladies.

Maybe it wasthat last thought, maybe it was the resigned ook in the girl's big brown eyes, but before |
flipped up her skirts and hauled down her ragged underthings, | put my arms around her and kissed her
warmly. She started dightly. Then the saucy thing kissed me right back!

When our lips parted, she rolled onto her back, making quite clear that she preferred the act thisway. |
wasn't about to argue. I'd thought | might need to club her to keep her from screaming and here she was
inviting meto have at her! | supposed she thought that rogering was more to her liking than hauling rubble
inadark tunndl.

| was too damn fired up to manage much in the way of warm-up activities, but | did give her bubbiesa
squeeze before mounting up and getting on with the business. Just to make certain she stayed quiet, | put
my mouth over hers. She nibbled my lips, moaning gently, asound | felt more than heard.

It was over faster than I'd have liked, nor could | risk a second go, not with my crew laboring maybe
three meters away. | straightened my uniform and, locating achocolate bar in my pocket, | gaveit to the
Circassan wench.

"Think me," she whispered in very broken English, "when you get loot?!

| gave her soft parts a squeeze to show her that | would indeed, though | did wonder if she redlized that
she herself might be part of that oot rather than on the receiving end of any gifts. Given what | learned
about her later, | wouldn't doubt it. Then | dapped her across the rump, handed her ashovel, and sent
her back to the labor party. | joined them amoment later, well pleased with the interlude.

When thefortifications were complete, Eric sent our erstwhile laborers out into the wildsto fend for
themsalves. They went burdened with food and blankets, the latter from a store the Fritz were too stupid
to destroy when we attacked. | found my wench and dipped her afew extrapieces of chocolate, not out
of any softness, but because I'd been playing with theidea of hunting her up again next time Eric sent me
out on sniper duty. Finding her would be along shot, but then | wasn't paying for the candy.

After the Circassians were gone, we settled in, waiting for al hell to break loose aswe knew it must in
time.

* % *



| suppose thisisthe best place to set the record straight about Eric's relationship with our comtech,
Sophie Nixon. In his own accounts he represents his relationship with her as one of those wonders that
blossom under fire. Sheisthe voice of practicdity when he lapsesinto too deep thoughts. Her
no-nonsense approach to life and death isanatura antidote to his Byronic brooding.

Wédll, I've said dready that Eric von Shrakenberg was not the person he presented himself as being.
Neither then was Sophie Nixon, but | don't suppose that even infiction can aman tell the truth regarding
the woman he eventualy married.

About the only truething in Eric's portrayd of Sophieis her age. She was nineteen and ahdf in April of
1942. | checked the record later, curious as to whether he had left any scrap of the truth intact. He
portrays her as a cute, round-faced wench with features lacking the aguilinity so prized by the Draka. Of
course shewasin perfect condition, but who among us wasn't after paratrooper training?

| recall Sophie asround-featured, but not at al cute and | wasn't the only man in the company to make
that assessment. She smoked constantly so her horsey teeth were yellow stained. Her hair and breath
reeked of sour tobacco smoke. Her skin was dull and flat—again from those damn fags.

Like mogt of themenin Century A, | knew that Sophie was as lusty asacat in heat. She preferred men
to women, but would take women and if she couldn't get women just about anything would do. I'm not
kidding—the stories about her role in the girl-and-pony show at the Legion Hall were common currency
back then. | understand that the Politicals considered going after her for it, but she hadn't broken any
laws but those of good taste.

Y ou must recall that in those days the Race Purity lawswerein full effect. | might go and have aromp
with a captive wench, but any Citizen woman caught taking her pleasure of amae captiveinasmilar
fashion would be liable for crimina proceedings. So when Sophie had an itch to scraich, she needed a
Citizen maefor her toy.

Well, I'd had my go at Sophie and found her too pushy for my tastes. | like awoman who will play, not
onewho wantsto ride melike afire fighter who'sjust heard the bell ring. It's undignified and takes some
of thefun out of it. Mogt of the men fdlt the same and the women in our Century were off Sophie for
some obscure reason based in feminine palitics. That meant that if Sophie Nixon wanted her ashes hauled
there was just one man left in the Century who could do it for her—Eric von Shrakenberg.

Now Sophie was never awoman to turn down a challenge. Her posting as a comtech in those days of
primitive radio was proof enough of that. Bedding Eric would make keeping vacuum tubes unshattered
during a parachute jump seem alark. We all knew Eric preferred sex with serf wenches—I supposeit
went back to his childhood. Once aweek held trot down to the officers Relief Station, take a half-hour
with agirl—any girl—and then hisitch was scratched. In dl the gossip around the mess hall, | never met
anyone who could swear Eric had done it with a Citizen.

So to befair to Sophie, maybe it wasn't just because no one else would have her that she made her play
for Eric; maybe she wanted to be the one to get his cherry, to force him to do the capitd act human to
human, rather than master to serf.

Whatever her reasons, she sniffed after him like adog in heat. It became something of acompany
joke—one we kept from Eric and Sophie, of course. There was even a betting pool going about when
sheld get him, where, and how publicly. I would have won, too, but the circumstances under which | was
witnesswere such that | preferred to keep my lips buttoned.



But I'm getting ahead of my story.

* * %

Hell brokeloose at around 1600 hoursthat same interminable April fourteenth. The Fritz, in the person
of afighting SSunit, brought the battle into our fortified little village, winding up the road with tanks and
various other vehicles. They were armed to the teeth, ready to smash through what they imagined wasa
medievd village held by arather lightly armed and armored paratrooper unit.

They were wrong and we punished them severely for their conceit. For once | wasin thethick of it, not
likingthat at al but not wanting to risk my hard-won reputation asahero. If | died here, that reputation
wouldn't matter much, true, but | planned on living on and living well.

After the fight was over, we knew the trap was sprung. There was no way we'd pull the Fritzinto it
twice—especialy not this particular unit. The SSwere pure dime, but cunning, too. And, sadly for my
hopes of asolid eight hour's deep, they weren't afraid to work nights.

About 0230 on April fifteenth—Iess than twenty-four hours since we'd made that damn parachute drop,
if you've forgotten—one of the Circassian scouts came in with the news that the Germans were moving
into position to crush us, probably with firgt light. We didn't have the luxury to wait for them to cometo
us. If wedid, not only would they most certainly win, but they would also roll up and pinch our fellow
Draka between their advance and the Fritz aready in position.

I'm no empty-minded hero with starsin my eyes and the flutter of dragon'swingsin my ears. | suppose
that's gpparent enough. Still, even | felt aburning anger that the losses we'd aready suffered might go for
nothing. | was aso determined that | wouldn't join the casudtiesif | could hepit. A brilliant idea born of
desperation sprang to mind.

When Eric scanned our group looking for volunteersto round out Tetrarchy Two, the unit he had
nominated for certain death, | stepped forward.

"Takeme, Eric," | said boldly, thinking of treetops and the two dozen ways a man could honestly clam
to get lost in the dark during abattle. I'd be ahell of alot safer out there than waiting in this death trap of

avillage

He nodded. Tetrarchy Twao's shooter had been killed in our second action. While Eric named the others
who were being sentenced to death and lust-sick Sophie Nixon proclaimed her right to sacrifice more
radio equipment to her desireto get laid, | stuffed my pockets with things that would make surviva inthe
damp forests more tenable. So eager was | that | was ready to go before Tetrarchy Two assembled, so |
made mysalf useful at Eric'sright hand.

Hesgmiled a me. Theviciouslightin hiseyessaid: "Now I'll have my chance to get rid of you,
Egyptian.”

Mere minutes after the Circassian scout's report, the augmented Second Tetrarchy filtered out into the
night. Our faces were smeared with black, our bodies weighted down with two kilos of gear apiece. Rain
poured from an unseen sky where clouds obscured whet little light stars or moon might have offered. |
can sncerdy say that | have been in brighter mines.

Despitetheicy trickle of rain that ran from my hair down the back of my neck, I grinned into the
darkness as| ran dong the muddy road. Red-haired Loki must have smiled upon my plans. There could



hardly be amore perfect night for dipping away from trouble.

After about ten klicks of jogging aong through perfect darkness, a soft whistle sounded ahalt. We
clustered round while the native scout reported that we had reached the trail that would take usto the
Fritz. Eric snapped out orders. Most of the Second Tetrarchy—myself included—were to go west and
cover the other trails, picking off the Fritz as they headed aong them toward Village One. Another group
under Eric's own command was to escort some satchel men from the combat engineersto blow up the
Fritz tanks.

Widl, wed dl have done ahdl of alot better if Eric'd just stayed back at the village and let us do our
jobswithout his damned leading by example. If what Eric pulled that night was an example of the best
Draka High Command can offer, well, no wonder breedingghoul oons and mutant Citizens became such
apriority inlater years.

And how did I happen to be there to witness Eric's muff when 1'd been sent off with the bulk of the
Second Tetrarchy? Once again, I'd been clever and screwed mysalf good in the process, but then if |
hadn't, | suppose | wouldn't have been in position to win the battle for the Draka.

As soon aswe Split to cover the various paths, | left my partners. No one questioned this, not with my
cool assurance that 1'd be there when they needed me. It'sthat Guardian Angel thing again. Also, asEric
isfond of noting when his own disobedience is mentioned, Draka encourage a certain amount of
independence and innovation among even the lowest ranked troopers, and | was a decorated hero.

| melted back into the darkness and here my own ignorance of forests defested me. Egyptian-born as|
was, | was more comfortable with deserts or river swamps and marshes. I'd trained in places smilar to
these dark, wet forests, but training isn't the same as having aterrain imprinted in your blood.

To make the least fuss about an interminable time spent creeping around in the damp, looking for a place
away from both the Fritz and my homicidal buddies: | got lost.

A dim flicker of light, barely glimpsed through the hateful black tree trunks gave me my first landmark. |
closed, moving across the sodden forest floor with supreme stedth. Soon | could distinguish the faint
sound of boots and the swish of rain capes. | matched the cadence of my movementsto theirs and closed
further. My plan wasto trail long enough to get my bearings and then beat cheeksin the opposite
direction.

| only realized how far off course I'd gotten when | heard Eric von Shrakenberg's voice, hoarse and low,
reminding his small troop of their orders. Ahead, just visible through the trees, were the Fritz with tanks,
trucks, and troops. | didn't need to betold that they were also far better rested than we were. | hated
them for being dry and asleep when | was out here sodden, my head pounding with fatigue as the effects
of the chocolate and coffee I'd bolted down burned off.

Wheat | did next wasn't cowardice but prudence—at least I'd like to think so. If | joined Eric and his
brave band, 1'd have been damned for disobeying orders. If | tried to dip away, | might be caught in the
crossfire. There was a sturdy tree just ahead, an old monster with vines and moss hanging from the limbs
and athicket at the base. In two seconds I'd imitated a squirrel and dipped into the boughs, finding
mysdf apostioninwhich | could lie hidden.

Darknesswas my friend at that moment, darkness and pouring rain. | felt dmost cheerful, likewhen asa
boy I'd dipped into the old brothelsin Cairo and watched my eldersfornicating in what they thought was
decadent privacy. They'd never dreamed that alittle boy lay silent and aroused on one of the celling



joigts, observing them through the cracksin the lath and plaster. Now once again | figured I'd play voyeur
from perfect safety and maybe learn something | could turn to my advantage.

Turnsout, | proved more a prophet than I'd ever dreamed.

Eric and hislittle band closed on the Germans. From my vantage, | saw the sentry before Eric did, but |
couldn't very well give warning.

"Halten sie!" camethe nervous chalenge.
Then Eric blew it.
"Ach, it'sjust me, Hermann," he said in German. "Where'stheHerr Hauptman ?'

Tothisday | hold that if Eric hadn't been so busy trying to be clever—I mean, why bother cadling the
sentry "Hermann" asif he knew him?2—he might not have forgotten something as e ementary asthe fact
that the SS doesn't use the German Army rank system. No matter, the cat was out of the bag.

The Germans opened fire and | ducked close to my guardian tree trunk. Nothing came near me,
however, and in thewild light of flare fire | was more safely hidden then ever. No one, Drakaor Fritz,
would have bdieved that my black-painted face was anything but an illusion wrought of shadowsand
fear, evenif they did catch aglimpse of me.

Sowly, I worked my rifleinto position. | no longer needed to worry that the flash from my shooting
would be seen, and | had afancy to lessen the odds that some Fritz might get lucky and take me out.

As| sought targets and fired, | caught glimpses of Eric behaving like araw recruit. Spotting what any
idiot could have redized was the command truck, did he draw back and fire into the body from safety?

No! Theidiot pounded forward and tossed something—I guessed a grenade and amuffled "whump" a
couple seconds later confirmed my guess—into the back. Then, without checking or even firing afew
shots through the canvas to make certain that the grenade had done its job, Eric went loping toward the
back of the truck.

I'm not certain to this day what he was after. Maybe the radio. Maybe the commander. Maybe a safe
placeto hide. What he got was aboot soundly in hisjaw as abig German came barrelling out. Then the
two of them were in the mud, wrestling like mad dogs. If it hadn't been for Sophie Nixon's desperate
need for Eric, we would have been spared his continued troublemaking. Asit was, she rescued him from
his own stupidity.

Kicking the Fritz in the balls to distract him, Sophie proceeded to beat him to death with the butt of her
machine pistal. It was pretty ugly. | distracted mysdf from the sght of Drakafemininity in action by
picking off acouple of opportunistic Fritz—one of whom had fled into the woods, chanced on our native
guide, and would have killed him but for me.

The once quiet, rainy night now echoed with manmade thunder. The air reeked of explosives, burning
fud, and roasting corpses. Asif in an effort to reclaim the night for Nature, the slorm grew inforce. To
me up in my tree, it was evident that despite his crew's valiant effort to make up for Eric's mistakeswe
Drakawere losing the battle.

After Sophie forced astim between hislips, Eric caught on. He hollered the call to retreat to those few



sodden and battered Drakawho still lived. They dropped back and damn me if Sophie and Eric didn't
take refuge under my own favorite tree!

Somehow Sophie had managed to keep hold of her radio, even while saving Eric's bacon. | saw her
thrust the handset into his palm, urge him to do something. The stim had taken effect by then. Trembling
inmy perch, | damned Eric's eyes as he called for firefal—a bombardment of the very areain which we
hed taken shelter!

Didn't theidiot realize that our people would be using captured ordnance—ordnance that they couldn't
trust or am? Didn't he redize thatwe could get killed? Let him dieahero if hewanted! | knew that the
only way to be a hero wasto live and enjoy the benefits!

| wanted to leap down, to drag the handset from his mouth, to shout a counter command, but the
memory of Sophie beating the Fritz to death with the stock of her machine pistol stopped me cold. Then.

Will, according to Eric's account, what happened next was that he ordered histroopsto retreat "firing
for effect”. Wotan! Asif with the skiesraining fire and explosion our little guns could have any effect!
Anyhow, that's the officiad story and many aDrakahasthrilled at the drama of those blood-smeared
survivors hauling ass up thetrail, led by a commander who collapsesin pure exhaustion at the brink of

sfety.
Rather reminds you of the tale of Moses and the Promised Land, doesn't it?

Thereisn't aword of truth init. What redlly happened isthat the remnant of Eric's band hugged the dirt,
praying to whatever godsthey believed in that they hadn't just gone through hell to die by friendly fire.
And hidden in the thicket at the base of my mighty oak, Sophie Nixon tore open Eric von Shrakenberg's
trousers, straddling him then and therein the mud and rain.

Hedidn't protest. Maybe like me he was remembering the battered Fritz. Maybe he was enjoying it.
Maybe he was just too tired to do anything but comply. | told you that | could have won that betting
pool, but circumstances rather robbed me of the opportunity.

Sophie finished with Eric about the time it was certain that our distant gunners had the range. Tucking
himsalf back into place, afoolish grin on hisface, Eric commanded the remnants of his troopsto retrest.
He might have even told them to fire for effect, but if he did it waswith adap at Sophie'srump and ashy

grin.

| stayed in my tree. By now the team | was supposed to be with had probably given me up for dead.
Once Eric and crew were out of theway, I'd find my own way back. It occurred to methen that I'd
better find some freshly dead corpse to donate an artistic bit of blood. It dways paysto advertise.

My plan would have worked, too, but for that damn forest. Somehow, | ssumbled into agully awash
with rainwater and had to sidetrack. 1'd just checked my compass and was reorienting when therewas a
rustieto one sde, dightly behind me. A terribly familiar voice sad:

"Logt, Drakanski?'
| wheeled. There stood my partisan of the dawn before. At his side stood a someone | dso knew—my

woman of the tunnels. Both held guns. My sensesreded. Had | been any but aDraka, | bdieve | might
have fainted. Thiswas too much. | was sodden, starved, cold, and wet. My head rang from the



bombardment. And once again, | wasacaptive. . .

* * %

They hustled me away with an efficiency that bespoke familiarity with these horrid woods. Then, when
we were safe within a shelter of some sort, the girl made tea. She offered me a cup, along with a hunk of
that very chocolate I'd stuffed into her hands moments before Eric banished the Circassiansinto the
wilderness.

| Spped thetea. It was strong and bitter. | suppose | must have grimaced, despite the warmth that
coursed through me. The girl grinned evilly and said:

"Too bitter, Master Covington? Let me sweeten it." Leaning forward she spat into the cup.

As| gstared at the gob of dimefloating in the brown liquid, she snarled, "Drink it! It's no worse than what
you did to me! Weve shared body fluids, eh?"

"Enough, Anya," the man snapped. "We are the Drakanski'sfriends. For now . . . "

He must have been a powerful man among them. The vixen not only lowered her gaze, she actudly
poured me afresh cup and added a bit of honey. Her gaze was acid though, and | had no doubt where |
stood with her. As| sipped my tea, | gave her acordia nod and said to the man:

"We meet again, | see. Do you need any other messages ddlivered?”’

He seemed to admire my coolness, for he gave me a broken-toothed grin. "In fact, we do. How would
you liketo be the great hero of this battle?’

| dlowed asthisidea suited me fine and he explained. The remnants of Century A holding out in Village
Onedidn't have achance. They could hold the ground for awhile, but the main Drakaforceswere hard
pressed and could not send relief through known routes.

Abdul's people, however, knew some tricks even the Fritz did not. They would guide meto the Draka
headquarters. Once there | would act as go-between for them and the Draka command. With luck, our
forces could reach Village Onein timeto preserve our line.

The plan rather pleased me. It would keep me dive and out from under whatever hell the Fritz would
surely be bringing down on Eric's head. If we did pull it off, I'd be due for acommendation. Only one
thing troubled me.

"Why would you do thisfor us?' | asked.

"Not for you!" The girl spat—on thefloor thistime. "For usl Germanski and Russki dike only wish us
dead. Drakaat least would keep us aive and you have given usthe meanstolive. . ."

Something in those fiery eyestold me she wasn't telling me the whole truth, but thisat least was aliel
could live with. What had been in that message | carried to the patriarch? I'll tell you here and now, |
don't know, but | found it an interesting coincidence that Security never did recapture al the former
resdents of Village One.

"Very good, then,” | said. "When do we sart?'



There was nothing | wanted more than to deep, but | couldn't show abit of fear or tiredness now. To
my grest and secret joy, the man shook hishead.

"Not for some hours now. The woods are filled with Germanski and even with some Drakanski and the
Russki they have tamed. They seek their dead and wounded—what will they think when they don't find
you?"

| shrugged. "It'sabig forest, my good man."
"Rest now," the man ordered. "Anyaand | will take turns watching over you. Do not think to escape.”

"When you've given me the best chance to aid my people?' | said with what | hoped was becoming
indignation. "l should think not!"

Totdl thetruth, | was happy to betherein that cave. The teahad only just kept exhaustion at bay. | had
barely stripped off most of my outer gear, tucked my knifein my fist, and laid my head down on apillow
made from my folded rain cape before | was sound adeep.

| awoke afew hours before dusk, ravenous and horny. My captors fed me well, mostly from the stores
weld given them. My other hunger shriveled and vanished when | saw how the girl Anyawas glowering
at me. | wondered why she had been so cooperative when we'd coupled down therein the tunnels. All |
could figure was that it must have been my dashing whiskers.

Musing on imponderables such as the workings of awoman's mind, | cleaned up, checked my gear, and
got ready for thetrall.

Weleft as an early dusk accompanied by more rain was gathering. The chief partisan had told meto cdll
him Abdul; his expression had been so sour that | knew he was well aware that this was our derogatory
dang for dl ragheads. In addition to Abdul and Anya, there were a haf-dozen other partisans, dl
scrawny, but al as slent in the woods as ghodts.

They set afast pacefor dl they were half-starved. Their mood was good. Apparently, last night's battle
had been awindfall for them. They'd scavenged weapons and food from the remnants of the Fritz
encampment. | tried not to listen too closely though they politely chattered in German and English for my
benefit. Devotees of Idam often follow Jewish dietary laws, but from what | could gather, long-pork was
on these ragheads menu. | wondered if they intended for me to end up in the larder at the end of this
venture and tried not to tremble,

With the skies overcad,, | fdlt asif we were hiking through atimelessvoid, but aglance at my watch told
me that we had been hiking for sx hourswhen at last Abdul caled abrief hat. We ate (I tried not to
think what was in the sandwiches) and trudged on. When daylight came round again, we crept into some
hole and dept. The next dusk, we moved on again. It was full dark when we reached the main Draka
lines

| took over then and my name and reputation got us through to the strategoi in charge of the area.
Muddied, bloodied, worn from hours of hiking, | must have cut adashing figure, but that wasn't enough. |
had to talk as I've never talked before. Most of what | told them was the truth—though | Ieft out my role
ascaptive.

FreyasTits, but | was eoquent! The chapsin charge not only listened to me, they listened to Abdul and



believed in his good faith. Doubtless the fragmented messages from Village One added credence to my
report. | was given achance to wash, eat, and even rest alittle, then it was Covington Coemer to the
rescue with my faithful native guides giving directions.

Thisisthekind of heroism | like. While Eric and the remnants of Century A—down at thispoint, | later
learned to around half-strength—were being bombarded by furious Fritz, | rode easy and dert in aPelast
-class, light, eight-wheeled personnel carrier. Our local guides had donewell by usand | couldn't redly
complain when one by one, they filtered off into the forest, ostengibly to scout, in redlity to escape their
dangerousadlies.

Anyawasthefirst to go and | was glad. Any thoughts I'd had of acquiring her for aplay toy had
vanished over our two days of intimacy. Sheld never sweetened to me again, but something one of the
others said led meto believe that our one friendly tumble had been her way of rewarding mefor getting
that mysterious message to the patriarch. Short-lived thanks, that, as| seeit.

Abdul wasthelast to leave us. | can still recall his sardonic face, dirt-smeared and weary as he saluted
me from the edge of the wood. Then he was gone. I'm delighted to say | never saw him again.

No one made an effort to stop him or any of the others. Like the rest of our new property, they could be
herded up when the battles were fought. | had my doubts though that Security would catch Abdul. |
suspected held be out there causing trouble for any and dl until helaid down hislife and became part of
the soil held worked so vaiantly—and futilely—to defend.

Our rescue team arrived in the eleventh hour, only to be nearly shot by awild-eyed, desperate Eric von
Shrakenberg. My heraic initiative was made much of a thetime. Trust Eric to neglect telling in hisown
account just how the Draka reinforcements happened to show up in the nick. No, he was too interested
in hisown personal dramacto give credit where credit was due.

Wéll, I know the truth and now you do, too. There's onelast point on which the record needs to be set
draight.

* * *

After the mopping up was over, Eric indsted that what remained of Century A—down to fifty from one
hundred and ten after the worst of the wounded were taken out—be permitted to hold Village One. It's
part and parcd of that man'sincredible ego that he would insst an under half-strength Century be given
such atremendous responsibility.

Stll, 1 think he knew what was coming for him. Held freed potentid serfs, armed Russian madmen (1
skipped the details of that as you can find them in numerous accounts), and acted even beyond the usua
parameters of military initiative. Besides, he knew that the Security Directorate wanted his ass.

By then, I'd rgoined Century A. What else could a hero who'd risked dl to save his buddies lives
believably do? We'd taken over the ruins of the mosgue as our headquarters. Those who weren't on
guard had gathered within the shelter of the mosgue's battered walls when two green-painted vehicles
with the Security Directorate's badge on their sdes rolled through the entrance.

Eric blanched. His crimes had caught up with him before he had a chance to disperse newsto the
Domination at large of hisvdiant effortsto hold Village One. 1t looked like the end for him.

| lit acigarette, idly wondering if Eric had chosen a mosque as headquarters on purpose. Ashisown



writings have shown, he does have abit of amessah complex. Being arrested in aholy building may have
made up for thelack of loca olive groves. However, calm as| seemed, | made certain my rifle was near
at hand. Security can be abit indiscriminate and | wanted to have the means of reminding them who was
thered hero.

The chiliarch who dismounted from the vehicle was neat and polished. Given how much mud, sweet, and
blood I'd seen these last few days, | hated him on the spot. It's awonder he didn't wilt under the force of
Century A's collective resentment, but he just strode forward with histwo pet Intervention Squad
troopers—three of them into the arms of nearly two score. They must have been more insane than even
dear Eric.

None of usloved Security. Some from fear, some from resentment, and now here were just afew of
their polished policemen cometo seize several of our number. Eric makes out that they wanted him—and
certainly they did—but they would not have settled for him aone. Y ou don't bring in two vehiclesto take
away one man.

Eric's account (one he was forced to release after Bill Dreiser, the American reporter, said more than he
should have) made out that Security planned to take Eric, Dreiser himsdlf, and one of the Russian
partisans. Maybe that's true, but the rest of us knew that they'd take a sampling from Century A for good
messure.

So when Eric leveled the P-38 he carried in hiswaistband at the chiliarch, the rest of us were more than
willing to follow suit—not for love of Eric, never that, but to save our own bonny, bright hides. Once
you've been tarred with Section IV of the Internal Security Act of 1907 there€'s no one—hero or
villan—whoissafe,

Well, | fired with therest and I'm proud to say that my shot took out the chiliarch when Eric's went wild.
No, the dramatic speech, the proof of Eric's"guts' in defiance of what wasin hisdossier never
happened. That'strim on the Big Lie. Eric smply fired at the chiliarch in panic and missed. I'm the man
who took the chiliarch down—though from the number of bulletsin the body even aforensics expert
would be hard-pressed to say just who killed him.

The Intervention Squad Troopers camein for their own fatal dose of lead poisoning, but Sophie cut the
throats of the serf drivers. | guessfindly getting Eric had softened her heart.

* k% %

So therésthetruth, believeit if you can. | doubt you have the courage though. Those were the days
when Draka were humans and you, well, you're just poor mutant scum, programmed to duty and death.

Carry on, grandchildren. Know that from some odd Vahala, Grandpa Coemer islooking down at you
and laughing.
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L ate September 1944
. Peter Port, Guernsey Idand

Channd Idands

Admira Hans Laban Verwoerd lay sprawled in the center of Cornet Castle's ancient courtyard. A heavy
boot ground itself into his spine, pinning him to the rough stone flagging.

Banners, printed with motivationa dogans, hung limp in the dawn air. Verwoerd turned his heed,
scraping his cheek againgt the rough flagstones.| want gremlins around me , the nearest one read, for |

am courageous .
Verwoerd spat out atooth chip.

The boot in hisback shifted dightly. " Service to the State,” the voice above Verwoerd barked.
"Glory tothe Race," camethereply.

Vewoerd knew that voice well.



Brekenridge.

* k% %

Five monthsearlier . ..
Late April 1944
Government House, Archona

Domination of the Draka

Verwoerd stood at attention for along time before the Archon finally closed the manilafolder marked
MOST SECRET.

"Aninteresting proposa, Admird. Totaly unfeasible, of course, but interesting.”
She did it back across the desktop.

Verwoerd sudioudy let it lay. Hewasin hislatefifties, of an age old enough for the yearsto turn hishair
ged grey, line his craggy face; young enough he could still keep trim and fit if he kept to the strenuous
Drakamilitary regimen. Even so, the length of time held stood in front of the Drakaruler would have

chdlenged even ayounger man.

He continued to fix his gaze at a point centered on the window behind the Archon's desk. The window
looked down the length of the Avenue of Armies. The view was distorted by the thick armorglass. Over
sx million serfswere in the Janissaries now. Far too many serfs had access to weapons for comfort these
days. Thewar, of course.

Noor leed bid, as Verwoerd's old Afrikaaner grandfather used to say.

The Archon reopened the folder, then let it fal closed again. "'l take it the Army's dready turned you
down. And Security."

The Army had told Verwoerd no; Security had told him Freya, no.

"Sowhy bring it to me?"* she asked him, half-rhetoricaly. "Y ou used up alot of favors getting here. The
Navy doesn't have many favorsto spare.” Nor, she left unspoken, did the Rationdist Party.

Verwoerd knew fears of offending the Navy hardly kept the Archon awake nights. After al, Security
Directorate's operating budget for their coastal patrol and brownwater flotillas was bigger than that for
the entire bluewater Navy. But the Navy and the Rationdist Party did have closeties; most Rationdist
politicianswere former nava officers. Most naval cadets came from Rationalist families.

After four years of ever-increasing casudties, war-weariness was setting in. The Rationalist minority was
gaining support—worrisome for the Draka L eague and the Archonship; they'd held an electoral lock for
thelast Sixty, seventy years.



The Archon steepled her fingers.

Abruptly, sheflipped abutton on her intercom. "Please tdl Dominarch Heusinger 1'd like to see him at
his convenience. East map room." She released the button.

Sheglared sharply a Verwoerd. "If you have something to say, Admird, say it. | don't like having
people cock their eyebrows at me." She paused. "Ah. My not inviting Security along?”

A chuckle. "Admird, anytime | send for the Dominarch, somebody from Skull House invariably comes
trotting dong behind.”

* k% %

The projectamap showed the ongoing campaign in western Europe. Draka forces had smashed their
way across the Rhine, ready to hook southward through the Low Countries towards France. Bilious
green ovas marked the contaminated areas where atomics had been used in the Rhine and in Brussals.
The amphibiousthrust into southern Spain had fizzled out, but the beachheads were secure, if
unfortunately sationary.

It was those Spanish beachheads that Dominarch Felix Heusinger pointed to. Heusinger had recently
replaced John Erikssen as the Dominarch—Draka Army Chief of Staff. Ack-ack shrapnél over the
Visiulahad put Erikssen in the intensive care ward. The drive across the Rhine had been Erikssen's
planning; thelandingsin Spain Heusinger's.

"We're smply spread too thin," he told the Archon. "We can't even scrape up enough troops for a
breakout in the Iberian Peninsula. We certainly don't have spare resources for absurdities.”

"Absurdities such as Verwoerd's proposa?' The Archon smiled. "Or such asthe Navy?' Sheleaned
back in her chair and fumbled in her jacket for asmoke. "Y ou've of course aready explained dl thisto
Admird Verwoerd?'

The Dominarch snorted. "Of course not. That'swhy we have lowly decurion clerks at Castle Carleton
sitting at desks with rubber stamps." He dapped the back of hisfingers on hisfolder. "To reject twaddle
likethisand not waste my time."

The Archon lit athin brown cigar and drew on it until it caught. " So actudly thisisthefirgt time you've
seenthis”

The army man flushed.
She blew asmokering. "Admira?"

Verwoerd got up out of his chair and waked to the projectamap. He tapped hiswooden pointer right
on the Spanish beachheads.

"The Dominarchisquiteright. Weare stretched too thin." Verwoerd spoke in aclipped Oxford accent.
The accent was quite genuine, the legacy of schooling and a youth spent abroad back when the
Domination was il but aDominion of the British Empire.

"That's precisdly the reason for my proposal.”



Heusinger muttered about circular logic.

Verwoerd ignored him and continued. "The Domination istrying to conquer the whole of Eurasawith an
army of four million, roughly ten percent of our free population.”

He nodded in the direction of the Security Directorate liaison, Brekenridge. Erikssen had rated a
gtategosfor aliaison; Heusinger amere cohortarch. "And that's not counting who knows how many
Draka Security personnel—the Order Police, Krypteria, Compound and Camp Guards needed to pacify
the areas we aready have overrun.”

"Or the Navy," added the Archon.

"Or Navy," Verwoerd nodded. "Or Air Corps personnel.” He lowered the pointer. "There smply aren't
enough Drakato go around.”

" ... Janissaries. . ." Heusinger muttered.
Verwoerd shook hishead. "Ask Brekenridge if he wantsalarger serf army.”
It was Brekenridge's turn to snort.

"I'll take that asano. Also, we're running short of free Drakato run the homefront. Key industries are
limping dong—"

"Like shipbuilding?' Heusinger asked, mocking the Navy's perennia complaint.

"—And it'sonly going to get worse."

No one in the room wanted to argue that. War production shortfalswere at near-critical level. And
meanwhile the Americans were pouring out tanks and guns and planesin ever increasing numbersthat the
Draka could only dream of matching. They weren't at war with the Americansyet, but it wasonly a

meatter of time.

"We're tegtering on aknife edge. The dightest reversd in Europe, the tiniest setback and—" VVerwoerd
cracked the pointer on thetable. "It could al come crashing down.”

The Archon frowned. "Don't tel me the problems, Admird; tell me solutions.

"The solution? Increase the free Draka popul ation.”

He thumbed arotary switch on the projectamap. The dide mechanism clacked and did in anew map:
Grest Britain.

* * %

Brekenridge threw up his hands. " Sweet Land of Canaan, no! Not mo' Rationalist sennament for the
Mother Country."

Brekenridge's drawl was doppier than even the Drakanorm. Like most Security headhunters, hewasa
descendant of bitterenders, poor white trash Confederates who'd fled to Draka rather than submit to



Y ankeerule. They'd arrived too late to join the hereditary plantation families land grab, lacked the kills
needed for the emerging technocratic class, but were just what was needed to fill the swelling ranks of the
Security Directorate. The overseer's whiphandle had nestled comfortably in their pam.

"Don' know why y'dl cdl yo'selves "Rationdigt,’ anyway. Anybody with haf alick of sense knowsthe
limeysant never goin' ajoin us.”

"I'm not here to comment on political platforms. Thisisamilitary proposd,” Verwoerd said tiffly.
"Shore. Like everybody don' know the Navy ain't nothin' but an adjunct of the Rationaists—"

"Would that be the same “everybody' who a so knows Security is nothing but an adjunct of the Draka
League party?' A dight Drakadur crept into Verwoerd's speech, overlaid with atouch of guttural
Afrikaans. "Or isit the other way around?| forget.”

The Archon tapped her fingernails on the conference table. " Gentlemen. Could we get back to the
discusson a hand?!

Brekenridge lazed back in his chair and hooked hisarm over the high back. "Oh, shore, shore. | got
plenty of timeto wagte."

"Actudly," Verwoerd said, "Cohortarch Brekenridge's objectionis very germaneto the discussion.”

"I'll say itis" Brekenridge snorted. "Were some Frankenstein mongter the limeys created for
themsdves. They hate us nearly as much asthe Nazis."

"S0." Verwoerd faced the security man. "Britain would be as likely to cooperate with us as they would
theNazis?'

Brekenridge, sensing atrap, kept slent.

Verwoerd turned the thumbwheel again. Thistime it showed a portion of the Bay of Biscay and France's
Cherbourg peninsula. He pointed to a cluster of dots off the Cherbourg tip.

"These are the Channe Idands. The northernmost idand isroughly sixty miles south of Britain, about
eight mileswest of France."

He switched to aclose-up of theidands.

"Four mainidands. Guernsey, Jersey, Alderney, Sark." He tapped his pointer as he named them. "A
duke named William grabbed them in 933—sort of adry rehearsa for aconqueror named Williamin
1066. Part of the British Empire ever snce—even before Britain proper, asthe Idanders are fond of

SyIng.

The next dide showed Wehrmacht troops marching down acity street, past aLloyds Bank office.
"Sincethe Fall of France, four years ago, the Channel Idands have been occupied by German
troops—excuse me—Pan-European troops.”

Brekenridge feigned ayawn. "Y"dl missed yo' cdlin—you shoulda been ah'stry pro fessr.”

"The szable German garrison,” Verwoerd continued, "is, in aword, starving. In fact, everyone on the



idandsis starving. Between the RAF, German U-Boats, and our own Air Corps, no supply ships have
been able to reach them for months. A Red Craoss ship, Swedish, in fact, did try last month. Ended up
sunk by one of our planes.”

Draka pilots joked that a Red Crosswas redly ared crosshair.

The Archon tapped ashes from her cigar. "If the garrison’'s so weak, why haven't the British tried taking
it back?'

"Civilian casudties. One thing to bomb French ports and kill afew thousand Frogs. Quite another to kill
your own people. Also, Hitler wasfixated on defending theidands. Starving or not, Fritz has spent years
fortifying them. Rather surprised the idands haven't sunk from al the concrete.”

Verwoerd flipped to amap detailing the idand defenses. He pointed out the extensive fortifications,
shore batteries, minefields, and trenches.

Heusinger whistled. Maybe he had learned something from Spain after dl. "Where did you get this
information?"

"From the same person who can hand over the idands to us without ashot.” The projector clacked
agan. "Admird Canaris."

Brekenridge was on his feet, sputtering. Verwoerd smiled. "Y es, rather ashock, isn't it? It wasto Naval
Intelligence, too. That charred corpsein the recent newsred must have been somebody else. Turns out
Canaris has been aguest in one of Skull Housg's countrysideinns.™

The corner of the Archon's mouth turned up. "Mogt likely asimple clerica error on Security's part,
wouldn't you say, Cohortarch?' Brekenridge glared at VVerwoerd.

"It might be convenient to have Canaris placed in Navd Intelligence's care,” Verwoerd said. "I'd hate to
have him wind up dead again before he completes his bargain with the Navy."

The other corner of the Archon's mouth turned up. “I'm sure helll be happy in his new lodgings.
Continue."

A dide of aGerman officer asking a British bobby street directions. "The Germans have conducted a
"model occupation,’ area kid-glove approach. Particulars are in your briefing documents, but
ampligticaly stated, of al the Nazi conquests, the Channel Idands uniquein never having had a

Res stance movement. In fact, when the British attempted covert operations on the idands, the locals
actively asssted the Germans in countering them. And this despite Cohortarch Brekenridge's assertion
that Britons would never cooperate with Nazis."

Verwoerd brought up the lights.

"If they'll cooperate with Fritz, they might cooperate with us. We might just be ableto find away to
bring the Britishin on our sde”

He shrugged. "A long shot, | know, but it would cost us very little evenif wefall. If we succeed . . "

Helet themyriad possibilitieshang in the arr.



"That smdl cost you mentioned?" the Archon asked.

"Initial resourceswould require a bribe for a French politician and a cargo ship full of food. If you will
turn to the second tabbed section in your briefing . . ."

* * %

The Archon had inssted on taking Verwoerd back to his office a the Admirdty Building in her private
autosteamer.

Light rain clattered on the roof and streaked the windows, adding to a sense of gloom the Archon
carried dong with her.

Shetook along pull on her cigar and dowly exhaed. " Army and Security might squawk awhilelonger,”
shesaid, "but I'm approving your project.

"Not," she held up ahand, "because | think it has any hope in succeeding.” She shook her head.
"Huesinger'sidiocy in Spain has gone on far too long. Well have to take Gibrdtar; when we do, well
need some leverage on the limeys. Something alittle less coarse, | think, than the threat of atomics.”

"I'm sureyou do. | redly should have you running Skull House instead of this harebrained project. Or
perhaps not. Y ou're too clever by haf; you know that don't you?"

She sighed. "Keeping thoseidands of yours, that's agiven, no matter what. Too much mischief can be
made that close to the French coast.” She drew alast puff on the cigar. "Theinhabitantswill serve nicely
as hostages, though. Might aswell keep them happy with your silly project until we're reedy to usethem
for Gibrdtar."

"I don't want Security forces anywherein my jurisdiction. They can have Alderney idand and play prison
guard with any Germanswe capture, but al locas are to be sent to mefirgt.”

"Security will have spies among your people, you know that."
"Fine. They can spy al they want. Just aslong asthey stay away, otherwise."

The Archon stubbed out the cigar and turned to face him. "Tell me, Admira. Why do you Rationalists
care S0 much what the rest of the world thinks of us? Why are you so desperate the Draka be liked?!

"The Superman shouldn't care what theonder geskik thinks of him, you mean? | teach you the
Superman.' " He shook hishead and fell sillent for severd moments.

"Maybe," hesaid at lagt, "in terms of education, physical training, wealth, eugenics, perhaps soon even
genetics—maybe by some standards we Draka have become Nietzsche's superman. We certainly liketo
flatter ourselvesinto thinking we have.”

He shook his head. "But one would think that a superman shouldn't have to fear. And we do. We fear
everybody else on the planet.”

"With good reason,” the Archon said. "Everybody else on the plant fearsus . Hates us, too. It's destroy



them first before they can destroy us. The fox knows many things, but the hedgehog only one—one big
thing. Our fear—and the ferocity it feeds—isthat one greet thing we've learnt wdll. If wetry to becomea
fox at thisstage. . ."

The autosteamer hissed to astop asit passed through the Admiralty compound gates. The Archon
grumped. "If you want to be liked, Admird, | suggest you get adog.”

Verwoerd gave athin smile as he reached for the door handle. "1 prefer cats mysdlf. A dog will lick
anyone's boot. When acat shows affection, itmeans something somehow.”

The Archon sniffed. "Cats are far too independent for me. Think themsalves their own masters. They
claim cats are domesticated, but most days| have my doubts.”

Verwoerd opened the door and began to get out. The Archon laid arestraining hand on hisarm.

"Admira, remember: it'staken millions of yearsto domesticate cats," she said. "Y ou've considerably less
tirTell

* * %

Soon after that Drakaarmed forces fought their way into Flanders. Soon they would berolling across
France.

Time.

Verwoerd pulled out athick stack of bindersfrom his safe. The folderswere ddlivered to Signa Ops.
Encoded messages began to flash across the Domination. "Initiate Operation Hedgehog."

Verwoerd then went to dinner. He ate as usud at arestaurant frequented by Naval officers and
Rationdigt party officids. Verwoerd finished hismeal and left. Tucked insde the used linen napkin hed
tossed on the table lay a handwritten note in no code the Navy used:

"Initiate Operation Fox."

Early August 1944

. Peter Port, Guernsey Idand

Channd Idands

TheBritisharshipR 100 settled over the arfield. A hundred Draka sailors manned the drag ropes,
pulling the lumbering beast to the docking tower.

The old ship was barely airworthy. Her canvas cover sagged and drooped. Her covering rippled from
gtem to stern with the dightest forward motion Her @ uminum-colored reflective paint had al but flaked

away.



She was old and she'd been mothballed for twenty years, but she was al Britain had for the job. She
could fly over the il lurking U-boats, and she could carry fifty-one tons of cargo: badly needed
foodstuffs, medicine, clothing, blankets, shoes, and children'steddies.

Fifty-onetons of cargo, including the officid British observer the Drakathemsalves had requested.

TheR 100 findly settled into place. The gondola hatch opened up, and the airship's captain and itssingle
passenger stepped out onto the tarmac.

Verwoerd, resplendent in his dress uniform, waited to greet them. Behind him, lined up dong the airfield,
were captured German flak wagons, their deadly barrels amed at the giant hydrogen-filled airship—a
gentle Draka reminder that they, not the British, were in charge of these idands now.

Theairship captain, Nevil Norway, saluted Verwoerd. Norway, like his ship, had been taken out of
mothballs. Most of the British airmen who had worked on the British dirigiblesin the 1930s were long
gncekilledinthewar.

Besde him stood ayoung woman in her early twenties. Shewore aRoyd Air Force uniform. The
ribbons on her jacket marked her a combat pilot——Britain was running desperately short of soldiers, too.

"Good afternoon, Admiral." Norway said, frowning at each word. "May | present Flight Lieutenant Sdly
Perkins. She'sto be our official observer, as per your request.”

"Hight Lieutenant,” Verwoerd saluted.

"Admird."

"| understand you were born and raised herein St. Peter Port.”

"Of course you do. Isn't that why you requested me?* Contempt dripped from her voice.

Verwoerd sghed and turned to an aide. "Would you please escort FHlight Lieutenant Perkinsto my staff
ca?'

"Shoving me out of earshot aready, Admira?1sthis how I'm going to spend my time as an observer?”
"Goodbye, Lieutenant,” he said.

He turned back to Norway. "Captain, if you would be so good asto remove your crew from the ship
while we unload the cargo?’

Norway bit hislower lip, then turned and called out to his executive officer. Soon the British
crewmembers marched off the ship to a designated spot several hundred feet away. Draka sailors began
swarming aboard.

"Y ou seem unhappy, Captain,” Verwoerd said.
"Shewasagood ship,” he said stiffly.

Verwoerd started, wondering as anyone familiar with Draka airships would how anybody could possibly
think that British monstrosity a"good ship.”



Then it dawned on him. "Oh," he said with achuckle. "Y ou think were going to keep that bucket of
bolts. Captain Norway, the Draka are not in the habit of keeping what isn't theirs.”

Norway turned on him. "Redly? | remember hearing about alittle teaparty caled the Versailles
conference. | remember a spot of land on the map called Turkey."

"Sodol," Verwoerd replied. "I remember both of them quite wdll. | wasthere." Above his chest hung
among al the Draka ribbons was a series of British Navy ribbons dating from the Great War, including
onefor Gdlipoli. "Mesopotamiawas bought with Dominion blood. It was only right we keepit.”

"Just asit'sonly right you keepthis 7' Norway swept his hands to include the whole of theidand he
stood on. "Y ou spilled no blood here. It isn't yoursto keep; it'sours. It's British."

"The plebiscite—"

"Null and void!" Norway shouted. "A fraud and you know it! How do you think starving people are
going to vote with afreighter full of food in the harbor, the Frenchie who proposed the vote standing on
the dock?"

"Nevertheless," Verwoerd shrugged, "the plebiscite took place. If the Channd 1dands inhabitants vote
to sever tieswith Britain, our aly, and vote to be annexed into the Pan-European Union, our
enemy—what are we supposed to do?'

Norway fumed. "Trumped up legd technicalities—"

"Trumped up they may be, technicaitiesthey may be, but legal they are: your government has agreed to
honor them until final ownership of these idands has been adjudicated by an internationa tribune.”

Norway muttered something about atomics and blackmail.

Verwoerd shrugged. "Y ou and I—were only smple soldiers. We just follow the orders we've been
given."

They watched in slence as Verwoerd's men unloaded the cargo into waiting lorries.

"Captain,” Verwoerd said quietly, dmost in awhisper. "I give you my word that the Idanderswill be
humanely treated.”

"Asif theword of a Draka daver meant anything!"
Verwoerd pointed to the Victoria Cross pinned above his battle ribbons.

"| served in the Royal Navy during the Kaiser's War back when we Draka were British subjects. The
Idanders are our kin. How could we not treat them humanely?'

Norway refused to answer, but his face softened somewheat.
Soon the airship was emptied of al cargo. Her crew marched back inside.

"Will you require a Drakafighter escort until you reach British airspace?’ Verwoerd asked.



Norway frostily declined.

"Very wel, Captain. A safejourney home."

Norway sauted and turned about on his hedl.

"Oh, and Captain?' Verwoerd caled after him.

Norway looked over his shoulder.

"Y ou may not want it," Verwoerd said, "you may not believe, but you still have my word.”

"| apologizefor the dday,” Verwoerd told the British woman as he climbed into the staff car.
"Hardly away to start out as an observer," Sdly Perkins said, her voiceice. "Being shoved asde—"

"Being shoved aside where you can't overhear one old man be forced to humiliate a proud younger
man?'

The woman stared ahead stonily.

"Hight Lieutenant Perkins. You and | are going to haveto learn to work together. Our good relationship,
our trust in each other, are about al that stands between the Channdl Idanders and the auction block.”

"Isthat athreat?'
"It'saplea I'm begging you: help me save these people.”
She stared a him closdly, thoughts flickering across her eyes.

Sowly, she nodded.

* k% %

A smdl crowd gathered behind Verwoerd as he set up hiseasel on abluff overlooking Moulin Heut
Bay.

The first weeks of Draka occupation had gone exceedingly well. Verwoerd's hand-picked nava
gendarmes had been nothing but unfailingly kind. After the second day they even went about unarmed
savefor the same nightsticks carried by British bobbies.

The Draka had distributed great quantities of food, new clothing, shoes, medicine, and little essentiasthe
idanders hadn't seen since before the German occupation. Thingslike sewing needles and toilet paper.

The Draka had initiated a spate of sporting events, musical concerts, and theatrical shows. What proved
most popular wastheir bringing to theidands severa new Hollywood motion picture films. For the last
four years the only motion pictures to be seen were those that had been playing at the Gaumont Palace
the day the Nazis had |landed—Top HatandThe Barretts of Wimpole Street —of which theidanders



were thoroughly sick. The Dancing Cavalier , with Errol Flynn and Carole Lombard, had been abig hit,
evenif it wastwo yearsold.

But the biggest locd attraction soon proved to be Verwoerd himsdlf.

Hed put away his military uniforms and had taken to wearing smartly-cut Savile Row civilian suits, with
his Victoria Cross pinned to his jacket lapel. He seemed to be everywhere on the idand at once, to know
al of thelocd children by name, and to be more British than the Idanders themselves.

Hed taken up headquartersin the old Castle Cornet and had immediately set out to repair the minor
damage the old higtoric landmark had suffered during the brief German invasion. Theregular Draka Navy
forces on the idand were barracked there or in other closed compounds, out of the eye of the local
idanders.

Where Verwoerd went, Hight Lieutenant Perkins went with him: concerts, the cinema, and Verwoerd's
grollsaround St. Peter Port's Candie Park. Loca wags began wondering just what the young RAF
officer was supposed to be observing. But most of the idanders warmed to her; one of their ownwasa
genuine war hero, and after four years of Nazi occupation, theidanders sensed that Draka good will
depended in part on Sally's daily Draka-monitored reports to London.

Today Verwoerd had decided to watercolor and had imposed upon Sdly as hismodel. He posed her
so she was seated on alarge rock, then returned to his easdl.

Verwoerd painted for awhile.
"You'velos your audience" Sdly sad.

"Hmmm?" The audience had been behind him. He looked over his shoulder. They were done on the
bluff.

"| rather suspect the novelty wore off," he said. "Thefirst few washes of awater color do look
somewhat random.” He swirled abrush in ajar of water and dabbed it in an awful earth tone color.

"Renoir painted this bay, you know," he said. "If | had any tdent, I'd try to capture some of what he saw
here." He shrugged. "Oh, wdll. | have amuch better model than he did.”

Sdly ignored that last comment. "L ots of famous people have lived here: Victor Hugo . . ."

" ... Victor Hugo. Oh, and Victor Hugo." Verwoerd smiled. "Yes, | know. "The Channd Idandsare
little pieces of France dropped in the sea and scooped up by England.' " He took a step back to stare at
his progress, then started painting again. "Theres a statue of himin the park, and little plagues al over St.
Peter Port, | imagine: "Victor Hugo Sept Here.' "

Sdly looked at him. ™Y ou're an odd one. Out and about the city you act like akindly old grandfather.
Y et back at the castle you hang those dreadful bannersdl over the courtyard.”

" "What isthe best remedy? Victory!" Or "| want gremlins around me, for | am courageous?'
"Yes. What ever does that one mean?’

"What do Nietzsche's syphilitic ramblings ever mean? "Courage crestes gremlinsfor itsaf' isthe rest of



that particular quotation.” He washed out his brush and dabbed anew color. "Just be glad I'm not
hanging those bannersall over town the way Security wants meto. They're supposed to remind my
troops they're Draka supermen.” He made aface.

"Arethey? They don't act likeit."

He sat down hisbrush. "It may surprise you that there are actually anumber of Drakalike them. Not dl
of usare your Hollywood stereotype villains.”

"Your men dl seem to have Dutch names.”

"Very observant." He selected another brush. He sucked on the bristlesto form ahard tip. "When the
British first started arriving in drovesin the then Crown Colony of Drakia, they pushed the origind Dutch
Boer farmersright out of the way. The British expanded northeastward across the Orange and beyond
into the power vacuum left by thedifagane .

He dipped hisbrush in abright vermilion. "Millions daughtering each other with stone age weagpons, if
you can imagine. Three million dead, thirty million deed—nobody knowsfor sure.” He swept the brush
over the canvas. "Maybe if thedifagane had never happened . . ." He selected another brush.

"A Drakawould say they brought their fate on them themsalves."
"SomeDrakawould," he said quietly. "AsI'm trying to point out, were not al dike."
"No. Some are faster painters. | think my leg's adeep.”

"Oh. Sorry." He got back to painting. "The Dutch, those few left who refused to be swallowed up by the
British at any rate, struck out northwest into the Kaahari. OurVoortrek . Windhoek. Walvis Bay. A
rough life, and one with few nativesto lord it over." He shrugged. "We developed abit differently.
Reationdists and Navy men now, mostly.”

Sdly dmost smiled. "Isthat why you don't like Nietzsche bannerslike al good little Draka are supposed
to?"

He daubed his brush in amixture of colors. "Therewasatimein my lifewhen | thought of little else but
Nietzsche. | was ayoung man at thetime; 1'd spent my lifein British boarding schools, thought of mysdlf
as British, but | was till Draka. | guess| wastrying to discover who | was."

Sdly rolled her head around, stretching her neck muscles. She resumed her pose. "He's amost your
daterdigion, isn't he?'

Verwoerd snorted. "The Draka worship nothing but themselves. " Serfs ook up because they wish to be
exalted; the superman looks down because he aready is exdted. When you're theoppermans , it's
rather hard to admit some entity might be superior to yoursdlf. That's why the attempt to revive the Norse
mythology, Nadorssen and dl that, failed so miserably. Probably adso why religion has dways fascinated
mes."

"I'm having arather difficult time picturing you asapriest.”

Verwoerd laughed. "Actudly, before the war—the Kaiser'swar—well, | intended to become a
theologian.”



"Then thewar changed dll that?'

He poured the dirty rinse water out of the jar and filled it with fresh, clear water. "Not in the way you
imagine. Living, if you can cdl it thet, in the trenchesin the Dardanelles changed my intentions, true: it
intensfied them. Somehow the idea of somebody somewhere having the answers seemed more precious
to me than any pearl of great price."

Sdly nodded. She had seen combat, too. " "Thou pure, thou luminous heaven! Thou abyss of
light!—because they rob thee of my Yeaand Amen,' " shesaid. "Only inyour case, you were looking for
your Yeaand Amen.”

Verwoerd smiled weakly. "Since when did you start reading Nietzsche?' he asked.

"Since you sarted hanging it up in courtyards.”

Hegave atruer smile. "After thewar, | spent ayear sudying in the Vatican. Another year in Canterbury.
Six monthstouring the American Bible Bdt. Findly three daysin Sdt Lake City."

"Only three days? Y ou seemed to have given the Mormons pretty short shrift in your studies.”
"Sometimes three days are enough.” He jabbed his brush once or twice, then set it aside. "There. Done."
Before he could stop her, Sdly raced over to the easdl. "L et me see.”

Verwoerd's painting was a beautiful, intricate seascape of the bay below. Every detail, including the rock
Sdly had sat on, wasin the picture. Saly, however, was not.

"Y ou had me sit like ahuman pretzel on that hard cold rock for hours and you didn't even paint me?"
"My dear," helaughed, "I couldn't paint aportrait to sasve my life. Let'seat.”

* * %

They sat down on anearby grassy knoll. Sally opened the wicker basket. "Ploughman's lunch, I'm
afraid. I'm abetter fighter pilot than | am a cook.”

Verwoerd diced off ahuge hunk of cheese. "'I've spent dl morning talking about mysdlf. What's your
story?' He broke open hisloaf of French bread.

She shrugged. "Not much to tell. | was sixteen when the war started. Seventeen when they started
evacuating women and children off the Channel 1dands before the Germans came. Twenty when the
RAF was desperate enough to start recruiting women fighter pilots. Twenty-and-a-half when | pranged
my plane and banged myself up. Now I'm on the RAF dog-and-pony circuit giving hero speeches.”

"That'sdl?"

"That'sal." She rooted around in the basket until she found the sour pickled onions. "What made you
leave Salt Lake City after three days?' Her eyes narrowed. ™Y ou didn't convert, did you?'

He laughed. "Those Mormons have the craziest idess. They usudly manage to get everything



backwards. Take for example: the New Testament has the Pharisees use the excuse "it's better that one
man die than awhole nation perish' to kill the Nazarene. The Mormons stick that same excuse in the front
of their scripture, only they have one of their prophets useit as an excuse to cut off the head of an
evildoer."

Verwoerd licked hisfingers. "That wasn't their craziest saying, though. Try thisone: "Asmanis, God
oncewas, as God is, man may become." "

"Crazy isright."

"All I was struggling with was the concept of setting mysalf up as one of Nietzsche's supermen. Here
were what | was supposed to think of as serfs, dreaming of themselves as Gods in embryo.” He shook
his head.

He brushed the crumbs off his clothes. "The belief may be absurd, the bdief init isnot. | had the son of a
friend tell methat awhile ago.”

"But what made you leave?' she asked again.

He paused before he answered. "In away, | suppose | found what | waslooking for."
She looked at him sharply. "No you didn't. Y ou found something else. What?'

A longer pause. He fingered the Victoria Cross on his jacket.

"'Something to be frightened of. Something that scared me so bad | ran away."
Shewaited for himto tell her, but he wouldnt.

"You'll know," wasdl he said. "Oneday youll know."

* * *

L ate that evening—long past midnight, in fact—Verwoerd sat in his office in Castle Cornet with his
intelligence officer. An American Williams-Burroughs tape recorder lay on the table. The aide rotated the
chromedid toPlay .

" ... your judgement's abit suspect, dear,” an old woman'svoice said. "Y ou're sweet on him."
"Nonsense." That was Sdly'svoice. "l am not. |—"

"It'sdl right, dear. Y ou're young and these things happen. Heaven knows enough of our girlsfdl for the
Germans when they were here.”

"Now wait just aminute—"

"How long do you think they can keep up this act of theirs?' A man'svoice now. Severd voices
murmured assent.

The aide switched the tape off for amoment. "We think there were at least a dozen present. Hard to be
sure, even with telescopic lens. Too many waysin and out of that old abandoned factory. We have



pictures of some of them."
Verwoerd impatiently waved his hand for the aide to start the tape again.

Sly'svoice " . . . | keep teling you—I don't think itisan act. | think for thefirst timein their livesthey
don't have to be Draka supermen, they can be plain human beings. | think they'reenjoying it."

"Sure, maybe—the oneswe see.” A younger man's voice. "And what about the ones we can't see?
What about the ones on the mainland? What about the ones back in Draka-land? The Intervention
Squads, and the Order Police, and the Krypteria?'

An older man grunted in agreement. "At least the Germans saw us as fellow human beings. These

Draka—" he spat out the word like it was deadly poison "—when they look at usthey don't see anything
but an animd to be tattooed and chained and worked in the fields until we drop in our tracks and die. |

say wefight."

Choruses of agreement.

"Amateurd” Sdly said in disgugt.

"Maybe 0," the old man said, "but weredl you've got.”

The aide clicked off the tape. "'l dso have afurther report from theUitdager ."

Verwoerd snorted. TheUitdager lived up to her name, dthough she chalenged her creators more than
her opponents. The Domination was woefully behind in submarine and torpedo technology. Lurking and
spying were about all Draka submarines could hope to do and survive.

"TheUitdager took up station in Rocquaine Bay as you suggested. Shortly after this meseting, they
spotted aflashlight on shore blinking what could only be a coded message. Presumably to another
submarineinthevicinity. Allied, undoubtedly. British, presumably.”

"Presumably.” Rocquaine Bay lay on thewest tip of theidand. A light flashed from there wouldn't be
seen from the French coastling, or by the Draka Security troops on Alderney to the north. Verwoerd
half-dreaded the next item of information.

"My men followed Flight Lieutenant Perkins out of the recorded meseting. They place her on the shore of
Rocquaine Bay at the gpproximate time the coded message was sent.”

Verwoerd nodded. None of the night's events were much of asurprise. Still, it was unpleasant to
confirm asfact what could pleasantly be considered only apossihility.

"Initiate phase two," he said.
Theintelligence officer picked up hisown flashlight laying on the floor beside hischair.

He st out for Rocquaine Bay.

* * %

Four bodieswere laid in aline Sde-by-side on atable insde the airport's hangar. A wool blanket had



been draped over each of them to cover their faces.

Verwoerd looked down on them and sighed. "A British Catdinafloat plane was mistakenly shot down
over theidand early this morning. The bodies were recovered in the wreckage,” hetold Sdly.

" Mistakenly!" " Sally spat.

Verwoerd looked at her. "Do you want meto say I'm sorry? We're at war, still. Mistakes happen. How
many times did you shoot at one of your own planes?’

Sdly turned her face away.

"I'd like you to arrange apublic funerd,” hetold her. "A very public funerd. Saying I'm sorry won't help
matters any; showing I'm sorry, perhaps, just might.”

Red, white, and blue bunting was hung in Candie Park. The white gingerbread-style bandstand where
the coffinslay in state was festooned with Union Jacks. Portraits of the British king were hung in dl the
shop windows facing the park.

Nearly the entire idand popul ation attended the services. Over two thousand wreaths were laid.
Verwoerd had inssted every available man in his command attend aswell. A few Draka gendarmes
stood their post around the park, but the vast mgjority of Verwoerd's men were lined up besdehimin

their dress uniforms. Even Verwoerd himsdf wore hisuniform, thefirst timein weeks.

Thelooksthe idanders gave them turned from unease, to baeful stares, to bitter resentment. The Draka,
too, were uneasy. The holsters hanging from their dress belts were empty on Verwoerd's orders.

Then, spontaneoudy, before the services were even finished, someone in the crowd started singing "God

SavetheKing." The audience picked it up. Then, once that anthem was finished, they began singingRule
Britannia . With each verse, their voices grew louder.

Rule, Britannia! Britannia rules the waves!

Britons never never never shall be daves!

Over and over they repeated it until the very ground shook and the roar became asingle voice, achime,
achant:

Britons never never never shall be daves!

* * *

Verwoerd's men fingered thelr empty holsters, helplesdy waiting for the tumult and the shouting to die.



Verwoerd grabbed Saly by the shoulders and shook her until she stopped singing, until shefindly stared
up a himwith tearstained eyes.

"Y ou wanted to know what | was frightened of ?* he shouted above the roar of the crowd. He pointed at
the swaying crowd.

Britons never never never shall be daves!

"Run," hetold her. "Hide. Because when the Draka are afraid . . ." He shook his head.

She placed thetips of her fingersto his cheek, and stroked gently, cat-like. The first and last time they
would ever touch.

She vanished into the crowd.

Rule, Britannia! Britannia rules the waves!

Britons never never never shall be daves!

The chant continued long after Saly had gone. And somewhere, Verwoerd knew—somewherein the
ranks of men next to him—Skull House's spy was afraid. Very, very afraid.

* % %
L ate September 1944
. Peter Port, Guernsey Idand

Channd Idands

It was soon after that Verwoerd found himsalf face down on the flagstone of Castle Cornet's courtyard.

He was surrounded by gremlins, dl right. Gremlinswearing the dark green uniforms of Security and the
cobra badges of the Intervention Squads.

Somehow, being surrounded by gremlins didn't seem to give him courage.
But then, he wasn't safe in the Swiss Alps Sitting at adesk writing aphorisms.

"Hello, Hans, ol' buddy."



Brekenridge leaned lazily on the front fender of Verwoerd's own staff autosteamer. He was paring his
naillswith an SS ceremonid dagger, undoubtedly a souvenir from one of his Alderney playthings.

He clucked as he looked over the squad he'd sent to fetch Verwoerd. "That's shore a purty shiner you
got yoursdlf there, Yancy," hesad.

She started to explain.

Brekenridge cut her off with asnort. "Didn't | warn you sweetlin's ol' Hans was pretty spry for aman
pushing sixty?' He stuck hisring finger in hismouth and daintily bit off acuticle. "An' what elsedo | see?
Couple lips busted open? Bloodied noses? My, my."

He spat out the cuticle. "L et that be alesson t'y'dl—stick to yo' regimen, and when you git to beasold a
crock as Hans, you'll bein just asgood & shape.”

The SS dagger went back in its shesth. He walked over and crouched down on his haunchesto peer at
Verwoerd. " 'Course, this mo'ning Hans looks a bit worse for wear. Right disappointed in you, Hans.
Usudly you's so impeccable. Shore waited long enough for you to roust yoursdlf up outayo' bed an' git
shaved, showered, an' Sssyfied ‘fore we came knocking. Then you go an' dmogt fal in the mud.”

Brekenridge got back to hisfeet. "Pick him up ‘fore he gitsal dirty."

Verwoerd was hauled roughly to astanding position. He shook himself free. He smoothed his hair back
into place, then brushed at the front of histailored Savile Row English-cut suit.

The courtyard was empty save for Security troops.

"What have you done with my men?'

"Shush now, don't you fret none. Y our cutelil’ old sailors are lazin' about their barracksin their purty lil’
sailor auits, havin' afine ol' time. Not like they's much use anyhow. My boysworked up a harder sweat
fighting the Eyeties”

"Wherés my gaff?'

"Playin' cardswith yo' sailors, | 'spect.”

"Am| under arrest aswdl?'

"Now who said anything 'bout arrest? My boys just hel ping an old man down some stairs so'n we two
can have avist." Verwoerd chucked his dropped hat. "We gonnatake a ourselves alittle drive, Hans."

Verwoerd looked around at al the Tolgren machine pistols pointed hisdirection. "l supposethisisthe
part where I'm supposed to make a desperate legp like some Hollywood hero?!

"I'd shorelikeit if'n you wasto try, old man. Lessfussfor mein thelong run.”
Verwoerd camly put hishat on. "Sorry if | disgppoint you; I'm alittle too old for Hollywood derring-do.

Besides, | prefer the more cerebra approach.” He nodded at one of the dogan banners. "After al,
‘victory isthe best remedy.' " He got into the staff car.



Brekenridge unsnapped his pistol holster and walked around to the other side. "1 'spect I'm going to
enjoy this. Yes, indeedy."

* k% %

The leather dispatch pouch lay on the seat beside him. The typed orders with the Archon's Sgnature lay
neatly tucked back inside the pouch.

"So. Itisn't entirdly acoup. The Navy remainsin charge here—but only aslong as| do things your way."
Brekenridge ran hisfinger acrossthe edge of his dagger and smiled. "That's 'bout the gist of it."
Verwoerd leaned back in his seat. "It ill lookslike acoup to me."

"Not at dl. You're fillbaas around here—as long as you play the game. And the word's not "koo,' it's
“koop,' " he said, giving the Draka pronunciation. "'Y ou know what yo' problem is, Hans? Y ou dresslike
alimey," heflicked hisdagger point at Verwoerd's suit, "you tahk like alimey—rawhthawh—" he
mimicked Verwoerd's accent, "and some say you even think like alimey. Dangerous habits, Hans. Start

dabblin’ in dragons, better take care lesn you want to turn into one.

"An' they be dragons here, yesindeedy.” They passed a store with afaded picture of the British
monarch taped in the display window. "St. Georges aplenty, too. Question is, which'n are you?"

The autosteamer dowly wound its way through the narrow streets of St. Peter Port.

Little bits of England flashed past the windows—a Toby The Chemist shop, aLloyd's Bank, even
billboards for Guinness beer and Playerstobacco. A glimpse of England that now would soon vanish.

Out in the harbor, Verwoerd could see the hazy smudge of the French coastline scant miles away. He
could see the fires from the looting still going on there. That was St. Peter Port's future now, too.

The autosteamer hissed on. The city streets were deserted.

Verwoerd was just about to ask Brekenridge what he/d done with the locals, when suddenly he knew.
He saw rows of open lorries parked aong Candie Park, packed full of people. Security troops were
ydling for the dazed, frightened Channel Idandersto get out of the truck, herding them by gunpoint into
the park where bunting and Union Jacks still hung. The pigeon-stained statue of Victor Hugo looked
down at the tangled curls of concertinawire beneath itsfedt.

Holding pens.

Blood roared in his ears and he turned.

"I wouldn't try it, Hans."

The point of Brekenridge's dagger pressed against Verwoerd's Adam's apple. Verwoerd redlized hed
been tensing himsdlf to legp at the security man.

The dagger point pressed harder. "G'wan—Iive dangeroudly, like yo' precious Neechee says."



With an effort, Verwoerd relaxed and sank back into his seat. Brekenridge lowered the dagger. "Tsk. |
thought we were goin' to use the more c'rebra gpproach.”

"The Archon said nothing about rounding up locasinto serf pens.”
"But Skull House shoredid.” He pulled adim leather wallet from hisjacket pocket and wiggled it.

"Wewuz only grudgin'ly alowing yo' lil' pet experiment—providin' you started t'show the resultsyou
promised. An' providin' it don't endanger the state.”

Brekenridge leaned back. "The other day your pet limeys nudged up agin that linein the sand, if'n they
didn't jump right over it with both feets. Time now to pay the piper."

"Theyoke?'
Verwoerd's voice was barely audible. Courage did create its own gremlins: the courage to hope.
Brekenridge shook his head sadly. "Not the yoke. 'L east, not yet."

The car dowed in the middle of the block, then pulled over to the curb and parked outside the Gaumont
Palace cinema.

"Jus the next best thing."
A circle of Security troops waited outside the Gaumont.

They pulled Verwoerd out of the car. Brekenridge did out behind him, hand resting lightly on his
holstered pistal. His eyes, however, were on the Gaumont.

The Gaumont was atiny thing, not even as big as the lobby of the average London cinema, not even big
enough to have alighted marquee above its entrance.

"Imaginethisdinky ol' idand having apdacelikethis. Thisisbigger than any showhousein Alexandria.

L etting serfs watch movies or even run the projector was dangerous. The might get ideas of the outsde
world. Most Drakatheatreswereredly small private screening roomsin plantation homes—one of the
many reasons Virconium studios lagged far behind Hollywood.

Verwoerd looked at him and clucked histongue. " See what you're missing? Y ou need to travel more,
Brekenridge. Broaden your horizons."

"The only horizons I'm interested in broadenin’ are the Domination's. An' when | visit aforeign country, it
an't foreign no more; it's conquered.” He waved a hand at the cinema. " Serf nations squanderin’ their
resources on frippery likethis, that just makesthe job easer.”

"1 wouldn't discount it too fast. That's the stuff dreams are made of. And serf dreams are dangerous

Brekenridge snorted. "Y ou'd know, wouldn't you? Dreams of rulin’ the waves an' escapin' the neck



collar—and boastin' about it in song! That's the reason al your limey friends got one foot on the auction
block today: dreamslikethat. Wdll, we're just going have to give them some nightmares instead.”

Heturned. "G'wan, pasteit up there, Benning," he snapped.

A security trooper smashed the glass door of the poster box with the butt of her Tolgren's collapsible
stock. Sheripped out the poster for The Dancing Cavalier and dapped up in its place aplain white
sheet of paper withlnitial Orientation Film printed in plain block letters.

"Little training movie Security whipped up in Denmark," Brekenridge explained. " Seemsto have worked
wonders up there preventin' any uprisin'.” He squinted at the stlenciled movietitle. "Hmm. Do believe the
titlelost sumthin' in thetrandation. In Danishit'sSaves First Day ." He chuckled.

"I'mto round up every limey on thisidand and show them this|il' cinematic masterpiece. Some of 'em
arehiding yet, likethat girlfrien' of yours, but well find 'em, never fear."

He plucked abit of lint off hisshirt. " 'Long as your limeys behave themselves, thisis as close asthey git
to going under the yoke, an' you kin continue with what's |ft of Project Hedgehog. They misbehave,
though,” hiswhite teeth flashed a shark's smile, "they's mine."

"But that will kill whatever chance. . ." Verwoerd shook hishead. "Y ou can't be serious!”

" Serious as a shockstick, “old bean—an' it just kegps gittin' better. It's you who's gonna stand here
taking their tickets persondly, letting 'em know their precioudly nice, humane, decent HansVerwoerd isa
part of dl this. They'll remember you asthe one forcin' thisfilm upon their poor unsullied sengbilities.”

A security detail began unloading sandbags out the back of alorry. They starting stacking them into the
beginnings of amachine gun nest.

"Jus in case the natives git restless.”

"Viedik—" Verwoerd spat in hisbirth tongue. "1 want no part of this."

"Oh, but you's dready apart of this, whether you likeit or not, Hans. you's Draka and thisis what bein’
Drakameans. We's Draka. They's serfs. Ain't nothin' in between. Y o' ain't gonna change that, don't care
what the Archon said you could try here."

A heavy machine gun, itstripod, and severa boxes of ammo were placed behind the sandbags. Another
lorry with asquad of Security troops arrived.

Brekenridge's face amost softened into something human. "I'm just speedin’ up the process, Hans.
Kindlier in thelong run, not givin' these po' souls any hope."

Brekenridge's men began stringing barbed wire.

"Pity'sthe greatest danger, Hans. That's what Neechee says, an' it'strue. Dangerous for them.
Dangerousfor us."

* * %

"Reckon they don't like our trainin’ film none.” Brekenridge said. He was sitting with Verwoerd in the



back of the theater, watching the audience more than he was watching the movie.
The sour stench of vomit and urinefouled the air in the cramped theatre until VVerwoerd choked oniit.
Security troops stood in the aides and at the exits. Levelled wegpons kept the localsin thelr seats.

"But," Brekenridge went on, "'l reckon they'd likeit awholelot lessfindin' themselvesin it rather than just
watchin'it," he said for effect, hisvoice carrying across the thestre.

Stark images of black and white danced across the screen. The screams from the original Danish
soundtrack and the sobbing and retching from the audience at times drowned out the dubbed English
narration.

The narrator was obvioudy afresh-caught Danish serf. She stumbled through the script in clear, but
highly accented English. Shewas aso clearly frightened out of her wits. A terse Drakavoice prodded her
on when shefatered.

At one paint, the scene shifted to aexpensively furnished stable. A group of people were dragged in by
their collar chains. They were bruised and bloody, their clothing nothing but shreds.

The narrator's voice started sobbing, then pled rapidly in Danish. The Draka voice barked once, twice.
The Danish voice only grew more desperate. The audience heard the meaty sound of adap. The narrator
sobbed hygtericaly.

A gunshot, then the thud of aheavy object hitting the ground. The clank of chains, and anew
voice—madethistime—identified the people on the screen: "L -ladies and gentlemen, the Danish Royd
Ffamily."

The camera zoomed in on the once proud faces, then panned to what awaited them in the stalls.

"Enough,” Verwoerd growled. He stormed out the back of the theatre into the lobby. Brekenridge
sauntered behind him, smiling.

"Bit sqgueamish arewe?' he asked. "From the film? Or just from the aroma of eau de serf 7'

Brekenridge ran hisfingers over the lobby's faded wallpaper. The wallpaper had started to ped from

neglect in the four years of Nazi occupation. He poked hisfinger into afresh bullet hole, one of severa
peppering the walls from the four hours of Draka Security occupation. Security caled firing automatic
weapons over prisoner's heads to get them to take their seats " gentle persuasion.”

"Y ou might be able to walk away, Hans, but them poor soulsin there can't.” He dug deeper. The plaster
crumbled until hiswholefigt punched through.

"These past few weeks, you've been the carrot. T'day, I'm the stick.” He pulled out hisfist. "Never did
put much stock in carrots. Seein'sis, there ain't an animal in the world who remembersthey're a
vegetarian when they're pushed into acorner.”

They waited in thelobby until the movie ended. The guard started herding the audience out of the
theatre, back through the lobby.

The faces of some of theidanderswere sullen, othersterrified. A few were white with rage. Those were



the faces Verwoerd could fed Brekenridge memorizing.

A number of them had voided themsdlves, or had vomited on themsalves, or both. That only made
Brekenridge laugh.

"Don't bother breakin' out the mops, sweetlin's" he called after them. "Havin' each of yo' groups muck in
through the swill of previous ones addsacertain . . .ambiance to thefilm.”

Asthelast of them filed out, Brekenridge called one of his men over and told them to distribute handfuls
of each group that had seen the film into the holding pens of those groups they wouldn't get to until
tomorrow or the next day.

"That should have the desired effect,” hetold Verwoerd.

Y es, thought Verwoerd. It will indeed.

* * %

Brekenridge had made amistake. Actually, he had made severa, but this particular mistake could prove
fatal. Verwoerd would seeto that.

Verwoerd was locked in his own office. The office had been stripped bare. Everything was
gone—desk, chairs, books, files—everything down to the paperclips. Everything in the room had been
taken, every possible hiding place searched.

Except one.

Verwoerd cradled thetiny pistol hed retrieved from its hiding place. It was hardly larger than acigarette
lighter. It held but asingle bullet.

Sometimes, asingle bullet was al you needed.
He dipped the pistol up hisdeeve.

Verwoerd was curled up on the hard wooden floor aslegp when he was awakened by the chatter of
machine guns.

Screams and the sounds of boots running across the flagstones bel ow echoed in the once quiet night.
Footsteps pounded up the staircase.

Saly Perkins, her face blackened with burnt cork, dressed in ablack swesater, dacks, and stocking cap,
and carrying a Sten gun, burst into hisroom.

"| was afraid you weren't coming,” Verwoerd said calmly.
She stared a him. "Y ou knew—7?"

"That you were an SOE agent? Of course.” His smilewasthin. "Who do you think your "Agent Fox'
was?' He gave the code phrase that confirmed it.



Two more commandos entered into the room. One of them was Captain Norway.

"Areds secured. They're starting to load up theidanders now.”

Verwoerd cocked his eyebrow at Norway. "'l was wondering how you were going to evacuate them.”
Norway snorted. "On the oldR 100 ?Y ou've gone potty, old man. Hardly room for sixteen thousand.

Besides, the old girl crashed on the way back from here. She wasn't avery good ship after al.” He
looked down at his commando uniform. "That'swhy | had to look for another line of work."

Sdly tilted her head at the window. "The Americans|oaned us some troop carrier subs from the Pecific.
They'rein the bay now." She pulled off her stocking cap and shook her hair. ™Y ou know, | redly must
get around to thanking Brekenridge. We couldn't have pulled it off without his unwitting hel p—stripping
your men off the defenses, rounding up dl thelocasin one place.”

Verwoerd shrugged. " Security'sfirgt ingtinct isto shoot anything that moves. Anything that survives
afterwards gets herded behind barbed wire."

"We've got him downgtairs. All trussed up like a Christmas goose.”

Verwoerd got to hisfeet. His muscles were iff from the hard floor. "Would you mind taking me to him?
I've my own thanks I'd like to ddliver."

* * *

Verwoerd dmost didn't recognize him. Brekenridge's face was crisscrossed with white surgical tape.
The tape was holding in place aspecialy-designed gag. The device prevented any nasty episodes with
cyanide pills, hollowed teeth, and other assorted Skull House toys.

"Hmgghf! Ggmmphrnnf!" Brekenridge mumbled through the gag, thrashing on the floor in his straight
jacket.

Verwoerd squatted down beside him. "This seemsto violate the Geneva convention, somehow. Get up
off thefloor. I'd liketo have alittle chat."

Brekenridge was lifted up and set in the chair.

"Much better,” Verwoerd said. He stood inchesin front of the chair. "1 don't think he'senjoyin’ our little
trainin' restraints,”" he said in the same Draka drawl Brekenridge had used that day at the Gaumont.
Verwoerd tapped hisfinger onthe gag. "Thisis specia equipment we got from al theway up in
Denmark. Wecdl it "SavesFirst Gag.'" Before the British could stop him, he backhanded Brekenrdige
in the face. The security man toppled to thefloor.

"Get him up!" Verwoerd's voice was hard, not to be disobeyed.

They sat Brekenridge up. The man was crying, dmost hysterical.

"So much for Nietzsche's Superman,” Verwoerd spat.

With the speed only another Draka could match, in one smooth movement Verwoerd reached in his
deeve and pulled out thetiny pistol, then pointed square between Brekenridge's eyes.



The British commandos grabbed for their guns. They might aswell as have been moving in dow moaotion.
Verwoerd swung histiny gun back and forthinan arc.

"Drop your guns!" he barked.

The commandos hesitated.

"l said drop them!" Verwoerd shouted. " On the floor. Good. Now kick them towards me."

Sten guns clattered across the floor.

Sdly glared a him with contempt. ™Y ou're one of them after dl, aren't you? Y ou'rejust like them.”
It tore his heart, but Verwoerd nodded.

"Y ou fight mongters, you become one,”" she said, tearswelling.

"Now you know what | learned spending those three daysin Salt Lake City." He dowly edged over to
the door and closed it, locking it shut.

"Theres no way you can escape, Hans. The courtyard is swarming with commandos.”

"Nietzschewasright dl dong,” Verwoerd said asif he hadn't heard her. "Right about so many things.
“Once | thought of little else but Nietzsche—would that | had ever been able to stop!

"Thosethree days | stared into the abyss— thou heaven above me, thou pure, thou luminous heaven!
Thou abyss of light!l—and it stared back at me."

Hiswords sounded crazy, but his voice wasleve, hisface a cold stone blank.

" "And what have | hated more than passing clouds, and whatever tainteth thee? And mine own hatred
have | even hated, because it tainted thee!" "

He edged back over to Brekenridge and pressed the tiny muzzle of the gun to hisforehead.

"Undergtand athing to its depths, dear Brekenridge, and seldom will you remain faithful forever, for
bringing the depthsinto the clear light of day revedswhat isin the depthsis not pleasant at al.”

Thetwo commandos looked at each other and dove for their guns.
Not fast enough.

Verwoerd kicked the guns away from their outstretched hands. " Stand up,” he told them. "Y ou, too,
Aly. | meanit.”

"You'recrazy, Hans" she said, tears on her face. "Y oureraving.”
"Of course | am crazy—I'm aDrakal A cold-blooded kind of crazy. Thekind thet lasts alifetime.”

But tearsweretrying to well in hiseyes. He blinked them away.



" "Y ou must become what you are.' The Will to become the Superman, to rise ébove "dave
moraity—that makes us the Superman. It was our Will that made us better than the rest of the world.

"Then | vidited that accursed city, saw that same Will channeled into their serf morality, their serf dreams.
To "never never never' fall under the yoke, to be gods |ooking down in pity on mere superman. To will
the absurd fantasies of religion into reality—entire nations that don't have to conquer or murder or . . ."

He composed himsdf. "I knew then my people were too evil to let them continueto exi<t. | dedicated
my lifeto destroying the Domination.”

"Y ou've made agood gart,” Sdly said. "Rescuing an entire population out from under the noses of the
Drakawill give conquered people al over the Domination hope—"

"And don't you see how much like them that makes me?' He threw his head back and laughed, a
horrible snake hiss.

"Never again will the Draka attempt to soften aconquest. The Rationalist Party isthrough after this.
They'll belucky if they'redl lined up and shot rather than forced under the yoke. I've knowingly and
premeditatedly killed my friends, my family—xkilled the last vestige of decency in the Domination.”
Sdly stared a him in horror, seeing what he wasfor the very firgt time.

"l had to, don't you see?'

He pressed the gun to Brekenridge again.

"Better that one man perish. Better that an entire nation perish. Better that oneman.. . ."

He spat on Brekenridge and shoved him backwards. Man and chair went tumbling onto the floor.

Verwoerd wiped his eyeswith the back of hisfree hand. HisWill was no longer strong enough to stop
them from tearing.

"The greatest danger was that you would pity us. Now—now you will hate us. Now you will learn our
hedgehog'strick. Now you will fear us."

Verwoerd stared longingly a Sdly, then fell to his kneesin a supplicating posture known across hdf the
world, known where ever the Drakaruled.

"Now you can destroy us."

Heturned histiny pistol with its single bullet around and pointed at his own heart.



HomeisWheretheHeart Is

William Barton

William Barton writes things about human beings so unbearably true that they're difficult to publish; if you
want to know what | mean, read\When We Were Real . . . or this story about a German scientist making
the best of it in aworld he never made. ..

The dream becomes the dreamer, as with mandarin and butterfly. Slly. Strange. Like the dreamsyou
have when you're in the hospital and they've pumped your assfull of drunks. . . drunks. Ah, can't think.
What theHell . . . oh,drugs . That'swhat | meant. When they fill your asswith drugs.

Two men talking, speaking some funny kind of English, nothing like the clipped Brits and twangy Y anks
I'd known between the wars, the years between the wars, in Paris, when . . . Oh, Hell.

Men with funny, muddy voices, language lesslike German than any English I'd ever heard before, men
talking asif | were. No. FHlinch away from that. Now.

"Whyn't we jeskill this pony, suh? Weun got owahown engineeghs.”

The other, von Something? VVon Frankenstein? Fading in and out now, sharper voice, alittlelessmudin
it, "Not like these we don't. And most got away ‘fore we could get 'em.”

One of them touched me, lightly, on the shoulder, smearing old, cold swest, grease of fear sending athrill
fromthereto . . .Griss Gott , making me shiver, sopping the breath in my throat. Von Somethingburg
sad, "There, there, Hans. All over now. Y ou've told us what was needful . . ."

Hans? Not my name. Isit?Hans. . . Hansel and Brutd . . . | Started to giggle, fedling those warm fingers
pressinto my shoulder, oh-so-reassuring, then | startedto cry and . . .

Morning. Rosy-fingered dawn lights the window.

Some afterecho of a second dream, dream forgotten, surrounded by dreams of torture and redemption.
Me, in acoffle, coffleled by dark, black men, men with guns, staggering on bare, bleeding feet down a
bombed-out bleeding street.Boom ! Hash of light, looking up just intimeto seearalling ball of fire,
smoke, orange and black al mixed together, risng from the roof of the Reichstag, black swastika
spinning like agaaxy asit tumbled to the street below.

Pictured those famous faces,der Fuhrer ,der Dicke , sumbling in acoffle like mine, then moved on
quickly, responding to a gentle tug on the neck chain, not wanting the black man'swhip.

Bed. My bed. My home. The home they've given me. Safe. My God. Safe. Rich, crumpled cotton
sheets under my back, sheets better than anything I'd ever had in Germany, clammy with night swest
now. Night sweat and dreams. Plaster ceiling, lit by red dawn, stripes of light and dark picking out
irregularities, color and shadow.

| got up, sat for aminute on the edge of the bed, wishing. No. Not wishing for anything. Just looking



down at my smallish gut, middle age settling in, round dome of hairy belly, black hair over fishbely white.
Will. Sippers and thin cotton robe, white with apae print, ibises and river reeds, boy-dim Pharaoh
knee-deep in Nile, bow well-drawn. Got up and walked to the kitchen, water from the tap, tepid but
fresh, safe, just like thiswas Europe or America.

Sdafe.

Reached up to thelittle shelf over the sink and turned on theradio, little green Zenith, not new, not old,
AM dill gaticky with night as | twisted the big plastic did. Outside, the sky wasturning blue over
scrubby subtropica bushes, my neighbor's lawns, distant city buildings low on the horizon.

Announcer's voice with the Brit-like accent you still hear from people down around the Cape.
Something about ongoing border negotiationswith the Allies. India. Christ. What do theythink isgoing to

happen?

WEéll. Prepared the pot. Beans ground, water from the tap because that'swhat | had, put it on the gas
ring, thud of ignition and hiss of gassy flame.

There was another sound in my head. Same thud of ignition, swirl of orangy fire and greasy smokeon
the ground, then the pumps would run up, and there would be that wondrous waterfall roar. Aggregat
Vier . Beautiful spear of yelow-whitefirein the sky, rising, tipping over toward the west.

Fat man in the news. He never did get to pissin the Rhine,

A moment suppressing hysterica laughter, keeping slent.

Outsde, theair was till cool, but with a sharpness promising the hot day to come, when the sun would
burnish the sky, burning the wilderness lands around the base their tawny lion-colored shade of gold.

Bottle of milk in the cooler, newspaper at the end of the driveway, near the rear bumper of theold
prewar Ford steamer they'd given me.

"Good morning, Mr. de Groot!"

The soft, musical voice of my next door neighbor, probably put me here so he could keep an eye on me
for the bosses, dark man with sharp, dert features, deep black eyes, shiny, oily-looking black hair falling
over abroad deeply-tanned brow.

"Ah, good morning Dr. Groening . . ."

Why the Hell would an Anglo-Indian chemigt, product of thefinest British schoolswant to be here, and
work for these. . . these. .. Shut up. Those white buildings poking over the horizon. Archona.
Remember just where the Hell you are, Helmut . . . no. It'sHans. Hans de Groot. Don't forget.

Hewaked up, grinning, and said, "Well . . ." Having as much trouble with W's as me, though English
was certainly his native tongue, that special accent making it come out abit likevwell , "today'sthe big
day, en?I'm sure you're looking forward to getting busy?"

Adownod. "l ...l am.Yes, | am, Dr. Groening."

Hesad, "Please, youmust cal meApu. . ."



"Apu..." | remembered seeing hiswork under avery different name, before the war, gracing the pages
of every chemica journa you could name. The Drakawere our dlies. Why shouldn't he have goneto
work for them?

A soft hand on my forearm. "And you must remember, they say “Grooning' here, not “Grehnink." "
Ilwry.ll

"Wdl, wedl know who we are, Hans."

Closer to the equator, the midday sun isaways high in the sky. Always summer here. Mad dogs and
Englishmen. Well. I'm sure as Hell not an Englishman. | guess mad dog will haveto do.

The sky seemed too dark abluefor al this heat. Too dark and too low. | remember back in the early
Thirties, honeymooning with my young wife in the American southwest, seeing the haze of the Grand
Canyon, making it looking like some cartoon canvas, more awork of art than awork of nature, under an
impossibly high sky, pae blue so terribly far away, hinting at the depths of theplaneteraumen beyond . .

Planetary space. And that young wife . . . No will to wonder where she. . . Here, the sky seemed flat,
asif there were no beyond. Hat blue sky over asea of pae brown grass, amber wavesrolling in the hot,
dry wind. Far way, closer than the horizon, werethe tiny figures of eephantswalking.

Nearby, muscular black men, men burnt the color of cod by the sun, shining like anthracite, sweeting in
the heat, sang asthey worked, snatches of Swahili and English, tribal chanteys and popular prewar radio
tunes mingled asthey took the crates from the backs of flatbed drags, breaking the straps and pulling
them down, piling them in orderly arrays.

"No, disvun over hier, Sambo . . ." says Hartmann, who can't remember his new name, and can't get the
dory draight.Verdammt idiot. No tigersin Africa, Hartmann. The story of little black Sambo comes
from Dravidian India

| remember how Apu laughed when | said that. Little black Hindoos. . . Funny. | expected our workers
would be Frenchmen or something, excess labor being run into the ground, but . . . Right. Mad dogs and
Englismen.

The medium-brown overseer, toasty skin dressed up in white linen, had shrugged, running the whip
between hisfingers, assessing hisline of workmen. These boys, sah, will get the job done. They'sgood
men, these boys.

They worked like machines, glittering in the sun, sweet beading on black skin aslovdly asahedthy
horse's hide, sSinging, taking turns with the water barrel, bringing the crates on down.

"Thisonefirs," | said.

A black man came with a crowbar and opened thelid, nail s squesking as they pulled from wood. Shine



of sunlight on silvery chrome, gray stedl, golden brown copper. Not abit of corrosion. Not abit.

| reached out and touched the A-4 motor, running my fingers over the peroxide turbing's casing, feding
the edges of the slamped-in seria number . . .

Magic.

Magic that will take usto the stars.

| remembered abig, dark cavern. Bridge cranes rumbling overhead, conscript labor down in the squalor
and darkness.Nordhausen . | remember how they starved and died. But they worked, and built these
wondersfor us, working by the numbers, dying in turn, so the missiles could spear up from Holland and

Normandy, crawling away into the sky, on their way to holdout England.

Ver geltungswaffentoo late. Jetstoo late. Maybe if we'd had the industrial organization of the
Americans, the utter, all-consuming confidence of the Draka. . .

Common sense Draka knew how not to waste serf [abor, unlike our fat engineers andkrankliche
politicians

These blacks now, working, Snging in the sun.

| remembered being a some country estate, in the hill country north of the Zambezi, the day they took
off my collar, theday . . . Handsome man with tawny brown hair, sun-streaked hair, casting the collar
adde.

"You're alucky man, Hans. Most landed immigrants had to have come over before the war sarted, or
come over to our Side before we got into Europe proper. Some of your old friends did, and they've
asked for you as a coworker."

Humble. Oh, so humble, "Thank you, sir . . ."

"Don't thank me, Hans. If we'd had the reach to take America, thered be no need for your kind. No
need a dl."

In the background, carefully sprawled on abrocaded divan, there was a naked woman, long, shiny
black hair and pae white skin, maybe French or Itdian, pretty like amovie star, haf-reclining with her
legsjust dightly gpart, staying the way held left her when they brought mein the room.

He saw where | was|ooking and smirked. " Get out Hans. Theré's acar waiting that will take you to
Archona"

* * %

Hand on my shoulder in the here and now, under a sun so bright its rays seemed to punch through white
clothing, through my tropica helmet, ultraviolet light cooking the substance of my brain. Musicd voice,
"Beautiful work you did. Incredible precison.”

| nodded. Nothing to say. Still looking at the workers, so tireless.

Apu sad, "Liké's Rossum's machines, eh, Hans?'



| wonder where Kardl Capek is now. Escaped to America? Slaving on a plantation somewhere? Or just
dead?

Apusad, "They hardly look human.”

These workers. Here and now. | said, "Y ou surprise me, Apu. | mean, black . . ." | guess| nodded at
him, dl the dark tropical tan of him, before glancing back at the workers.

Hislip seemed to curl for amoment, then he laughed, that same genuine-sounding chuckle that never
changed. "Thesehubshi , Hans? Vwel." Another littletitter. " Mypeople were the oneswho first called
themsdvesAryans , Hans, notyour pathetic Hyperborean lot!™

He must have seen the surprise on my face.

"Look athim, Hans" pointing at ayoung Draka officer standing with the mulatto overseer, overseer
who might be his half-brother for al he or we knew, going over some paperwork. " Lookat him. See?
Sahib Log mugearn theright to their name.”

Sahib Log'sHindi. | know that much from Kipling. It means Master Race.

And the British adopted Nigger for the Hindoo, who might well have been lighter than your average
Sicilian, long before it was given over to the Guinea Men, whose own name, English pronunciation
Portuguese spelling for native Ghana, became apgorativefor Itdian . . .

* % *

Home again, with another day's sunburn crackling on my skin. Outside, | could hear dogs barking,
children playing, no more than adistant chatter and clang, African sun staining the sky avermilion-shaded
red, sun dready set, light fading fast. Soon it'll be quiet, children goneto bed, adultsindoors, only the
Night Watch abroad.

Dinner was alead-acid battery sitting in the pit of my stomach, greasy fried Hamburger-sausage and
sta e bread withsauce mayonnaise and aclumsy dice of aready-sprouted Bermudaonion . . .Gott
verdamm ['ve got to learn how to cook. Figure out where to get some German-stylefood . . . nothing
but curry around hereit seems. . . What if I'd run the other way? Would | be sitting in some concrete
bungalo in Arizona, sick from amed of greasy friedtacos and . . .

| looked at the bottle of kirschwasser in my hand, lacking even thewill to pour it in aglass. Another little
swig?No. | put it on the floor, unfolded the paper across my lap, and started picking through the English.
Newspapers are aways the easiest read in aforeign language, vocabulary-limited, English so closeto
German, with so many loan words from aFrench I'd studied ingymnasium .

African news, lots of sports, non-classified military-interest pieces, foreign affairs. . .

There was abig picture on one of the tech-piece pages, Willy Ley, looking every inch thelittle fat Jew,
head of the America's new ballistic missile agency, greeting an exhausted-looking but tillrichtig Wernher
von Braun, formerly with theWehrmacht , broken arm supported at shoulder height . . .

| remembered Ley dl right, from theVerien fir Raumschiffahrt days. Remember how hard it wasto
convince the regisiry court thatraumschiffahrt was area word? We got agood laugh over that one, eh,



Willy? Space-ship-flight. Yes, sir. Not justraumfahrt . That could be astral projection aswell. Yes, Sir.
Asin Anthroposophy. TheGétheanum and . . .

| remembered Ley from those days, but not von Braun, who'd been some teenager hanging about, ol der
than Krafft Erickebut . . . but he remembered me, when the time camefor usall to go to Peenemunde.
Those who hadn't dready goneto America.

Behind them both in the grainy photo, | could see that so-called Hungarian, Edvard Teller. Rumor says

he'stalking about something caled "the Super”. | remember Apu seeming pale and quiet when we talked
about it.

"That would be bad,” said hismusicd voice. "That would be. . . theend it."

Our boss, affectless, said, "Unlessweuns get it first.”

We'd had aguest that day, a skinny, bruised, haunted-looking Russian introduced around the office by a
trandator because his English was so poor. When we talked about the Super, this Sakharov's eyes
seemed to deepen with fear, but he kept his mouth shut.

| wonder.

What if Hitler hadn't hated the Jews? What if they'd givenus the bomb first?

Imaginethat. Britain. Russa America. Ours. Maybe even these Draka. Where would | be sitting now?

Imagining mysdlf in agarden on the Moon.

After awhile, I went to bed, lay in the darkness, listening to soft breezes and phantom night-noises,
feeling my skin crawl and itch, feding every wrinkle in my sheets as alittle princess-peadriving me crazy .
Something. Something | need. Can't remember though.

Everything from the past, memory, desire. Gone.

| got up after awhile, went and peed in the bathroom, afaint splatter down the hole, far enough away |
knew | wasn't missing and pissing on thefloor.

Put on my robe andzoris , went out into the back yard and stood looking up at the stars.

Alpha Centauri was just about the brightest thing in the southern sky from here, Moon adim crescent
waxing in the southeast. | looked toward the ecliptic. Bright Jupiter over there. Which meansMars. . .
yes. Red dot, right where it ought to be.

Raumschiffahrt.

What would we have done, had we been alowed to do it?

Newspaper story talked about the German-language edition of VVon Braun's pamphletDas Mar sproj ekt
, how being reprinted in English.



| imagined the three-stage rocket, theWohnrahd , the moonship, the Marsfleet. Alpha Centauri likea
diamond in the sky, beckoning.

But then | rememberedKristallnacht . Broken-glass-night. And the Jews went away, then Germany
went away, and herel amin Africa

Therewasasmel of cooking from next door, the smel of curry, dark figures on Apu's patio, hiswife
and kids, being served whatever it is Anglo-Indians eat. Chutney on milquetoast? Boiled cabbage and
mung beans? They were being served by abig fat black woman who lived in their house Six days aweek.

Dark shape coming my way, coming over to thelow trellis fence where morning gloriestwined, waiting
to bloom.

Soft, musical words: "Can't deep, Hans?'

"No, Apu."

"A glass of warm milk and sugar, perhaps. . ."

Wadl. HowBrit of you, Apu. "Time. That'sdl it'll take."
"l see™

Silence. | kept looking up at the stars and, finally, whispered, "Ah, God. What foolish dreamswe all
have dreamed!"

More silence, then Apu said, "Y ou are too much aonemy friend. At least . . . get yoursaf amanservant.
Someone to cook, and press your clothesfor you."

| shrugged.

Inalittlewhile, Apu went insgde to bed. After not much longer, so did I. Morning came, and | went to
work as usud, glad for the deeds that were there to do. The new motor was coming along fine, black
sarf machinest craftsmen every bit as meticulous as any German | could think of. And these new Russian
boys. ..

Their patiencewas . . . asurprise.

| started looking forward to the day we could test fire the engine, and thinking about the. . . vehicle.
That'sit then.

What dreamswe all have dreamed.

* * %

At sometimes, in some places, when the season isright, the flat blue sky seemstarnished and tawny,
golden dust mixed in with the blue, not acloud in sight, depthless yellow-blue suspended above the
world. Thisisthe sky that says Africato me, the Africaof the explorers books.

| wonder where Lowell Thomasis, right now? Somewhere safein America, tdling histales of Count



Luckner the Sea-Devil, no doulbt.

Over jungle Africa, maybe this sky would look green, but here. . . not desert Africabut . . . dry. The
Veldt. The Drakensberg.Und so weiter . Hard to remember the opd seaiislessthan aday's drive off,
waves crashing on the shore, fishermen standing with their rods, children swvimming, surferson their
boards. . .

Kommensie, Hans. Let's see you shoot the curl.

Funny when some of the Dutch-descended Drakartry to talk schoolboy German with me, those rough
accents of theirs.. . . same accent | faced one day near Osedom, faced over adeadly, short-barreled
gunRaus! Mit der hande hoch!

And up went my cowardly hands. Kamerad! Kamerad! Bdlsdhriveling away to nothing & dl. And
Goring's got two, but very small . . .

Funny. | thought they'd still be speaking Afrikaansin the cities of the South. A language I'd learn quickly,
be more comfortable with. Lots of Dutch wordsin the English,fon forvon , but the rest of it's gone.

Onelong, hard memory of being led away, shackled and bleeding with just afew other men, chosen
men, stumbling through a haze of fear, confusion, Drak officer's machine pistol cracking, sharp and
ditinct, as he shot my friends, those lesser men, unnecessary men, right through the head, one by one by
one...

"Okay, Hansd. Lemme know when y'dl see what you want.”

Billy Creech'shand on my shoulder, gesturing at the bustle of the common serf market al around.
Maybe he was twenty-three years old, looking for al the world like some Antebellum American
plantation overseer, with histan hair, toothy grin.. . .redneck isthe word I'm thinking, learned from some
novel 1'd read between the wars, those Parisyears. . .

The bossswords, once he finished snickering over what | proposed to do: "Go dong with him, Billy.
See this baby isn't robbed blind by those crooks.”

Sometimes, you forget what the Dominationis , forget whereit'sbeen , how al these people got to the
here and now. Brilliant white cities, Archona, Virconium,faux -Classical architecture, gardens and
boulevards andthis was the noblest Roman of them all , like some Made-in-Hollywood fantasy world,
asabsurd in itsway asVon Harbou's GermaniformAtlantida .

And Fritz Lang, they say, isHollywood'srisng star.

On aplatform before me were adozen tal, deek black men, skin tone as of unfired sculptor's clay,
more gray than brown, almost hairless, arms and legs thin but muscular, long, long penises dangling like
dead mambeas. . .

The man beside them, white djellaba-clad, with black beard a-bristle, black eyes dready caculating a
bargain.Arab , | thought. Zanzibar. Henry Stanley's famous newspaper accounts of Drakische Afrika.
Y ou forget who was here before, and what was going on, layered under the Draka, in and around their
dream, those older dreams, straggling on into an unknown tomorrow.

Billy said, "Them boysre good workers, | hear, farmed up around the Suud these days. Course, they



won't be cookin' anythingyou'd bewilling t'eat.”

| looked around, bewildered by sights, sounds, smells, dust and wind and tawny blue sky. Not what |
wasexpecting. Not at al. This. . .scene. | ... "Where are all the Europeans? | mean . . ."

Images of frightened, cowering Germans and French and Italians and Poles. Where are dll the hundreds
of millions now surrendered to the Domination? Where are myfriends ?

Billy said, "Well mogt of 'em'sdtillwild . It be afew years 'fore you see too many hereabouts. Got to
tame 'emfirgt, see, but . . ." Hetook along look around. "There." Pointing.

Inthe middle distance, dl by himsdf on aplatform, was adim, handsome, dark-haired white man
dressed up in digphanous veil and thin slk kimono. Thin enough you could make out his body, dim and
boyish. He was shading his face from the sun with agarish Chinese parasol, face made up with lipstick
and rouge, steeply arched eyebrows neatly penciledin. . .

Billy snickered. "There'srich ole Drakawill pay powerful good money for a pretty French queer. Exotic.
Too exatic fo' the likes of us."

Exotic. And tame.

Billy said, "Must be something wrong with that 'un to be in acheap market likethis. Anyway, that'sthe
sort of merchandise you dways seefirg.”

So. Milling crowds, eying the tamemerchandise .

Arabs and Crackers, Bedwine Hindee and nasty little blond Dutchboyswith their gaggles of property up
for sale. Farm workers and household servants and whatever the Hell . . .

Voice, thick Draka Southron accent cut by something el se, something undefined, spoken softly: "Girl, |
donetol' you before, keep your legsapart 'f'n you don' want the switch later on! | want 'em tosee yo'
pretty littlehole. . ."

Beyond thetdl Nilotics, alittle man with yelow skin and tight black peppercorn hair, dressed in bib
overals, nothing but rope sandals on hisfest.

Billy said, "Hmh. Sometimes these hereReservation Hottentott get above themselves Disdain. "Nothin'
anybody'll everdo about it though. Museum piece, they say. "Heritage of Africa’ Shee-it!" Underlined
with agob of spit in the dust.

| felt my mouth suddenly go dry.

Thelittle yellow man saw melooking, and . . ."Ah, step right up, youfine Archona Gentlemen! Step right
up and feast yo'eyes on aprime piece o' red estate!”

Billy said, "Cripes. Like one 0' mah grandaddy's plantation-bred preacher-boys. . ."

The girl stood till, dim and long-waisted, tall, brown of skin, black of hair and eye, stlanding hipshot,
with one knee drawn out to the side, foot arched upen pointe asinstructed, so we could see. . .

A littlerise of bonethere, right there where it counts, rising beneath the taut skin of her abdomen . .. Dry



medica voicein my head,hypogastric region . . . Therewas adight matching protrusion around her
mouth, lips parted dightly, pushed open by afaint glint of white teeth, black eyeslooking right a me, into

my eyesand. . .
Strangling, | took abregth, looking away and . . .

Billy snorted, asingle-syllablelaugh, and said, "W, Ireckon she can cook and pressyo' suits, Hansel
oleboy. And Ireckon yo' account can bear the expense. . ."

"Just give the man yo' account number, Hans. Have him package her up fo' delivery and well get on
back to work."

When | looked &t the girl again, there was nothing at al in her face, black eyesimpenetrable bits of night
sky set deep in her face. | turned to thelittle yellow man and said, "Wha. . . what's her name?"

The man shrugged, hardly glancing a her. "Don't know."

Don't know?
Billy said, "What difference doesit make? Y oull think of something, Hans. Let'sgo. You'vegot a
guidance design review meeting in two hours, then this afternoon we've got the al-up shot.”

Go.

* * %

That afternoon, the harsh sunlight over the veldt had a milky tranducent qudity that made the cloudless
sky look amost white. We were under avnings, in the shade, but you could still fed its sting, Stedlthy on

your skin.

In the distance, amile or so away, the Test Article stood smoking on its pad, gentle curls of water vapor
faling groundward, afading wisp of cloud like a ghost-snake by the LOX overpressure vent.

L oudspeaker said, ""Four minutes."

The Test Article looked like two long, thin A-4's stuck side-by side, each eighty feet tall, booster, my
baby, afeatureless slo beside the missileitsdf, with its broad white deltawings, cannards and twin
vertical stabilizers. Ten thousand imperia galons of acohol and liquid oxygen aboard the boogter,
another ten thousand gallons of carefully refined and filtered kerosene aboard the missile.

From thisangle, you couldn't reglly see the big pods of the twin ramjet engines, about to have thelr first

al-up live-firetest. | felt confident, though. The Fisdler and Argus boys had done fine work, once they'd
gotten properly organized under Dr. Kuznetsov. Who would've thought a Russian engineer, of dl things.

"Three minutes. Oxygen system isolated." The vent wisp suddenly digppeared.

"Hans? Boss says you'll want to look at this" | turned away, unwilling. A thin, gray-faced man was
holding out afolder full of papers.



"Thanks, Sergel." Korolyov was doing good job managing the engineteam, but . . . you could tdll his
heart was damaged by the things that'd happened to him, before, during, after . . . They say Stalin had
himinthegulag . What afool. Stain should have given him money and workers. Then Sergei Korolyov
would have given him anti-aircraft missiles and rocket planes that might have done to the Nazisand

Drakawhat . . .
Hell.
Dreams. All just dreams.

"Two minutes." Near the pad, asren began to blow, and you could seetiny figures moving away, getting
aboard their little teamers, raising clouds of dust asthey drove toward us.

Sergel was looking over my shoulder as | opened the package. " See? What do you think of your friends
now?'

Thefirst sheet wasagrainy telex photo, taken at along dant angle across some stony gray desert
country, low mountainsin the background | recognized from mid-war newsred footage. Jornada del
Muerte . The Death's Journey Mountains.

Hanging againgt the pae sky, gray in the photo, undoubtedly bluer than this one, here and now, was afat
white rocket, two stages separated by a gridwork truss, rising on along, transparent flame beaded with
big shock diamonds.

"S0," | said, just to mysdlf. "So they went with the hypergolics after dl." Aniline and nitric acid maybe?
No. It'd have to be better than that.

Korolyov sad, "Apparently. Chelomei hasturned up in America” There was something ese, in Russan,
words | thought | knew. He leaned close, studying the photo. "Nitrogen tetroxide and unsymmetrical
dimethyl hydrazine make alovely dear violet flame."

| said, "Did you just say, "lucky bastard' about your friend Chelomei?"
"Oneminute," said the loudspesker.

He shrugged. "Not quite. If you look at the stat sheet, you'll seethat thing could deliver Teller's " Super’
from astein North Americato anywhere on Domination territory.”

| flipped the page. The next photo was of the rocket in the sky, bending in the middle, asitsinterstage
truss gave way. Thethird page was apicture of alovely explosion. | tried to imagine it asa purple flower
inthe sky. "They'd better try harder then, if hesto have any luck at al.”

Hesad, "If the Drakadon't win, the Americanswill just give usjobs. Cepitdigsarelikethat.”

Inwhat Russian | could muster, | muttered, " Tishe. Durdk! " Shut up. Y ou fool.

He shrugged, and . . .

The loudspeaker began, "Ten, nine, eight . . ."



"Ignition." The booster lit, black smoke and dull red fire fluttering around the base. After afew seconds,
the dull thud and soft rumble.

"Turbine spin up." The fire brightened, blowing away the smoke, turning yelow, then white. Another
dday, then that familiar, steady waterfall sound.

"Releae”

The Test Articlelifted off the pad, climbing on aclean ydlow flame, turning so the missilewould be on
top as she headed out over the blue waters of the Indian Ocean.

Watching her go, shading his eyes againg the afternoon sun, Sergei said, "What would it belike, if aman
wanted to ride that thing, | wonder?'

My turn to shrug. "Well, now. A man'sjust not as heavy as an atom bomb, ishe? If they let usdoiit,
therewill be. . . alot of new work for the team.”

Sergel smiled. "What wasit you fellows used to say, Hans?Arbeit macht frei? Wasthat it?"

Unwilling, | remembered.

Before they got us sorted out, figured out who to cgjole and who to kill, the Draka put us on work
gangs, clearing away rubble, clearing streets, burning the sad debris of war, until, one day, | found mysdf
with arag tyed around my face, laboring through afearsome stench, throwing dead Jewsin aditch,
covering them with white lime and black dirt, while ritual-scarred Janissaries watched, laughing, joking
with one another, uncaring, amused, relaxed black men with deadly black guns.

I remember | bent to pick up askinny, naked, dead woman.

Skinny. | can't imagine how she got so thin, a skeleton covered with parchment skin. Everything about
her sunken in but her mouth and pubis, al ebows and knees and hips.

| bent to pick her up, looking at that lovely tuft of shiny black hair, and wonder how, disembodied,
dead, it still had the power to enchant me.

| remember how, suddenly, | wanted to. . .

No. Think about your rocket, Hans, rising into the sky.

Another part of me wanted to think about what was waiting for me a home.
And yet another did not.

Aswell try to turn back the tides of the sea.

* * %

Home, sunset staining the sky brick red, full dark rimming the eastern sky, beyond the mountains, out
over the Hindoo Sea, Drakische Mare Nostrum soon enough, | went and stood by the mailbox,
examining the day'sworthless. . .



Apu crossed hislawn, dressed in loose, garish shorts, some wild maroon pattern print | understood was
cdled Madras, awhite linen shirt, sandds. "l saw it, Hand What asight that was!" Voice musical and full
of enthusasm.

| nooded, sorting the mail, trying not to think.

He said, "Therange safety officer detonated her just after she cleared the coast. Ten thousand
kilometersan hour, at full cruise! Shewould have beenin Augrdiainnotimedl!"

| nodded again. What the hell are you doing outsde? What are you waiting for? Hm?

Hesaid, "My wifesaysyou, ah . . . received addivery today."

| felt my face burning, not looking up, not wanting to see whatever expression was on hisface.
"Wdll," hesaid. "I won't be expecting to see you later on then!™

No?When | tried looking a him, his expression proved to be serious and gentle.

"Sometimes,” hesaid, "l envy you, Hans." Then he turned and walked away, head down, handsin
pockets, toward the veranda of hishouse, where | saw hiswife stting drinking atdl glass of tea. She

waved.

When | opened the front door, the light wasdiminsgdeand . . . different. Something different here. Asif
| could smell something. . .

Abruptly, | remembered how, sometimes, | would become, oh, call it subliminalyaware of my wife. She
would come into aroom where | was working, would just stand there, and no matter what | was doing,
no matter how focused, no matter what she was wearing, however unflattering, | would suddenly imagine
her naked, imagine her hipsand thighsand belly . ..

Wetalked about it, the thought amusing her so,really, Hans , making her blush, and it turned out these
things happened most often right around her fertile time, nature subverting al our attemptsto contral . . .

No sign of her in the Draka serf intake records. Sorry, Hans . Too bad, old man.

She stood, emerging from the shadows, apparently having been sitting on the bare floor between my
battered divan and the cold ashes of the fireplace, which I'd been afraid to light for fear of burning the
place down in my abstraction, my evenings full of dreamsand regret.

"Massuh de Groot."

Her voice was soft. Throaty. Full.

"Uh." | stood therelike anidiot. What doesonesay to a. . . serf? Nicelittle euphemism, that. Latin
servus , meaning dave. In my family, we never even had servants.

She crossed the room, face shadowed, eyes glinting, uncertain, looking at me. Knedled in some kind of
ritud posture, making me fed even moreridiculous.

"Um.Your . ..name?"'



Shelooked up a me, curious, eyes seeking, questioning, probing. What isit aserf needsto do, then?
Under stand the wishes of her master .Anticipate .

Shesad, "Khoikhoi caled me—" something abrupt, with a couple of clicksembedded init.
"Um. And your red name?"'

"My Mammy say—" something musicd, like Itaian but obvioudy not. Maagasy?

"um."

She stood, something odd in her face now. | felt myself strangling, unable to bresthe. How am | going to
managethis. . . this. .. Oh, you know.

Shesad, "Massuh, you want yo' dinnah now?"
All'I could do was nod.

"Ah'll do my bes. Yo' kitchen..." A dow shake of the head, an amused look. "Bes | lights afire too.
Chase awvay them shaduhs. . ." Turning away then, and | thought, Taking like some American movie
Negro. Wherewould they learn that?

What those movies were about, of course, was the world many of the Draka's ancestors had | eft behind,
little Porgie helping Pocelain make the bed, nyuk-nyuk-nyuk . . .

| sat in my chair, helpless, watching her bend in athin linen dress, looking at the shape of her, watching
her move, suddenly half-starved and . . .

* * %

Later, suddenly later, | wasin my room, sitting on the edge of the bed, that wonderful dinner asolid
lump in my middle, adish whose name | didn't know, made from ingredients | didn't know 1'd had. When
| asked, stuttering, she said what | thought was the name of the fat black woman who served Apu's
family. "Sheanicelady. Bonded servant. Almost free”

Whatever the Hell that means. Draka society was mostly a closed book to me, so many things, so many
differences. Not at dl like the Germany 1'd known, Germany no more. Maybe abit like Americathe
Movie, but only alittle bit.

Suddenly, she was in the open doorway of my room, standing there, looking at me, face.. . . unreadable.
IIYSIII

"Where you wants me to deep, Massuh? They'saspareroom, but no . . ."

Right. No bed. Not even apile of ragsfor hertodegpon. "l .. ."

She cameinto the room then, dark shadow in wan lamplight, eyes shining on mine. "Well. | sees™ Then
she unbuttoned the few top buttons of her shift, reached around to untie the back, pulled it off over her

head and was naked.



Nakeder than any woman | had ever imagined before.
She stood, posed, something like asmile, aknowing smile on her face, watching me Sare.

Look at me. Mouth hanging open. Swesat beading on my brow. What next, arope of drool from my
lips?
She reached down, hand passing dowly over her smooth belly, going between her legs, pausing there,

drawing in my eyes. Then shetook her hand to her face, covering her mouth and nose, drawing in adeep
bresth.

And said, "Thisagood timefo' me, Massuh. Hopesto make it agood timefo' you, aswell.”

* % *

Some time later, we stood out in adlit trench, my comrades and I, out in the dry Namib desert under a
featureless morning sky, sky the neutral color of the primer coat on abrand new steamer, just before the
factory lays on that familiar enamd gloss, with dl itscolor and glow.

We stood, and we waited.

Nothing. A soft, dry wind. The soft murmur of peopletalking, talking in whispers, asthough. . .
something wereligening.

Apu put his hand on my shoulder, and said, "You seem . . . vwell. Relaxed.”

Unbidden, the memory of her in the night, lying in the bed with my hands upon her, looking up a me,
eyes. . . watching mine, looking into them, asif deep into my soul.

| remembered the way her breath had quickened later on, perfectly responsive, responsesin sync with
mine, asif ...

| remember awakening from adream, flinching out of it, running from amemory, three naked women
standing by aditch, pretty girls, Ukrainians| think, maybe Jews, maybe not.

The Three Graces. One so tall and brave. Another, smaler, dmost like achild despite the pretty breasts
and lovely pubic swatch, head down on the other's bosom, eyes closed. A third by her side, looking
frightened and cold, but modest even now, one arm across her breasts, the other hand covering her
vulva

| remember the clatter of the bolt being drawn back, machine gun being cocked.

| remember, behind the women there was aditch, aready haf full.

| can't remember why | was at Babi Y ar that day, only that they invited me out to watch, asthough to a
picnic.

And when | awoke from the dream, gasping, covered with cold swest, she said, " Theah now, Massuh.
Jes adream, tha'sall. Y ou safe now. I'sheah.”



A voice with the power to makeit al right again, lying under me, breath quickening, at just theright
moment, clutching me close, crying out with joy.

| fdt mysdf flush, avoiding Apu'samile.
Down theway, the boss said, "One minute, gentlemen. See to your goggles.”

We were ten miles away, far behind the front lines, where soldiers and experimental subjects waited. |
remembered the boss saying, "This had best work, gentlemen, now that Teller .. ."

Korolyov, in aharsh whisper, "Teller's Super istoo heavy for the Atlas. Weve got time yet.”

Over aloudspeaker, someone's voice began counting down. | pulled down my goggles and the world
was blotted away, nothing but darkness under a brilliant African sun, the sound of my breething, other
people. . . dmogt asif we were holding our breaths, no more whispers now.

"Four .. .three...two..."

The world came back, colored gray and silver, the desert cast with stark, impossible shadows.

Beyond, the entire horizon seemed to lift away, aflat linerisng, then animpossible sunrise, ball of light
bloating from the edge of the world, faling skyward like a huge bubble of steam lifting from the bottom of

the sea.

Therewas abrilliant corona, streamers of light, a visible shockwave, atmosphere congtraining the event
asbest it could.

The ground dammed my feet, making me stagger.

Darkness closing in as the bomblight faded.

| pulled up my gogglesthen, gaping a atowering malignancy, fat column of black smoke reaching
aready into the stratosphere, spreading there because it could go no farther, coming toward us swiftly,
like thefront of an onrushing sorm.

"That's bigger than yo' said, | think. Some of them boysup front .. ."

Five megatons, | thought. We calculated five megatons. This. . . ten? Fifteen? Somewhere, we've done
something wrong.

Watching the pressure wave cross the desert toward us, raising acloud of dust, Apu, in avoice hushed
with wonder and sorrow, said, " '| am become Deeth .. .' "

" . ..the Dedtroyer of Worlds." " replied Sakharov, lifting his goggles away, looking upward into face of
his child, eyeslike two pieces of dead, empty stone.

Then the hot wind struck and roared overhead, while we cowered together in the bottom of our ditch.

And, when | went home that night, dark, sweet Gretel was waiting for me just insde the door, wearing
the new linen shift I'd bought her.



Ready and waiting, with asmilejust for me.

Then the dreamer becomes the dream, as mourning became Electra, making her oh-so-pretty indeed.

ThelLast Word

Harry Turtledove
Harry Turtledove has been cdled the magter of dternate history. Thisisannoying.

Not because heisn't amaster of that form, but because he's d'so amaster of heroic fantasy,humorous
fantasy—far more difficult to do well—space opera, idea-oriented hard sciencefiction, straight historical
fiction, and an implausibly large range of other types of literature. For relaxation, he reads Byzantine
Greek chronicles.

Harry isan unfairly tal man of frightening intellect and reassuring warmth, who liveswith hiswife Laura
(aso awriter) and histhree intimidatingly bright daughtersin Southern Cdifornia. It'sasif the Qs dated
for legions of surfer dudes and val-gas had been suctioned out and concentrated in one hilarioudy
scholarly household in the San Fernando valley, wherethe art of conversation till lives.

Harry'swork includes the class cWORLDWAR series, which single-handedly resurrectsthe
dien-invasion stories of yore and updates them, The Guns of the South , ameditation on the American
Civil War with Afrikaners and AK-47s, and the grimly majestic alternate-history masterpiece which
beginswithHow Few Remain , continuesthroughThe Great War: American Front , and most recently
culminatesinWalk in Hel L.

Here he shows—through a protagonist many of us may somehow recognize—how even utter defeat can
beakind of victory.

Commodore Anson MacDonad strode into the underground refectory. "What'sthe latest?" he asked.

Nobody paid any attention to him. All eyes wereriveted on the big, wall-mounted televisor. The news
reader, her pretty face worn and haggard, her eyes red with tears that hadn't—quite—poured down her
face, gpoke like amachine: "—San Francisco now definitely known to be vaporized. The government did
not escape. Along with the destruction of Manhattan and Washington, this confirms—"

Someone had aremote control. He aimed the little box at the televisor asif it were an assault rifle. And
the infrared beam killed the screen, which went black. "That's that,” somebody dse said. "The Alliance
for Democracy iswashed up.”



Across the room, someone said, "For God's sake, get me abeer.”

MacDonald looked from one soldier to another. He was alean, bald man in hismid-fifties, the graying
hair he had lft cropped close to the sides and back of his skull, athin line of mustache—darker than the
hair on his head—just above his upper lip. He felt very much a stranger here: held been rotated to the
Nantahaa Redoubt for afamiliarization tour . . . just at the exact moment the Snakes chose to launch the
Find War.

Even his uniform waswrong. He was a thirty-year Navy man, and proud of the deep blue, the blue of
thetropica ocean a night, but it didn't fit here, not with everyone e se in mottled woodland camouflage.

And the Navy-blue uniform wasn't the only thing that didnt fit in. Anson MacDonad felt as devastated
asthe news reader had sounded. The country he loved, the system he believed in, going down under the
Domination of the Draka? What had that Englishman called the Snakes?A boot in the face of mankind
forever —something like that, anyhow. He had every right to fed asif theworld had just ended. For all
practical purposes, it had.

But the men in the mottled uniforms seemed grimly content with their fate, with their country'sfate. One
of them, afellow with captain's bars on his collar tabs, came up to MacDonald and said, "Take it easy,
Commodore. They didn't put usin the Redoubt for when things were going fine. Thisiswhat were here
for: to give the Draka as much trouble as we can for aslong as we can, even though the Alliance for
Democracy haslost thewar.”

"Madness" MacDondd said. "I've dways thought so. Defegatist madness.”

"No, gr." The captain—the name tape above the right breast pocket of hisuniform said
FISCHER—shook his head. " Strategy. The Draka have won the phase of the game that just ended.
Now we have to make sure they get aslittlejoy from it as possible. We have to tie them down in endless
cleanup operations, make sure they'll need to worry about us ten years from now, twenty yearsfrom
now, maybe fifty years from now. Weve got men and women in here, you know. We canraiseup a
whole new generation to give the Snakes grief.”

"What's the point?* MacDonad asked hitterly. "The Afghans gave them grief after the Great War. The
Finns gave them grief after the Eurasian War. The Afghans are Draka Janissaries these days, the Finns,
poor bastards, are mostly dead. And those sons of bitches are going to turn the free men and women of
the United States and the rest of the Alliance into serfs. Do you know what that is, Captain? It'sthe
biggest repein the history of theworld."

"Yes, gr." Fischer had along, skinny face that seemed stupid till you studied it for alittle while.
MacDonad had known afew men like that; what made them seem not quitein the real world wasn't
stupidity but intense concentration. After afew seconds, Fischer returned to the here-and-now. "Sir, like
it or not, you're here for the duration. Ever play agame of chesswhere you threw away your queen likea
damnfool?'

Caught off guard, MacDonald let out a couple of syllables worth of barking laughter. "Unfortunately,
yes”

"Okay." When Fischer grinned, helooked years younger, dmost like akid. "Y ou aren't going to win
after that. But if you're fedling stubborn and you've got a hafway decent defense, you can go into ashell
and make the other fellow work like a son of abitch to finish you. That'swhat we're al about.”



"But what's the point?* Anson MacDonad demanded. " The point was, we never should have lost our
queeninthefirst place. Now that we have, were il facing alost game. We would have done better to
put dl thisenergy, dl this manpower, al these resources, into first-strike capability. | aways said so, to
anyone who would listen. Not enough people did.”

"And maybe we would have logt al those people, dl those resources, on account of the Snakes stinking

virus," Captain Fischer said. "We'redtill dedling with that; the drugs only help so much. But that's not the
point. The point is, thisisn't chess. The rules are more e astic, when there are rules. And you've forgotten
something dse”

"What'sthat?' MacDondd barked—he didn't like getting alecture from this whippersnapper. Captain
Fischer spoke two quiet words. MacDondd stiffened to attention. "I am at your service, Sir."

* * %

Janissary Sergeant Hans rubbed at the orange dave tattoo behind hisleft ear. It didn't itch, but he
imagined it did. He held up ahand. The squad he led was glad to stop for ablow. They liked the look of
the mountai nous woods ahead no better than he did. Even if the leaves were off the trees, anything could
be hiding in there. It probably was, too.

"Where'sthe map say were at, Sarge?" asked atrooper named Usama

Being a sergeant, Hans had been trained in such mysteries. He didn't even need to consult the map to
answer, "That lagt little town we just went through was caled Cheoah." His English wasthe durred
didect of the Domination—not so very much different from what thefolk hereinthe U.S. didtrict of
North Carolina spoke—with something guttural undernesth, areminder that both his grandfathers had
fought for theReich and theFUhrer against the Draka. They'd lost, and now he marched under the dragon
that held chains and sword. He didn't worry about it. He just did what his officerstold him, and handled
the squad with aveteran's lack of fuss.

"Nothing left of that place no more, not after the gunships gave it the once-over.” Usamawastdl and
lean and dark, with along scimitar of anose and a neet black beard. He carried a scope-sighted sniper's
rifle on hisback.

"No more town there, sure enough.” Hans spat. He lit a cigarette. "But those bastards nailed Boris and
Kema. Shouldn't never have happened.”

Everyone nodded. " Stinking civilians,” somebody said. "What're they doin’ with so many rifles?!
"It'slikethey'redl Citizens"" Hanssaid.

"My ass." That was Usamaagain. "Wecan lick these Y ankees hand to hand. Redl Citizens, they'd have
‘em for breskfagt.”

"No, not Citizenslikethat." A thoroughly hard man, Hans admired the Draka not least because he knew
they were harder. "But they've dl got the right to carry wegpons. Somethin' in their congtitution—the.. . .
fifth amendment?' He shrugged. He couldn't precisaly remember the briefing. " So we got to ded with
more goddamnfrancs-tireurs than you can shake astick at, on top of whatever red
soldiers—holdouts—they've got left.”

He scowled at the last sentence. The USA wasn't pacified. Hell, it wasn't even occupied. That was his



job. 1t was a nasty one, too. He wondered what his chances were of getting old enough to retire and buy
himself atavern or something. He shrugged against the weight of body armor. Not so good, probably.

"That one old bastard got Borisright between the eyes.” Usama spoke with grudging professiona
respect. "Had to befive, sx hundred meters, too. Good shot.”

Corporal Soshangane was a Zulu; hisfolk had been under the Draka yoke longer than ddmost any other.
From what he'd told Hans, he was a sixth-generation Janissary, and he thought very much like his
masters. "Damn fools," he said now, in accents that might almost have belonged to avon Shrakenberg.
"Kill acouplaus, cost 'em that whole damn town."

"I don't think they reckon that way," Hanssaid. "This heréslike it wasin Europe fifty years ago, only
more s0. They ain't gonna go down easy.”

"Long asthey go down." Soshangane grinned, white teeth extra bright in his dark face. "Some o' the
girls, they go down mighty nice.”

"Ja," Hans said, aword that did duty foryeah in the English spoken between the Rhine and the Oder.
He ground the cigarette out under his boothed. "Come on—into the woods." He pointed north and
south. "We aren't gonnalet those bastards go in dl by themsalves, are we?' Nobody said no. Y ou didn't
let your buddies down. The Janissaries fought by few rules, but that was one of them.

Hans's boots scrunched in dead leaves. He cursed under his breath, in English and in the German held
learned as a child. Nothing to be done about it. The leaves were everywhere, here and there drifted deep
like snow. Hans's eyes flicked back and forth, up and down. He wished for eyesin the back of his head.
His buddies were the eyesin the back of his head, but that didn't seem enough.

Back and forth, up and down. They didn't have woods like thisin Germany—not anywhere in Europe
that he knew of. This place looked asif he were the first man who'd ever set foot here. It would probably
be gloriousin spring, with thetreesin full leaf, with the birds singing songs held never heard before, and
with sguirrels peering at him out of beady black eyes.

Everything was quiet now, except for the small sounds he and his men couldn't help making. The hair on
the back of hisneck kept wanting to prickle up. He couldn't have proved he was being watched, but he
had that feding. HE'd learned to pay attention to it. If you didn't pay attention to such fedlings, you ended
up buying aplot, not atavern.

Still, he was taken by surprise when automatic-weapons fire ripped into the squadfrom behind . He
whirled and dove for cover, his Holbars T-7 dready spitting death. Even as he thudded down onto the
ground, he knew he was up for a court-martia. How the devil had he walked right past those Y ankee
bastards without even knowing they were there?

Then agrenade burst half ameter in front of hisface, and such questions became academic.

* * %

Anson MacDonad felt uncomfortable in auniform of green and brown camouflage splotches, even
though the holdouts had supplied him with one with a star on each collar tab—brigadier genera wasthe
Army equivaent of commodore.l'm not betraying Annapolis , hetold himsef. Thisis the only way |
have |eft to hit back at the enemy. Oh, some of the Alliance submersibles are probably still out
there, but I'd have just as easy a time getting to the asteroid belt as going aboard one of them.



They're on their own now, same as | am. | hope they do a lot of damage before the Shakes finally
sink'em.

"Did you spray yourself with insect repellent?’ Captain Fischer asked asthey emerged from the mouth of
acave.

"Of course | did." MacDonad knew he sounded offended. He couldn't help it. "I grew up in Missouri,"
he told the younger officer, frost till in hisvoice. "I knew about chiggers twenty years before you were a
gleaminyour old man'seye.”

"All right, gr." Fischer remained unruffled. " Some people need ahead start.” I've just been given the
glove , MacDonad thought, and chuckled under his breath. Fischer went on, "Now—can you see the
cave wejust came out of 7'

After looking back, Commodore MacDonald had to shake his head. "No—and we can't have moved
more than three or four meters.”

"That'sright." Fischer smiled. Again, the grin took years off him. "That rock overhang hidesit unlessyou
know exactly where to |ook—and even then it's not easy to spot. It's even harder in the summertime. The
trees have their leaves, and the wild rhododendrons and such grow like madmen underneath ‘em. If you
can't seeit, the Drakawon't, either.”

"Not until we come out and give 'em ahard time." Anson MacDonad grinned agrin of hisown, a
savage grin that made his teeth seem extraordinarily sharp. "Those Janissaries never knew what hit 'em.”
Helooked to the eadt. It was after ten in the morning, but the sun still hadn't climbed over the edge of the
valey near whose bottom they stood. "This country's even more rugged than | thought coming into the
Redoubt."

"Nantahalas a Cherokee word, they tell me," Fischer answered. " Supposed to mean "Land of the
Noonday Sun." A lot of the valeys hereabouts are so steep, noon's the only time the sun gets down into
‘emat dl. Add in al the caves and dl the mineshafts—people went after micaand talc and emerads, but
they hardly ever made enough to pay their way—and you've got some nasty terrain to overrun.”

"And we'vetied alot of the caves and the shafts together into anice network,” MacDonadd said.

"No, sr," Fischer said, quietly but emphaticaly. "Nota network. A lot of different networks, al through
thiswhole area. Sooner or later, welll lose prisoners. We have to assume they won't all be able to
suicide, and that meansthe Drakawill start squeezing things out of them. We don't want the Redoubt
unraveling when thefirgt string comes|oose, the way a chegp sweseter would. If they want us, they'll have
to comein and dig usout, and it'll cost 'em.”

"I should hope s0." Anson MacDonald looked around. ™Y ou could turn most of thisto radioactive glass
without bothering us much.”

Fischer nodded. "That's the idea. We come out, give them hdll in four different states, and then
disappear again." He grimaced. "The only rough spot is, Since we're up againgt the Snakesit's hard as hell
on the civilian populaion.”

But now Commodore MacDonad shook his head. "'If the Drakawant to kill hostages, that's their
mistake. Better for Americansto die asfree menthanto live asdaves."



"Sir, do meafavor,” Fischer said. "Take that to the Propaganda Section. One of our biggest worriesis
how to get our personnel to carry on with the Snakes holding a gun to the country's head.”

MacDonald's face and voice were blegk. "The gun's aready gone off. The Allianceisdead. The USA is
dead. We're not fighting to win—you said so yoursalf. We're fighting to hurt the Draka and keep on
hurting them. That's adifferent business. | presume everyonein the Redoubt isavolunteer?' Hed never
asked before, but the answer seemed obvious.

And, sure enough, Captain Fischer said, "Yes, ar.”

"All right, then." Anson MacDonad had never been aman to brook much nonsense from anyone. "'l
presume they knew what they were volunteering for, too. Weve got no magic way to throw the Snakes
back acrossthe Atlantic. We can't very well start anew religion and go crusading againgt them. All we
candoisgivethemgrief.”

"That'sright,” Fischer said. "That'sthe attitude. If I'm down to my king, | want the other fellow down to
aking and a pawn, and | want to make him have to work like hell to promote that pawn."

"Thereyou go, son." Suddenly, crazily, MacDonald felt years younger than he had any business being.
Maybe Fischer felt the same, for he grinned again. They both did down into the cave. Oncethey'd
scrambled alittle way back from the entrance, there was room to stand up. The air insgde was cool and
damp and smelled of dirt. From what Fischer said, it was dways like that, winter and summer. Fischer
reached up and touched a piece of the cave roof that looked no different from any other piece. A
doorway opened. Till it did, MacDonald couldn't havetold it from the rest of the back wall. He and
Captain Fischer walked into the Redoubt. The door closed behind them.

* * %

In atent outside Gastonia, North Carolina, two Draka officers studied a map that looked asif it had a
bad case of the meades. "Wotan's prick, what're we gonna do about this place?' Moirarch Benedict
Arnold asked. These past couple of generations, every mae Citizen surnamed Arnold seemed to have
that first name, areminder of just what the Domination thought of the Y ankees they'd been hating for two
hundred years.

"I know what 1'd like to do, Ben," answered his superior, Merarch Piet van Damm. Hisfamily had
deeper roots in southern Africa than anyone this side of the Bushmen. When Arnold raised a questioning
eyebrow, he went on, "I'd like to air-burst enough H-bombs over that country to turnit dl to dag.”

"Still wouldn't get rid of the holdouts," Arnold said mournfully. "From what the Security Directorate says,
they're based underground. They've been gettin' ready for thisfor along time, the sons of bitches."

Merarch van Damm chuckled. "And we ain't?' But the grin did off hisface. Hewasdl businessashe
went on, "l don't careif it'd get rid of ‘em or not. It'd take away their cover. That'striple-canopy forest
there—underbrush up to your chest, then asecond layer twice as high asaman, and then the big
hardwoods and pines on top o' that. Blast it down to the ground an' we'd be able to spot those bastards
when they came topside to do their mischief.”

"Sounds good to me," Arnold said. "Weve lost too many men already—not just Janissaries, elther, but
Citizens, moren we can afford. Damn the Y ankees, they stashed some of their best down there. How do
we go about gettin' authorization for it?"



"| tried,” Piet van Damm answered. "We don't. Won't happen. Forget about it. Wish for the moon. Hell,
wevegot the moon.”

"Who's got his head up his assin the High Command?* Arnold asked. The two of them were old friends.
Had they been anything e se, the moirarch wouldn't have put his career on the linelike that.

Before answering, van Damm walked out of the tent into the cold, nasty rain that drummed down
outside. Benedict Arnold pulled up his head and followed. "Never can tell who might be listening,” van
Damm remarked. "Even out here, | won't name names. But theinitiasarev.S.

Benedict Arnold stared. "The von Shrakenbergs? Jesus Chrigt, why?' He was horrified enough to swear
by something stronger than the neopagan pantheon.

"Asbest | can make out, two reasons, maybe three," Merarch van Damm said. "Number one, they say
both sides have dready used too many atomic weapons.”

"Something to that,” Arnold admitted reluctantly.

"Something,” van Damm said. "Not enough, if you ask me. Number two iskind of related to number
one. Those Y ankee bastards there are enough of a nuisance to keep our soldiers sharp for yearsto
come. They won't get soft from lack of anything to do. Our grandfathers used the Finns the same way
fifty yearsago."

"Something to that, too," Moirarch Arnold said. Thistime, he raised the objection himsdf: "But not
enough, like you said before. We needed to stay sharp after we licked the Nazis and the Reds—we till
had the Alliance to worry about. But now it'swhipped. Theworldisours, Sr."

"I know." His superior walked alittle farther from the tent, asif to put more distance between himsdlf
and any possiblelistening devices. Arnold followed once more. After adozen squelching steps, van
Damm deigned to continue: "And theres athird reason, or I've heard thereés athird reason.” He moved
onagan.

So, perforce, did Benedict Arnold. "Well?' he asked at last.

"Y ou didn't hear thisfrom me," Merarch van Damm told him. "I don't care if the Security Directorate
shoves burning pine divers up under your fingernails, but you didn't hear thisfrom me."

"l got you," Arnold said. If the SD boys ever started grilling him, burning pine diverswere the least he
had to worry about in this eectronic age, but van Damm had made his point.

"All right." The senior officer nodded heavily. "The third reason, from what | heer—and you don't need
to know where | heard it—isthat the von Shrakenbergs want that whole region kept as agame preserve
for the days after we whip this continent into our kind of shape. It'sone of the last stretches of thiskind of
forest left in eastern North America”

"A game preserve?' Benedict Arnold didn't say the words out loud. He couldn't. He just mouthed them.
After afew seconds, he found his voice again: "The von Shrakenbergs are going to let us bleed for the
sake of agame preserve ?'

Piet van Damm chuckled. " Sounds like them, doesn't it? And it fits together with number two. After dl,
what are the Y ankees these days but game? Y ou ever read the story that Englishman wrote back before



wewere born?"

"Who hasn't?" Arnold said. "But aproper Drakawouldn't have let that bastard bushwhack him. You
hunt the way you do everything else: to win. Y ou don't win, thereés no point toit."

"Of coursenot.” Van Damm nodded. "But hewroteit for Englishmen and Americans, so naturally the
Drakahad tolose." One hand folded briefly into afist. "Well, we didn't lose, and we're not going to lose.
Theworld isours, and well do whatever we damn well pleasewithit."

Benedict Arnold tarted to say something, then checked himsalf. When he did speak, it was after some
little thought: "Y ou'reright, sir. And on that scale of things, what's one game preserve more or less?’ He
cameto attention, ignoring the rain with the ease of aman who'd known worse. " Service to the State!”

"Glory to the Race!" Piet van Damm finished the secular—the nearly secular—invocation. He peered
west toward the Great Smoky Mountains, not that visibility was even akilometer right thisminute. "All
the same, the sooner we stop hunting holdouts and start hunting boar, the happier I'll be."

* % *

Anson MacDonad sat down at atable and opened an MFR. Theinitials stood for Meal, Fully Ready.
Thetroops, predictably, had come up with arather different meaning for the acronym, one that Oedipus
would have approved of. The MFRs were supposed to be able to sustain life indefinitely. Maybe it only
seems like forever , MacDonald thought as he opened the foil-wrapped serving of what was aleged to
be beef stew.

Captain Fischer sat down beside him. His MFR held chicken alaking—chicken a la thing, inthe
parlance of the soldiers of the Redoubt. He spooned up amouthful, then grimaced. "Eating these
bastards is about the only thing that tempts me to surrender to the Snakes,” he said.

He meant it for ajoke, but MacDonald frowned. "Do you suppose that might prove enough of a
problem to lead to desertions?' he asked.

"l doubt it, Sr." Fischer waved to the televisor screen, which was showing Draka programming these
days. at the moment, instructions on the proper behavior for serfsin the presence of Janissaries or Draka
Citizensthemselves. That wasfairly innocuous. But Fischer went on, "Remember last night?!

MacDonald grunted. "I'm not likely to forget it." The Snakes had broadcast what they called an object
lesson: the execution of several men who'd presumed to shoot at one of their vehicles. It had taken along
time, and it hadn't been pretty.

"1 hope that's not going to be a problem with the troops here,” Fischer said in worried tones. "They've
been briefed that they have to think of the civilian population of the USA asif it were dready taken off
the board.”

"Andsoitis" Commodore MacDonad replied. "Say what you will about the Draka, they're the most
efficient davemakersthis poor sorry world has ever seen.” He dug into hisMFR, then wished he hadntt.

"I know," Fischer said. "But some of those new daves are family or sweethearts or friendsto our men
here. Watching what happens to them as they go under the yoke can't be good for morae.”

"Not for ours, and not for that of the other bands of free men till running around loose," MacDonad



agreed. "But it'samilitary redity, Captain. We haveto dedl with it asbest we can.”

"I know that, Sir." Was Fischer showing exaggerated patience? MacDondd studied him. He probably
was. Fischer went on, "And it's one more problem the goddamn Snakes don't have to worry about and
wedo."

Anson MacDonald frowned, partly because of the aleged med in front of him, partly because he saved
profanity and obscenity for special occasions, and disapproved of those who didn't. He said, "Y ou
know, Captain, inaway thisisajudgment on us. Worse than we deserved, maybe, but ajudgment al
the same.”

Fischer frowned. "I'm not sure | follow that, Sir,” he said dtiffly.
"By which you mean you think | ought to go soak my head,” MacDondd said.
Theyounger officer chuckled. "Now that you mention it, yes, Sir."

"Y ou don't tel aman to go soak his head when you don't understand him. Y ou ask him what he means.”
MacDonad forced his deep voice, raspy from too many years of too many cigarettes, up the scaleto
imitate Fischer's " "Whatdo you mean, Sr? "

Fischer snorted, then tried to pretend he hadn't. "Go on ahead without me. Y ou seem to be doing that

"It'snot hard, Captain." MacDonad went over to atap to pour hot water on the ingtant coffee from the
MFR. It was lousy, but better than no coffee at dl. "We were soft, and we've paid the price for being
soft. Draka Citizens are A-Number-One bastards, but they've always known what's on the line for them.
If they ever let up, even for asecond, they were doomed. They had responsibility and discipline forced
on them. Wedidn't. And so0.. . . we'rein the Redoubt, and they're out there."

That got under Captain Fischer's skin. MacDonald had thought it would—he'd hoped it would, anyhow.
V oice wooden with disapproval, Fischer said, "I don't think it's anywhere near so smple asthat, Sr.”

"Probably not,” Commodore MacDondd said cheerfully. "But are you going to tell meit's not one of the
reasons they won and we lost?"

Fischer'slips skinned back from histeeth in what was anything but agrin. He hid from the Draka down
herein the Redoubt, but he hesitated to admit the USA and the Alliance for Democracy had failed dl
over the Earth, dl over the Solar System. He said, "We did the best we could, sir. We hurt the Snakes
bad, and we're going to hurt 'em worse."

"And can you imagine anything more usdess and more expensve than the second best military inthe
world?' Anson MacDonald asked. Fischer turned adull red. MacDona d jabbed athumb at hisown
chest. "That includes me just as much as it does you, son. Remember Lenin saying that the capitaists
would sdll him the rope héld use to hang them?”

"I've heard of Lenin," Fischer said, at which MacDonald rolled his eyes. But it had been a crowded
century, and Lenin and Communism both lay on the ash-heap of history long before the younger officer
came on the scene. Asif to point that out, Fischer went on, "Anyway, it was the Draka who hanged the
Russans"



"That'strue, but the principle sill holds," MacDonad said. "Right up till the end, we kept dedling with the
enemy, sdlling him things he couldn't make for himself, treating him asif he were just another neighbor.
Y ou don't trade steaks to the lion next door; it just makes him hungry.”

"Nobody wanted thiswar,” Fischer said. "Y ou don't win a chess game by kicking over the board.”

"You doif you see the other fellow's about to promote a pawn,” MacDonad said. "Nobodyhere
wanted thiswar. The Draka? That's liable to be another story. We might have beaten then economically.
Some of our most effective propagandawent into letting their serfs know what we had and they didn't
and couldn't. So they kicked over the board—and we helped. By rights, they should have been stretched
too thin to charge full speed ahead into dectronics and space engineering and genetic engineering dl at
the sametime. But we sold them half of what they needed. Even after they gobbled up India, we kept on
sling to them. | can't think of anything in the universe that will kill you deader faster than supidity.”

"You. .. have strong views on these things," Fischer said after abrief pause for thought.

"So | do, and much good it's done me," Commodore MacDonad replied with lighthearted bitterness.
"People kept teling me I'd have two stars, maybe three, by now if | could learn to keep my mouth shut.
They were probably right, but . . ." He shrugged. "I've aways been aloose cannon.”

Captain Fischer's eyes said something like, | never would have guessed . But al he said aloud was,
"WEell, they're not going to court-martia you for it now."

"No, indeed.” MacDondd laughed. "They can't even discharge me. They're stuck with me, iswhat they
ae"

By Fischer's expression, hefelt stuck with Commodore MacDonad, too. Again, though, he kept his
gpeech circumspect—more circumspect than MacDonad thought he would have been able to manage
himsdlf: "Yes gr." Hard to go wrong with that.

"And speaking of which,” MacDondd persisted, "as things stand right now, I'm just eating up food—to
use the term loosaly—that would do better going to agenuine fighting man. We can't redlly afford to
keep noncombatants down here. When do | get my rifle and my Snake-hunting license?"

"Y ou're, ah, not so young asyou might be, sir,” Fischer said.

"I know that. | get reminded every time | look in the mirror,” MacDonald said. "One good reason for not
looking in the mirror very often.” That jerked a chuckle from Captain Fischer, even if it wasthe heartless
chuckle of aman who didn't yet have to worry about such things—and who wasn't likely to get thet old,
anyhow. MacDonald pressed on: "I'm not asking to be abrigadier up there. But | know how to shoot.
I've got marksman's medals on my record, even if they are from Annapolis and not West Point.”

"Thereis onething you haveto take care of first, you know," Captain Fischer told him. "Y ou haveto go
tothedentist.”

Anson MacDonad winced. Somehow, going up againgt the Draka was easier to contemplatein cold
blood. But, after amoment, he nodded. "The sacrifices | make for my country,” he said. Fischer laughed
again, though MacDonad hadn't dtogether been joking. And the United States was dready asacrificia
victim. That being so, how could he begrudge one more sacrifice? He couldn't, and he knew it.

* * %



"ldiots. Fools. Morons. Bureaucrats." Merarch Piet van Damm glowered at the orders the fax had just
delivered. "But | repeat mysdf.”

Moairarch Benedict Arnold nodded. "If they were going to send usinto the mountains after those
holdouts, why did they wait till springtime? Why didn't they do it three months ago?"

" "More urgently prioritized tasks elsewhere, " van Damm reed, asif the words were scatologica rather
than ingpid. He cameto 4iiff attention. " Ave, Imperator! Nos morituri te salutamus!”

"Maybe it won't be as bad asthat,” Arnold said.

"Youreright. Maybeit'll be worse. Matter of fact, you can bet your balsit'll beworse.” Van Damm
pointed west, toward the Great Smokies. "Pretty, aren't they—all nice and green?’

"Yes, ar," Moairarch Arnold agreed. "No country like that back in Africa Hardly any like it anywherein
the Domination. | suppose the Urals come closest, but they aren't really what you'd call agood match,
ather.”

His superior suggested that the powers that be use one of the Urals—or perhaps the whole range; van
Damm was more irate than precise—as a suppository. Before Benedict Arnold could do anything more
than begin to contemplate that, van Damm went on, "Do you know what al that bloody green means?'

"Spring," Arnold said. "Some of the oddest birds you've ever seen, too," he added, for hewas an
enthusagtic amateur ornithologi<t. "1 saw my first hummingbird the other day. Astonishing creatures—it's
asif vertebrates were evolving to compete with bees and butterflies."

"Hummingbirds!" Piet van Damm clgpped a hand to hisforehead. "Were dl going to get our nuts shot
off, and the man's babbling about hummingbirds. Thor's hammer!—and don't | wish | could drop it on
those mountains? What the green meansis, dl the trees and bushes in Wotan only knows how many
sguare klicks arein new leaf. And do you know whatthat means, or are your brains il flitting like those
hummingbirds?'

"No, dr." Moirarch Arnold, like any Citizen officer, quickly returned to the business at hand. "It means
our arborneinfrared and satellite reconnai ssance views aren't going to be worth much.”

"Givetheman acigar!" van Damm said sourly. "That'sjust what it means, and they want to commit more
Citizen troops aong with the Janissaries: have to set the proper example, you know."

"Oh, yes" Benedict Arnold nodded. Of necessity, the Domination fielded far more dave troopsthan
Citizen formations. Never |etting the Janissaries believe even for amoment that thetail might wag the dog
was a cornerstone of Draka administration. Suppressing mutinieswas feasible, but expensve. Making
surethey didn't happen in thefirst place sometimes cost Citizen lives, but paid dividendsin the long run.

"Wewill have some ghouloons,” van Damm said, brightening for thefirst time. "They'll hepinthe
tracking—but not enough, dammit, not enough.”

"When do we go in?' Moirarch Arnold asked.

"Orders are to commence the operation at 0600 hours tomorrow and to continue until there are no more
Y ankee holdoutsin the area,” his superior answered. "Were dlotted three weeksto root 'em all out.”



"Three. .. weeks?' Arnold burst out laughing: it was either that or burst into tears, and he hadn't cried
snce hewasalittle boy. "What's the High Command been smoking? Whatever it is, | want some, too.”

"Oh, yeah." Piet van Damm nodded. "But we've got our orders. And oursisbut to do—or die." He
turned soldierly again. "I'll seeyou at 0600. Let the games begin. Serviceto the State!”

"Glory to the Racel" Benedict Arnold finished the formula. Moirarch and merarch exchanged somber
sutes.

* * %

Commodore Anson MacDondd didn't like thefed of the automatic rifle he held. He hadn't been lying
about his marksman's medals. But hed won them along time ago, at aNava Academy far, far away.
Since then, he hadn't worried much about firearms light enough for one man to carry. The Navy wasthe
gentlemanly service, the onethat did itskilling at rangestoo far for the human eye to note the detail s of
what it had done. Close-in fighting, the sort that involved assault rifles and entrenching toolswith
sharpened blades? That was why God made marines.

He hefted the Colt-Enfield again. It wasn't the weapon with which held trained, either. No long wooden
stock here. No elegance. No beauty. No class. Just steel and plagtic, as functiona as a hacksaw and
about aslovely. He shrugged. Asatool for killing people, it wasfirg-rate.

Captain Fischer watched him with some amusement. "Well, sir, you wanted the chance. Now you've got
it. The Snakes are coming in—and they're |loaded for bear."

"Good!" MacDona d's doubts about the wegpon he held vanished, swept away in ahot wind of fury and
blood lugt. "Now we make them pay.”

"Weve dready started.” Fischer's grin had a certain blithe ferocity to it, too. ™Y ou know about their
ghouloons?"

"Oh, yes. Horrible things. A bad sign, too. If it hadn't been for their biotech, wewould have licked them.
Damned time-bomb virus." How were you supposed to fight awar while haf your key personnel were
having psychotic breskdowns?

"Dangerousthings, too," Fischer said. "They started sending 'em into the woods to sniff out our
doorways." Thegrin got wider. "But they missed atrick—no such thing as a gas mask for aghouloon.”

"Thatisamissed trick," agreed MacDonald, an avid, and highly skilled, bridge player. "Back in the Grest
War, they had masks for horses and even for runner dogs. I've seen the old photos. Well, too bad for the
Snakes" He paused. "l presume they can't usethe gasto find any of our tunnel entrances.”

"Oh, no, Sr." Fischer dill worethat grin. "Canigters, carefully set out while none of our little friendswas
looking. Some of them are close to the cave mouths, some along ways off: the Drakawon't be ableto
draw any conclusions by where we turned the gas |oose and where we didn't.”

"Sounds like good tactics.” Commodore MacDonad set a pot helmet on his head. It was of some fancy
gynthetic, lighter and stronger than stedl. Unlike the stedl hdlmets U.S. soldiers had worn in the Eurasian
War, this one offered proper protection for the back of the neck, as Draka headgear dways had. Asa
result, the soldiers universally called it a Snake hat. They sneered &t it, but they woreit.



"You ready, Sr?' Captain Fischer asked.

"Ready as|'ll ever be," Anson MacDonad answered. His heart thuttered—part eagerness, part buck
fever. The stars he wore for rank badges were ajoke. He was just an overage grunt, ready to do or
die—ready, in the end, to doand die—for the United States and against the nastiest tyranny the world
had ever seen.

As hefollowed Fischer through winding corridors toward a cave mouth, he pondered the strangeness of
the Draka. A lot of the Snakes held met had been perfectly charming, but they al kept that dight . . .
carnivorous undertone, asif descended from hunting dogs rather than socia apes.

Or maybetribal was a better word for the undertone. Astechnology advanced, so had the recognition
of who counted as afdlow human being. After awhile, it wasn't just your family or your clan or your
tribe or the folk who spoke your language or looked like you. For most people,human cameto mean
walking on two legs and speaking any language at all . Not among the Snakes, though. To them,
anybody not Draka counted asfair game.

And now the whole world was their oyster.

Well, here'sto grit, MacDonad thought. Along with Captain Fischer and six or eight other men hdf his
age or less, he came out of the Redoubt and into anatural cave. When Fischer closed the door behind
them, it seemed to disappear.

Inside the cave, it was as cool and damp asit had been back in the fall. Once MacDondd and his
comrades | eft that cave and came out into the rea world, though, he knew the season had changed. Even
under the trees, it was warm and humid. And it would get worse when summer replaced spring. Of
course, by then there may be no trees left standing , he thought.

Just pushing through the underbrush took work. It aso made afrightening amount of noise. "Takeit dow
and easy," Captain Fischer called from somewhere ahead—he'd vanished into the thick greenery. "No
Snakes anywhere close. Weve got plenty of time to get where we're going and set the ambush.”

"Right, Captain." That wasn't Anson MacDondd. It was one of the youngsters moving dong with him.
Hisvoice dso camefrom in front of MacDonald, who fought down worry.Can | keep up? Can | nail
some of those bastards? Can | get some tiny bit of revenge for my raped and murdered country?

Sweat sprang out on hisforehead.l'm an old man. | feel like an old man, by God, trying to get
through this brush . He coughed. His eyeswatered. He knew it was just pollenin theair, but it made
him worry more, about hislungsthistime. Asayoung officer just out of Annapolis, heéd come down with
TB. A few decades earlier, before antibiotics, that would have washed him out of the Navy. He
wondered what he would have done. Politics? Hed always had strong views about everything.
Engineering? He made a decent engineer, but no more, and he always wanted to be the best at whatever
he did. Writing? Hed been called on the carpet plenty of timesfor making his reports and evauations
livelier than the wooden officid style. Reading that stuff bored him; writing it bored him worse.

But, thanks to wonder drugs, it was moot. Even though he worried about hislungs, they were as good
asany of thosekids, or they would have been if he hadn't kept on smoking in spite of everything.

Somewhere not far off, amockingbird trilled—except it wasn't amockingbird. It was Captain Fischer,
whistling to let his men know they'd reached the dope where they would meset the enemy.



MacDonad whistled back, fluttering his tongue againgt the roof of his mouth. He was pretty good at bird
cals, but he didn't need to be note-perfect: how many Draka knew what North American birdsredly
sounded like?' Y ou used whatever edge you could get.

Hefound hisfoxholein the middle of alaurd thicket. Settling himsdlf, he peered out toward agame
track along which enemy soldierswerelikely to come. They couldn't possibly see him, not when the
undergrowth shadowed his position. His countrymen had had plenty of timeto fortify these mountain
valeys. They'd had to do most of it at night, of course, but they'd got it done.

He wondered how many soldiers had come up out of the Redoubt to challenge the Snakes here. He
didn't know. Nobody'd told him. That made excellent military sense. If he didn't know, neither
pharmaceuticas nor wires clipped to senstive spots nor the impaling stake could rip the information out
of him.

What had that Nazi genera called the memoirs held written once he got to London?Without Hope and
Without Fear , that wasit. That was how Anson MacDonad felt now. He marveled that people had got
s0 exercised about the Nazis and paid the Draka <o little attention before the Eurasan War. Hitler's
crowd talked the talk, but the Draka walked the walk.

But the Nazs did what they did to white people, to Europeans, MacDondd thought. The Draka
came down on niggers and ragheads and chinks, so it didn't seem to matter so much. One
brutalized blond kid is worth a dozen with black skin and kinky hair . That was how alot of people
had looked at it, anyhow. MacDonad didn't weep that the Nazis had gone down. But who would have
thought they'd go down to something worse?

Somebody somewhere stepped on adry twig—the oldest clichéin the book, but one of the hardest
thingsto avoid just the same. Anson MacDonad stopped worrying about what had happened long ago
and what might have been. None of that mattered any more, not compared to staying dive through the
next few minutes.

An American screwing up . . . or a Snake? He had around in the chamber of his assault rifle, and he
peered along the sights down to thelittle stretch of path he could see. He had an earpieceto listen for
Captain Fischer's orders, but Fischer was maintaining radio sllence. The Drakawould be listening.

And then he saw the bastards: lean, sun-browned white men in camouflage colorsthat didn't quite fit this
forest. Ice and fire ran through him.Not Janissaries , heredized. Those are Citizen troops. They've
sent in the first team . That only made him want to kill them al the more.

Gas masks gave them snouts, made them look like things rather than people. They arethings , he thought
as hisfinger tightened on thetrigger.And they'll make things out of us. But some of themwill burnin
hell beforethey do .

Hewanted to kill them dl. If that meant gas, he didn't mind. If hed had anuclear bomb, he would have
used it on Citizens—no point wasting it on Janissaries. He wondered why the Draka hadn't cratered
these mountains with alomic wegpons. Their aristocrats probably want to keep them for a hunting
park , he thought. Come on, you murdering slavemasters. I'll give you something to hunt .

Hisfinger twitched on the trigger again. He didn't open up. Someone el se, someone who had a better
notion of when the time was just right, would take care of that. But when the time came—and it could
only be moments away—he would take a good many Snakeswith him before he went.



* % *

Moirarch Benedict Arnold's head kept whipping back and forth, back and forth. In these woods, it
didn't do him ahdll of alot of good. It wouldn't have done him much good even if he hadn't been peering
out through the lenses of his gas mask. The Y ankees could have stashed a couple of armored divisions
within aklick of him, and he never would have known it till they Started their engines.

The mask was bad enough. Full protective clothing . . . In this heat and humidity, he didn't even want to
think about that. One big reason neither Sde used gas dl that much was that the countermeasures you
needed againgt it made any sort of fighting dmost impossible.

But the Americans had been smart to take out the ghouloons that way. Right now, probably, someone
was designing amask they could wear. And somebody el se was probably busy figuring out how to
persuade them to weer it. In the long run, that would make them more useful to the Race. In the short
run, somebody's career had probably just gone down in flames because he hadn't figured out they would
need masks.

All through the woods, birds chirped and sang. Sweet sounds, but not sounds he was used to. He
wouldn't have been surprised if some of those calls didn't spring from feathered throats. Easy to hide
information there.

And he wouldn't have been surprised if some of those calls weren't the sound of agoose waking over
hisgrave. The Y ankees had shown they didn't want the Domination sending semianimal reconnai ssance
patrolsinto these woods. They wouldn't take kindly to soldiers marching through.

If somebody opened up on him right now, held dive behind . . . that rock.Unless there's a Yankee
behind it already , he thought. The mask hid his chuckle.If thereis, I'll kill the bastard . Hand to hand,
the odds were with him; even American soldiers were soft and dow by Draka standards. But nobody
dodged the bullet with hisnameoniit.

Those folk who took their neopaganism serioudy—atiny minority, a century after the old Germanic
gods were reborn and then seen to be no real answer—would have called him fey. He didn't look at it
that way. He wanted to live. It wasjust that his superiors had set things up in such away that his chances
were |less than they would have been had those superiors had any real ideawhat the devil they were
doing.

No sooner had that thought crossed his mind than small-armsfire started barking. A second |ater, after
two or three bullets cracked past his head, he was behind that rock, with no company but alittle lizard
with ablue belly that scurried off into the leaves when he thudded down.

"Base, we are under attack!" he shouted into hisradio. "Map square Green 2. | say again, we are under
attack at Green 2. Do you copy?'

The only noise that came from the set was the one bacon might have made frying in a pan. Benedict
Arnold cursed. The Y ankees had aways been too stinking good with e ectronics. They were jamming for
al they were worth. No ingtant air support. No friendly helicopter gunships rushing in to hose down the
enemy with Gatlings and rockets. No fighter-bombers screaming down out of the sky to plaster the
Americanswith napam. If he and his men were going to come out of thisin one piece, they'd haveto do
it themsdlves, for the time being, anyhow.



He sgueezed off ashort burdt in the direction from which the enemy fire seemed heaviest. A couple of
Citizenswere down in spite of body armor, one writhing with aleg wound, the other motionless, shot
through the head. Moirarch Arnold cursed again. Dammiit, the Race shouldn't be spending men likethisin
acountry it had aready conquered.

One thing—everybody who heard the fighting would move toward it. The Drakatook care of their own.
They had to—nobody ese would. He just hoped the other unitsin these stinking woods weren't pinned
down like hismen.

Wi, if they had to fight the old-fashioned way for awhiletill they could beat the jamming, they bloody
well would. "Forward by squads" he yelled, hoping hisvoice would carry. "Lespfrog!"

What would the Y ankees least expect? A movement straight toward them, unless he missed his guess.
Hedidn't think so. He wanted to get at close quarters with them. At close quarters, he and his men had
the edge.

He scrambled out from behind the rock and dashed toward atree up the dope. The men from the
sguads not moving fired to make the enemy keep his head down. Bullets stitched the ground by hisfeet.
Grenades burst not far away. Mortar bombs started raining down on the Draka. And one of hismen
stepped on amine that tore him to red rags.

Arnold dove down behind the tree. Somewhere behind him, more Y ankees opened up on his
bel eaguered men. He cursed every von Shrakenberg ever born.Hunting preserve, my left ballock , he
thought. The Americans couldn't have set a better ambush if they'd planned it for years .

Of course, theyhad planned it for years. And now the Draka would pay the price. Arnold's grin behind
the mask was savage. The Alliance for Democracy had aready paid the price. In thelong run, thiswas
just smal change. But aman who got killed in afight that didn't mean much was every bit as dead as one
who got killed any other way. Benedict Arnold didn't want to die. That, after al, was what enemies and
safswerefor.

* * *

Ground combat was even more chaotic, even more frightening and frightful, than Anson MacDonad had
thought it would be. On aship, he was part of asmoothly functioning team. He didn't have that feeling
here. On the contrary: hed never felt more alonein hislife. And every Drakain the world seemed to be
trying to kill him and nobody ese.

Hed hit acouple of Snakes. He was sure of it. He wasn't sure held killed them. Their body armor was
at least as good as his, and they could carry more than he and his countrymen did. The sons of bitches
were just out-and-out strong.

They were quick, too. As Captain Fischer had predicted, the Draka came straight at the men who
opened up on them. "Don't try to duke it out with a Snake," Fischer had warned. "Y ou'll lose. We can't
afford that. Shoot him or run away."

Fischer had told that to the twenty-year-olds who were supposed to be fast and strong. What about
me? MacDonad wondered. But the answer seemed pretty obvious.If you're dumb enough to
volunteer for the Poor Bloody Infantry, you deserve whatever happens to you. And it will.

I'm putting my body between my home and war's desolation. That sounded very fineand noble. . .



till the bullets started flying. And war's desolation had dready visited hishome, and dl the other homesin
the Alliance for Democracy—and a good many homesin the Domination of the Draka, too.

So whataml doing here? The answer there wasn't subtle, either. No room for subtlety, not any more.
I'm going to kill a few Snhakes before they kill me. All right—fair enough .

A few tiny holeswereleft in the jamming that scrambled radio reception through the areaabove the
Redoubt. "Fall back!" Captain Fischer called through the speaker in MacDona d's |eft ear. "They're
putting alittle more pressure on us than we thought they'd be ableto.”

That would do for an understatement till abigger one came dong. Enemy firing came from both sides of
MacDonad now, not just fromin front of him. In spite of everything, the Drakahad got in among the
Americans. Guessing what they'd do didn't necessarily mean you could stop them. Who was outflanking
whom was now very much ametter of opinion. They're good, damn them , MacDonad thought as he
scuttled back toward another foxhole. If the Snakes hadn't been so good, he would have been fighting on
their hometurf, not his.

His heart thudded in his chest as he scrambled through the thick undergrowth. He panted when he threw
himsdlf into the new hole in the ground and looked around for targets. That'd be an embarrassing way
to check out—dying of a coronary on the battlefield. You won't do it—you won't, you hear me? He
tried to give hisbody orders asif it were an able seaman. Buit if it decided to be insubordinate, what
could he do about it? Not much.

Abovethe crackle and thunder of gunfire came another sound, aloud thuttering. It cameliterally from

above: from over the forest canopy. MacDonald couldn't see the machines making the new racket, but
he knew what they were. In spite of the jamming, the Draka had got helicopter gunships over theright

part of thefield.

They won't use them when their fellows are all mixed up with ours. . . will they?The Snakes
would. They did. They seemed to take the view that getting rid of the holdouts was worth whatever it
cost.

Gatlings overhead roared, a sound like giants ripping thick canvas. Snake gunnersripple-fired rocket
pods under their hdlicopters. MacDonadd had never imagined such punishment. The ground beneath him
shuddered as the rockets dammed home. Blasts picked him up and flung him down. He tasted blood in
his mouth. Those explosions had tried to tear hislungsright out of hisbody, and they'd damn near done
it.

He knew he was screaming, but he couldn't hear athing. Maybe the din dl around was too loud. Maybe
he was partly, or more than partly, deafened. He fdlt al turned around. Where the devil was the closest
cave mouth? He could use his compass to find out, he supposed, doing his best to think straight in the
midst of hell. But what were the odds he'd get there? Thin. Very thin.

More rockets rained down. One of them burst close to his new hole—much too close, in fact. It picked
him up and dammed him down, harder than he was designed to be dammed. He fdt things snap that had
no business snapping. Pain flared red, then black, as consciousnessfled.

* * *

With the Y ankees damned jammers till going flat out, Benedict Arnold had no control over the air
grikes flown to help the Domination's troopers. He wasn't at al sure theywere helping; they wereright on



top of the Americans, sure enough, but that meant they were aso right on top of his own men.

He wasn't ashamed to scream when rockets from the helicopter gunships plowed up the landscape right
under his own boots. Anybody who said hed been in combat without getting scared amost out of his
sphincters was either adangerous liar or an even more dangerous psychopath. It was necessary. That
didn't makeit fun, except talking about it afterwards over booze or kif.

Not far away, one of his men went down, head nestly severed by achunk of rocket casing. Even
through the gas mask, Arnold smelled blood and shit.Friendly fire , they called it, the lying bastards.

Another Citizen fell, this one shot in the face. The pounding hadn't settled the Y anks hash, then.
Moirarch Arnold cursed. HEd known it wouldn't, though it did help some.

And then, from afew hundred meters behind him, came aroar louder than any of the mortar rounds or
rockets burgting. He cursed again: that couldn't be anything but a gunship going down in flames. Bad
luck? Or did the Y ankees have some of those nasty little shoulder-mounted AA missiles of theirs? He
wouldn't have been abit surprised. In their shoes, he would have made sure he stocked some.

Another gunship crashed, even more noisily than thefirgt. "Missiles” he muttered. Even without the din
al around, the mask would have muffled the word. Not al the helicopters were out of action, though.
Gatling fire and rockets flagellated the forest.

Some of that came in much too close to him. He dove into the nearest hole he could find—and then
garted to diveright out again, because an American soldier, his camouflage uniform amedley of shades
different from the Domination's, aready occupied it. But the Y ankee didn't go for the assaullt rifle by
him—he was elther dead or unconscious, Arnold redized. One of hislegs bent a an unnatura angle.

An old man, Arnold thought. Then he saw the single stars the American wore; they wereamost invisble
againg hisuniform. Excitement coursed through him.1've caught a big fish, if he's still breathing .

Hefdt for apulse, and felt like whooping. The Y ankee had one. And he was coming to; he stirred and
groaned and reached for therifle. Benedict Arnold grabbed it before he could. And the moirarch shed his
gas mask. If the American wasn't wearing one, he was damned if he would.

The Y ankee's eyes came open. They held reason—reason and danger.He might be an old man, but
he's nobody to screw around with , Arnold thought. If helooked away for even a second, thisfellow
would make him pay.

Well, don't look away, then. Fidd interrogation was an art form inits own right. He smiled. It could be
fun, too. "Hello, Yank," hesaid.

* % *

"Hello, Yank." Thewordstold Anson MacDonad the worst. So did the greens of the other soldier's
combat uniform—they were jungle greens, not those of the forest. And so did the barrel of the Holbars
T-7 a@med at hishead. That 4.45mm barrel looked wide asatunnel.

MacDonald took inventory. Everything hurt—ribs and right leg worst. He could, after afashion, beer it.
If the Draka decided to givethat leg aboot . . . Snakes were supposed to enjoy things like that, and they
weren't exactly meeting over ateaparty.



"My nameis Anson MacDondd," he said. "My rank iscommodore, U.S. Navy. My pay number . . ."
Herattled it off. For closeto forty years, it had been as much apart of him ashisname.

How much good would any of this do? The Draka acknowledged the Geneva Convention only when
they felt likeit, and now there was nobody on the outside to pressure them to behave. The only rules left
werethe onesthey felt likefollowing.

For amoment, held succeeded in surprising this Snake. "Commodoah?' the fellow drawled. "Yourea
hell of along way from the water, Navy man."

MacDondd started to shrug, then thought better of it. "I don't have to answer that,” he said.

The Drakadidn't reply, not in words. He just flicked out a booted foot and kicked MacDonad's right
leg. MacDonad shrieked, then clamped down oniit. "That there'sjust ataste,” the Draka said mildly.

"Don't waste my time, serf, not if you want to keep breathin'.

"Not likely,” MacDonad said. Y ou'd never trust the likes of me asaserf, anyhow. Y ou'll squeeze me
and then you'll get rid of me. But I'll tell you this: when | go to hell, I'll have a couple of Draka sdeboys
aong for escorts.”

Hewondered if that would get him killed in the next ingtant. But the Draka—amoirarch, MacDonald
saw, gradudly naticing finer details my luck to have one of their colonels get the drop on me while |
was out —just nodded. "All right, pd," he said. "We both know what's what, then. Y ou better
remember who's top and who's bottom, though.”

Sex slang, MacDonad thought scornfully. But he nodded. "'I'm not likely to forget.”

"Right." The Draka had an easy, engaging smile. MacDonad might have liked him—had he not been one
of the daveowning sons of bitches who'd murdered the United States. "Now, Commodoah, suppose you
tell meal about this holdout base of yours.”

"Suppose | don't,” MacDonald said.

That earned his broken leg another kick. Hed been sure it would. Thistime, he couldn't clamp down on
his scream. Amid battlefield chaos, who noticed one more howl of anguish? Still smiling, the moirarch
said, "You're hardly any sport, Y ankee—too easy. But we're got dl day, or aslong asit takes."

Wrong, Anson MacDonad thought when he was capable of coherent thought again—uwhich took some
litttewhile. Panting, he said, "I'll tell you something even more important first."

With ashake of the head, the Draka officer said, "No ded, pa. Tell mewhat | want to know."
"Aftewards.”
"Who'stop, Yank?You haven't got much in theway of abargaining position.”

Better than you think. MacDonad braced himsdf for another kick, not that bracing himself would do
the dightest bit of good.

But the moirarch looked thoughtful. "Wdl, why not? Make it short, make it sweet—and then Sing. You
know how unhappy I'll beif you'relying or wasting my time. Y ou know how unhappy you'l be, too."



"I have someidea," MacDondd said dryly.

And that made the Snake laugh out loud. "1 like you, Y ank, stick a stake up my assif | don't. You're
wasted on your side, you know that? Now sing.”

"Oh, I will," MacDondd said. "How long to you think it'll take the Domination to clean things up here?!

"Fo'ty, fifty years,” the Draka answered a once, and surprised MacDonad with his candor. "Y ou
Y ankee bastards are a tough nut, maybe even tougher'n we reckoned. But so what? Y ou're busted open
now. We can do what we want with you—an' we will."

"No." Anson MacDonad shook hishead. In spite of everything, thiswaswhat triumph felt like.
"Because dl the resources you spend here aren't going after what redlly matters.”

"Nothin' redly matters, not any more. Thisis mop-up time," the Drakamoirarch said. "The Earthisours.
The Solar Sysem isours.”

Baring histeeth in afierce grin, MacDonad said, "And theNew America isours , by God." Thosetwo
words,New America , had kept him going after disaster engulfed the USA, engulfed the Alliance. "Alpha
Centauri will be agoing concern long before you Snake bastards can even start to try snuffing it out.1t's
not over , damnyou. It'sonly starting. And | livefor that, and so does everybody e sein the Redoubt.”

The Drakaleaned forward. "The Redoubt, eh? So that's what you call it? Now you've made your
speech, and you're going to tell meall about it . . . oneway or another.” Anticipation filled hisvoice.

MacDonad's smile got wider. "Goodbye," he said, and bit down hard. The fal se tooth the dentist had
implanted cracked. Thetaste of bitter dmondsfilled his mouth, overwhelmingly strong, burning,

burning—but not for long. The poison worked amost asfast as they'd promised. He nodded once
before everything faded. Hed even got the last word.

A Walk in
the Park

AnneMarie Talbott

Anne Marie Taboitt livesin central Tennessee, hasamagter of artsin clinica psychology aswell asan
MBA,; she aso has an impish sense of humor, and severd cats. | knew when | saw their picturesthat this



must be awriter. This story confirmed my intuition. It's her first professiond sale, but not, | think, her last.

Many totditarian movements of our century have used a"superman” ideology to inspire their followers.
As aGerman joke used to go, the true Aryan superman would be as blond as Hitler, astall as Goebbels,
andasdimasGoring . . .

But past totditarians didn't have genetic engineering. The Draka, eventudly, do, and they literdize the
metaphor of racia superiority. In doing so they lock themsalves biologicaly into their self-chosen cultura
role of predators-on-humans.

InDrakon , | imagined one of these engineered superbeings, designed to conquer and to personaly
dominate humans—through everything from strength to pheromones—loosein our world. Or at least
something very like our timeline; one without an SM. Stirling, who imagined the Draka.

Of course, once you've dlowed travel from timeline to timeline, an interesting question arise: What if the
travellersfrom the aternate history stumble acrossthe redlity of the writer who "sensed” them?

| amble dong the riverwalk, binoculars ready for any bird that'll it till long enough for meto get abead
onit. It'sabright, sunny day in early summer; the humidity hasn't reached mythica proportionsyet, soit's
not quite like being in a Tennessee Williams play. There are various couples, the ever-present roller
bladers, and some children bounding about. The familiar smell of the river—dightly fishy, but not bad; the
scent of wildflowers threastens to overwhelm me. The daffodils and other late spring, early summer
show-offs dance in the gentle breeze. It feds good: I'm wearing new shorts and arugby shirt, and my
favorite running shoes. | fed loose and relaxed; it'safeding | enjoy thoroughly as | proceed down the

park path.

As| walk past one viewing area, | notice people turning to look at a couple who are resting against the
railing. | look, too, and am stunned by their beauty. It's hard edged, athletic, and somehow fierce looking.
Both the man and the woman aresomething to look at, and | immediately understand why people are
meaking an effort not to Sare. I'm doing the samething. A small group ismilling nearby, uncertain of their
degtination, but wanting somehow to be near these unusual folks. | fed drawn to them mysdlf and wonder
why. That puts me on the defensive; old habitsdiehard . . .

Finding agood spot to perch, | climb up onto alarge limestone boulder on the side of the path, about
twenty-five yards from the couple and the smdl crowd. | scan the treeslistiessy now for birds, when
what | realy want to do is point the glasses a the couple and stare. | manage afew looks across them,
and notice that they seem amused at something. The man, tall, lithe and muscular in dacks and a cotton
short deeved black shirt, deeply tanned, with bright red hair, leans over to hisfemae companion and
whispers briefly. Shelaughs, ahusky sound that carries across the distance easily. It makes me shiver.

| notice that she'sastdl and muscular as heis, and has dark mahogany red hair. It's cut short on the
sides and top but has along braid in the back; she's wearing khaki shorts and awhite shirt that shimmers
likeslk from this distance. The crowd of people, not really formed enough to be called that—more of a
collection of people who have been captivated by the couple's indefinable presence—hangs around,
quietly. Children who've been wildly running down the paved pathways are entranced, apparently, by the
two people. The kids become quiet, meek; they yell less than they had been.

Interesting, | think. They look like people I've seen somewhere before, but | can't place them. Are
they famous or something? They certainly have a charisndiceffect on folks, that's for sure. And
that's odd, too. | wonder how . . . The peeping of afamily of cardindsdistractsme; | find the nest and
watch the parent birds interacting for amoment or two. With my periphera vison, | notice that the



crowd is suddenly thinning out. Peopl€re taking their children and walking away, rather rapidly. That
jerks my attention back to the couple by the cedar railing. They're not lounging anymore; stlanding more
erect, they watch the people leave with aglint, seemingly, in their eyes. Of what, I'm uncertain, until | hear

the man spesk.

"Glad to cleyah them out afta ‘'while, Gwen! Didn' redizethey'd be so easy . . ." Hisaccent isdeep
South, with ahint of something . . . maybe a Germanic overlay. I've never heard anything likeit in my
entirelife. Hisvoiceitsdf is as beautiful asheishandsome.Maybe he's a singer or something , | wonder
tomysdf.He's sure not fromaround here. . .

"Yaz, they're quite. . . susceptible. . . to the pheromones, Dietrich,” the woman answers, and leans
back againg therailing, chuckling. "Very susceptible, indeed. It can be amusing.”

What?l say to mysdlf.What in the—

The woman's head swivelstoward me, and she fixes mewith aleve, green-eyed stare.Hd-lo , | wonder
, did | say that out loud? Who are these people?She grins, then, showing even white teeth in a deeply
tanned face. | fed like an antelope being stared at by alioness, and itdoesn't fed good. | decide that
perhapsit'stimeto look for birdsel sewhere. Climbing quickly down from the boulder, | walk farther
down thetrail. From the crowded condition it wasin, it's now eerily empty, which doesn't reassure me
any. | feed—whatdo | fed? A sense of growing concern; amuted fear beginsto grow in my chest. The
pace | setisfairly rapid, but not ascurry or ajog. I look back, aquick glance over one shoulder, and see
the coupleisfallowing me.

Oh, great, wonderful . The woman says something quietly to the man. They split, each taking aside of
thewakway.

Where. . .wherehave | seen or heard of . . . no. Theideahitsmelikeacold ragintheface; aml
really going nuts? | must be—they can't be what | think they are. What | think they are doesn't
reallyexig.

A tiny, chill voicein the back of my mind asks, "Don't they, now?'Hell, | think,one too many term
papers to grade for this professor. | must be ready for a sabbatical. Maybe they're not redly
following me.

To provethisto mysdlf, | take the next turn-off in thetrail, up to the Civil War memorial. Surely they
won't follow me here. They'll just go on down the trail, and jump in their car, and drive happily
away . . . damn. They'veturned in, too . Nowwhat?

My heart is beginning to race, and my palms are wet. Haven't felt like this since rappelling . Time
seemsto dow, become gelid, and things take on an unnaturd brilliance and clarity. My somach fedslike
abucket of ice cubes has been dumped into it, and the chill spreads throughout my body. Inaprimal
reaction to fear, my hair beginsto bristle and stand up; I'm sure my heart isgoing to jump out of my rib
cage a any moment. The binoculars seem to weigh more and more, and | wish | hadn't brought them. |
hear asoft chuckle behind me, and a hand touches my shoulder. Startled, and redly frightened now, |
legp into the air acouple of feet, and turn. Or try to. The hand, hard as stedl, holds me facing away from
the person.

Thelogica, mild-mannered part of my brain is starting to become overwhelmed, and the more basic fight
or flight reflexes are howling to take over.Come on , | say severdly to mysdf,there's no such thing as
Draka. God! They'rejust characters. . . not real. Get over it, and tell whoever's holding your



shoulder to let the hell go!

| open my mouth to say just that, and nothing comes out. I'm spun around faster than | could possibly
move mysdlf, and find mysdlf facing the redheaded woman. | look up into her aguiline, tanned face, and
can't reed what'sin her eyes.

"Did shejus subvocdizewhat Ithink . . ." saysthe red-haired man, coming up to us.

"Yaz, shemodcertainly did. An' | wondahhow she knows. . ."replies the woman, and then says
something in alanguage | don't understand.

Subvocalize . . . how could theypossblyhave heard . . . they can't be . . .yammersthelogica portion
of my mind, to agrowing rush of fear hysteria Run, run, run, saystherest of my mind, and | try to pull
away. | might aswell havetried to pull my shoulder out of ahydraulic pressfor al the good it doesme.

"Hey, now, come on, lady—Iet me go! Please!” | manage to stutter. Her leaf-green eyesreturn to me,
and | fed asensation like heet flitting across my face. | blush, then blanch, as her grip tightens dightly.

"No, little 'un, you're not goin' anywhere raight now. Not until | know how and why you think we are
Draka . That's not what I'd call public knowledge . . ."

The man's taken position behind me, and | desperately want to be able to see both of them, know what
they'redoing. | try once again to twist out of the woman's sted grip, and she shakes me. Just once, but
enough to snap my teeth together and lift my feet off the ground.

"Answer me, wench.How do you know about theDraka 7'

The man asks something in the guttural, durred speech they've been using to each other, gesturing a me,
then the river. She shakes her head, no.

"Not unlesswehave to, Dietrich. It could be messy—too many ferds about,” she answers.

Ferals?my mind gibbers.

With her other hand, she cups my chin, raisng my face to meet her eyes. Level, | come up to themiddle
of her upper arm; now with my head held in an immobilizing grip, I'm forced to maintain eye contact with
her.

"Onelagt time, while I'mnot annoyed, girl. How do you know about theDraka ?' Her tone of voiceis
hardening, asis her grip. She'sincredibly strong, and I'm reminded of the strength mental patients often
display when going berserk.

Oh, shit,| wonder,what have | gotten myself into?

"Maam, | ...l ...don't know—what do you mean—please, stop, that hurts. | don't know!" | burst
out, fighting back the tears now, tears of fear and anger and pain.

"No oneknows we're here, and you justrandomly come up with the nameDraka for us?1don't think so.
Dietrich, let'stake her to the car. Thiscallsfor further investigation, an' | don" want ferals comin’ up on us
whilewedoit."



She releases my chin, and looks over my head at the man. He says something in their language, ajoke
perhaps, and shelaughs. Thelaughitself islike aped of abronze bdl; | could listen to that for days. But
the fear and the weirdness of the situation overwhelm me, and dl | can think about is getting away.

Onceagain, | try to break away from the grip holding me immohile, twisting and turning my shoulder to
get loose. | plant my feet and yank backwards ashard as| can, and nothing happens. I'm not awaif;
years of military and Tae Kwon Do training have left mefairly stocky and muscular. But trying to get
away from thiswoman isobvioudy going to bedifficult . . . if possble, even. ..

She snarls, dightly. The sound stops me dead in my tracks, and | ook up at her, wide-eyed. I'venever
heard a human make anoiselike that, not evenin jest or whileimitating awild anima. Her wide eyes
dash down into mine, and | can taste the harsh metalic taste of fear in my mouth. Still holding on to my
shoulder with only one hand, shedowly liftsme off my feet.

"I can snap yoh neck and tossyou in thisriver faster than shit, girl. Don'tannoy me, if you want to
survive Understan '?* At the last word, she shakes me. I'm a.couple of feet off the ground, and fedl like
arag doll being shaken by an angry child. | nod, wordless.

At that, she drops meto the ground again. "Walk with us, an' don' try to do anythin' sllly. Come on,” she
says, and | nod again.

Numbnessis spreading though me; | fed trapped. Dietrich gives me adight push, and the woman—he
calls her Gwen, | remember—maintains her hold on my shoulder.

Dietrich takes the binoculars from my other hand, where they've hung, unnoticed, for the past few
minutes. "Interestin’," he comments, looking first at them and then through them. "Archaic.”" His cool blue
glancetakesmein, and | fed an unaccustomed sense of being "sized up”. Been along time since
someone stared that way a me.

Gwen chuckles, softly, and runs her free hand through my hair. Been along time since someone did that,
too, and a damn long time since my kneesfdt thisweak. | sumble as| wak between them, and glance
up at Gwen'sface. Shelooks down, an gppraising, evauating look, and loosens her hand on my shoulder
jugt ahit.

Wewak down thetrail, three abreast, until we reach the next turn-off for parking. Dietrich walks ahead
of us, now, after briefly saying something to Gwen in their language.

"Hey, maam,really, | mean, | wasjustjoking , | mean, you remind me of characters| read about, along
timeago. . . it wasjust sciencefiction. | . . . | don't knowanything you need to know—oplease, just let
me go. Okay?" | plead, as he walks away from us.

Gwen shakes her head no and propels me up theincline to the parking lot. | know if | don't get away
soon, | won't be getting awayat all . | stedd mysdlf, hating to hurt her, but the fear that's taken up
resdencein my gut won't let mejust "do nothing."I'm a survivor, damn it , | say to mysdf, and launch
mysdf a her.

It may have taken her by surprise, briefly—a nanosecond or so—buit after that, the fight is rather
one-sided. My front kicks, sde kicks, and fistsjust don't hit much, and what they do hit feeslike stedl. |
begin to scream, opening my mouth only to end up gasping silently for breath as her fist snks deep into
my midsection.Can't breathe, can't breathe blasts through my mind, and | crouch, fighting for ar. She
sees some people coming down the dope toward us, their eyes aive with concern.



"Don't worry, folks, it'sal right; she'sjust having aseizure. | can take care of everything, and the car's
right up here. Thanks, thanks. . ." she says, brightly, awoman obvioudy in charge of an unfortunate
Stuation. Her accent, deep Southern, aristocratic sounding, is flawless now. She picks me up in her arms,
which fed like sted cables wrapped around me, and I'm held, immobile, gasping for breath.

She easily carries me up the hill, and the car's waiting, Dietrich a aside door. | notice aman in the front,
adriver, as she dides meinto the back sest.

"Oh, thank you—everything will befine, | think," says Dietrich, to aman who's come up to see what's
wrong. Gwen climbsin beside me, pushing me againgt the car'sside.

"Not aword, wench, if you vaueyour life—dllygirl," shewhispers, and then, in the bright, in-charge
Vvoice assures the concerned man. "Just amild seizure—she's had them all her life. Shelll bejust fine.
Well get her home and put her to bed for abit, | think. Thank you for your concern.”

Dietrich climbsin next to her, and the car moves smoothly through the normal Saturday traffic, heading
for theintergtate. I'm trapped.Oh, my God, I'mtrapped . . .

"May aswell have somefun before we get to the House, eh, Dietrich?' Gwen murmurs, as she dides her
hands down my chest, caressing, tugging off my rugby shirt . . .

Helaughs, and says, "Y ou can go firgt; | don't mind." Gwen's eyes seemto fill mine. My shortsrip like

tissue paper under her hands.Oh my God! The lagt conscious thought running through my mind: Draka?
They can't be! Draka? They're not re—

Hunting
the Snark
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Markus Baur livesin Vienna, and worksin the high-tech sector.

Hereinisatade of how high technology meets biotechnology, and leadsto a case of curiosity
endangering the observer.



Telephone conversation, 14.06.98 . . .

"Hello?. .. ThisisMag. Kurt Gersen, | am with the Vienna Technica Universty—am | spesking to Mr.
Prohaska?’

"Hello, Mr. Prohaska. . . did you receive my letter from last week? Yes. . . we are the Ingtitute for
Graphical Data Applications. . . what do we want? Well, we have designed a system for recognition and
identification of humansthat works off regular video cameras. . . and we would liketo test it under
proper field conditionsinyour mdl. . . .

"It uses aneurond network to recognize people. . . theimportant thing isthat it works also with bad
qudity video . . . and can recognize people even from behind and with only parts of them showing. . . .

"Y es—it obvioudy has security applications. . . later it could be used to alow accessfor cleared
personnd or search for customers who are no longer welcome . . . what you would get out of it right now
besides supporting us?. . .

"Wll, we could give you visitor gatistics.. . . how many visitors. . . how many repest visitors. . . how
many men and women . . . that kind of thing . . . and we could arrange some kind of newsrelease
together . . ..

"Technicaly yes—but | do not think we would be alowed to do that at thispoint . . . the dataabuse
protection laws—you know . . . yes, we will have to follow those regulations properly. . . .

"Yes...wecan comeover to your placefor ademonstration . . . this Friday would be okay with you?.
.. Good—I will bethere. ..

"Oh. Nothing much, Mr. Prohaska. Only eectric power and accessto your security video system . . . it
isnot very large. . . about ameter on every side and two metershigh . . . well, it istill aprototype. . . .

"Thank you very much, Mr. Prohaska. . . | really appreciate your help and | thank you on behalf of the
university. . . ."

* k% %

subject: Houston, we have aproblem...
date: Mon., 27 Jul 1998 14:32:00 +0000
from: Franz Hinterreitner
<i989747@igdv.tuwien.ac.a>

to: kurt.gersen@igdv.tuwien.ac.at

Kurt—our systemisacting up. . . . it hastroubles recognizingaman. . .



Even worse—it Smply refuses to recognize him as ahuman being. | thought we were over thet particular
problem ayear ago . . . and thisisthefirst time this happened (or did it happen to you too?)

Anyway . . . | pulled the video tape and the system log for thisand will bring it to the lab tomorrow—we
should go over it soonest. Please maketimein your schedule. . . thisisimportant

Prohaskais making noises on how much he likes the system and how soon we could activate the
individua recognition part of the syslem—I believe they have some troubles with organized pickpockets
or shoplifters.

cu tomorrow . . .

frasaaaanz

* % *

ViennaTechnica Universty,
indtitute for graphical data gpplications,

computerlab, 28.07.98:

The lab hasthe usual heaps of hardware consisting of repairs that have been waiting for days and weeks
and some prototypes in the process of being rebuilt—again. The only tables not being cluttered with
parts, bits and pieces are those of the "pure’ programmers. . . they have stacks of printouts and
references perching on them instead.

The attention of the people present isfocused on alarge screen, showing a part of the shopping mall.
The network marks every human it finds and recognizes with abright outline, with anumber hovering
over each person.

"Kurt, did you turn those numbers off in the verson that isrunning in the ma1?

"Ohyes...," | answered, "Mr. Prohaskasinterest in those features seemed to be very strong on our
last mesting . . . it took alot for him not to drodl . . ."

"Okay . ..sofaritisworking well . . . it finds those people sitting down at the bar and on the benches. .
. even those hiding behind the shrubbery,” Franz points on the screen, ™ . . . and we had those cartoon
costumes last week . . . it even managed to recognize some of those ashuman . . . Whereisthe
problem?

"Just wait alittle. . . any second now," | Sgh. "Hereitis."

An apparently middle aged man appears on the screen—very good looking, athletic, above average
height . . . walks gracefully through thefield of view of the camera. . . hisfacewel visble. . . but he
does not receive one of those bright outlines, nor an identification number.

"l don't believeit . . . we had that running for dmost ayear . . . better than 99.999% rdliability . . . hmm.
.. let'stry something—reduce the size of the picture and select only afew seconds. . . so that heisthe
only person on that video. Then wéll run it through again and look closdly at the reaction of the network.”



Franz and | start to work onthevideo. . . . Cutting and editing . . . haf an hour later we have 6.3
seconds, showing only the mysterious stranger.. . . . Franz unfolds his gangly frame and moves over to
another workgtation, where he plansto look at the internal reactions of the neurona network in detail. . .
."Okay. | anready—runit again."

Again the granger walks over the screen, moving asif the whole mal belongsto him. Againthe
computer refusesto recognizehim. . . .

"That'sweird. ..."

"What do the diagnogtics say, Franz?. . . Not that we really will find out alot—we still do not redly
know how the network trained itself to recognize humans.

Keyboard clicks. . . humming amindlessmeody . . .

"Weeeedll . . .itfindsamoving object . . . tagsit asliving . . . and then rgectsit ashuman . . . basicdly it
ingststhat that guy isadog or another animd . . . not ahuman . . . that'sredly crazy!"

"What do you think, Franz—should we unfreeze the network and start another training cycle?"

"Y ou know what happened the last timewetried that . . . reliability went down instead of up . . . | don't
think that would be asmart idea.”

"Yes—I believesotoo. . . | think | will baby-gt it for afew days—just in case this hgppensagain . . .
can you give methat keycard for the mall? And we will have to insert some sort of warning that will go
off when the system refuses to recognize a human, too."

"Karl . . . that will go off at every dog passing acameral”

* % *

SCS mall, security office, 30.07.98:

A darkened squareroom, alittle over ten meterson each side . . . onewall is covered with video
monitors and recorders, showing scenes from the mall and the parking lot . . . the other one shineswith
readouts for fire darms, power supplies, lift and escdator status—the works. A console with lots of
buttons and phones faces the corner where those two walls meet. Perhaps the architect was
unconscioudy trying for aminuteman-launch bunker look . . . only the guy ditting at the console does not
look like astedy eyed missile man.

The cabinet housing our system has been shoved into the rear corner, asmall table and achair besideit .
. . cables snake over the ground to the monitor wall . . .

"Ding, ding, ding . . ." thedert goes off in my headset. | mark the spot | am just reading with my finger
and look up at the monitor . . . another dog—a German shepherd thistime. God, isthisboring . . . but at
least | am catching up on my reading.

Conversation with the security guards has been quickly exhausted—even more quickly than the norm as



they secretly fear that our computer might take their jobsoneday . . . which is patently untrue, asit
hardly can trundle out there and apprehend a pickpocket!

"Ding, ding, ding .. . ." | look up—and put my book away. Thisiswhat | have been waiting for the last
two days.

Crossing the main plaza of the mal isthe stranger—only thistime our mysterious stranger is not done.
Itshim, dl right—accompanied by three women. Two of them have the bright outline and a number—the
computer identifies them properly as humans. They both look good and seem to talk to each other as
they trail the stranger and the third woman.

Thethirdwoman . . . hasno outline, just like the stranger. And sheisastunning beauty—aslarge as he
is, towering over the heads of the two other girlsand eclipsng them. Long red hair, very niceand
muscular figure, movements like aprofessona dancer . . . Actually they both look smilar to each
other—Dbrother and sister perhaps?

They approach the bar area. . . and St down at atable that has just been vacated. One of the other girls
goesto get somedrinks. | make sure that our computer is running well and that the video recordsthis
scene.

* * %

ViennaTechnicad Universty,
ingtitute for graphica data gpplications,

computerlab, 30.07.98:

"Franz . .. it happened again . . . | have some nice video!"

"Redlly? While you were away lounging in front of the monitor and reading the newspaper, eteemed
colleague, | have been doing some thinking on our problem. The network is so good, that this should not
have happened at dl—the chancesfor it are very low. Wasit the same guy again?'

"Y esand no. It was him—»but he was accompanied by awoman who aso was not identified.”

Franz raises his eyebrows at thisinformation and commentsdryly " . . . and hereby the chances go from
low toridiculoudy low!"

"Y es—I see what you mean. If it had been only oneperson . . . we could chak it up asasingular
bug—perhapsin hisfacid features or something. But with two different people—there hasto be
something fundamentally wrong . . . and we better find out what it isif we ever want to sell thisthing.”

Franz reaches out with his hand: ""Please put the cassette in the recorder . . . let's see what we have.”
We run the video over and over again . . . analyzing the reactions of the neurona network to death and

gaining nothing for our toils. At 2300 we give up in disgust; | take some printouts and a copy of the tape
homewith me.

* * %



The Gersen "residence," Vienna, 12th district, 31.07.98

It ispast one o'clock inthemorning and | am unableto deep. | Sitinmy bed, thetapeinthe VCR,
running it over and over again . . . undistracted from printouts and system status displays | start to notice

things

How gorgeous both our strangerslook . . . and how similar. Both would have no red trouble getting a
job as amode—their muscles and the graceful way they move would not be ahindrance either.

Other things are strange too—both move asif they own the mal, like royaty, completely self-assured.
They never have to step out of the way of somebody, instead they part the crowd like M oses the Red
Sea—people give them an awful lot of breathing space. And that empty table at the bar they miraculoudy
got during rush hour—the previous customers left it asif they got shooed away, but the strangers never
said aword to them.

Thetwo girlsin the group wak afew steps behind the couple and carry some parcels—the strangers
carry none. Ther attention is completely focused on the pair and whenever one of the strangers looks at
or talksto them, they answer with avery bright smile. . . likelovers. They pull out the chairsfor the
couple; asone of the girls leaves the table to get some drinks, she bobs her heed—Ilike a perfect waiter in
aredly good restaurant acknowledging his customer's orders.

One could think they would be persona attendants or servantsif they did not act like they wereinlove
haf the time; the couple seemsto expect this—at least they do not look embarrassed when the girlsdo
thingsfor them.

The whole group does not act as you would expect it from some random shoppersin amal. Perhaps|
am just overandyzing afew minutes of video, reading too much intoiit, or it is one more statistical point to
add to thisweirdness—I smply do not know! Faling adeep findly, | dream weird dreams of atall,
muscular, beautiful woman with red hair who stalks me through the mall.

* % *

SCSmall, main plaza & security office, 31.08.98

| have just finished my dinner and return to the security office. . . walking through the mall and gazing
into shop windows—passing over the main plazato enter one of the service corridors.

On the other side of the main plazaasmal group just leaves one of the tables by the bar and moves
toward one of the exits of themall. I know those people well—I have watched that video at least a
hundred times!

| try to follow them, threading through the shoppers, and pass by the bar. On the table they just vacated
| seeatray with four glasses. A sudden impulse makes me grab thetray and | carry it through the door to
the service corridor, abandoning my pursuit . . .

The barkeeper yd|s after me, asking what | am doing with thoseglasses. . . | just flash the mall security



keycard, which seemsto shut him up. Standing in the corridor, tray in hand, | have the sudden crazy urge
to ask loudly: "Where can | find the next cocktail party?' What shdl | do now with these glasses?

Placing the tray on astack of boxes | hurry out again and beg afew plastic packing bags from one of the

stores. Using one bag as an improvised glove | place each glassin an individud bag and tieit closed.

Carrying my treasures | enter the security office and start to look for the monitor that shows the parking
lot in front of entrance 4.

"Can | rewind that tape afew minutes. . . or put anew onein?'
The guard only nods, sighs and reaches down to an open drawer, handing me anew cassette.

* * %

The Gersen "residence,” Vienna, 12th digtrict, telephone conversation, 31.07.98:

"Isthisthe Ingtitute for Molecular Pathology . . . ? Could | spesk to Ing. KatherinaMayer, please?

"Hello, Kati, how areyou? That'sgood to hear . . . | haveto ask abig favor fromyou. . . you are il
working on those forensic things, aren't you?

"W, | have here four glasses, from four different people. . . and | would need aDNA andysison
them.. .. no, drinking glasses. . .

"Katherina, | know thisisan impositiononyou . . . especidly after our breskup. But thereisatruly
weird thing going on hereand | would not ask thisif | did not think it important. If you wish, | will beg
youtodoit....

"No—I am not introuble! Thisisjust something very strange that happened to us here a the university .

..and | have ahunch that this might be very important . . . no, really—I am not in trouble—legd or
otherwise. . ."

"Can't you run it together with red tests. . . disguised asacdibration sample, runin paradle?'

"Redly ... | amin debt to you for something large, Katherina. . . No, | handled the glasses carefully .
.. Yes, | will bethere. . "

* * *

Cafe Zainer, Landstrasser Hauptstrasse, Vienna 3rd district, 06.08.98

Sitting in the Cafe Zainer, eating apfel strudel and sipping applejuice with sodawater . . . Looking to the
entrance to seeif Katherinahas dready arrived. Around me people are doing the usua cafe house things

... talking, reading the excellent collection of newspapers, playing aletha game of chess, eating cakes
and padtries. . . ohyes, and some are drinking coffee.

Katherina enters, looks around and seesmein acorner . . . she does not ook happy—downright



furious would be a better description. She obvioudy came directly from the lab—her short brown hair is
il scrunched up and sheis till wearing trousers and aplaid shirt with asmdl chemicad sainonthe
breast pocket.

"Just what areyou tryingto do . . . where did you get those samples—from the gpe house in
Schoenbrunn Zoo? Can you guess what the control |ab is asking me, you idiot?"

"What do you mean, please. . . gpe house and control 1ab? Please start at the beginning—what isgoing
on?'

"Okay. | dipped your samplesinto alarge batch of testswe are doing for the police right now. All our
samples areimmediately divided in two—one half gets sent to another lab to check our results and both
labs haveto get the samereaults. . ."

"Yes, | heard about that . . . ."

"Okay . . . two of your samples are females, most probably one western caucasian and one oriental
genome—do you need more information on them? | can get alittle more out of the dataif necessary. The
two others are not human—at afirst guessamae and afemale ape of somekind. | will look that up
more closely and god help you if | find out that you are playing practica jokesonme. . ."

"Katie, walit . . . you are telling me that two of those glasses were drunk by apes? That's not
possible—smply impossible! Could it be contaminated samples or something? How sure are those
results?'

"No . . . wedo not work with monkey genes. At first | believed we just had abad test result and threw
thedataout . . . but | received acall from the other |ab and they had exactly the same results—and
normally we get peopleinto jail with those results, so they are good, reliable. Now the other 1ab is
aready asking alot of awkward questions.”

"And if somebody had carried ape genes on his hands? Or kissed amonkey just before. .. 7
"Then | would see their human genestoo. Can you tell me why those glasses were so clean?”

"Clean?'

"Yes. .. only traces of other genecomplexesonthem . . . bascdly al we found was one individual set
oneachglass. .. andlotsof plant genesfrom the drinks.”

| try to remember the bar, thinking out loud: "Hmm. That isasdf service fruit juice and soda bar. |
believe the dirty glasses are stacked on large trays and put through a dishwasher; then they smply put the
wholetray out for the customersto take their glassand fill by themselves. Nobody € se touches them.”

"Industrial dishwashers. .. yes—could be. . . sotell me, what is going on, now?"

"Katherina—I do not know. But | will find out and you will bethefirst oneto hear . . . that | promiseto
you. Wait—you said you are going to look those ape genes up—can you find out more about them?"

* * %

The Gersen "residence," Vienna, 12th district, 06.08.98



Back home | have amessage on the answering machine—it isKatherina: "I checked those genes more
closdly . . . they do not match any apes| havein the catdogue. Now it is your turn to provide some
informationto me. . . what arethey?"

Not apes—not humans. . . | shake my head.

Looking a thevideo again. . . yes, one of the two trailing girls could be Chinese: round face, dark hair
perhaps an epicanthic fold. | can't be sure asthe quality of those security camerasis not that good. The
other one could be English.. . . or Swedish.. . . a least she looks like a Northern European.

Theat leavesthe couple. . . or brother and Sister . . . and by elimination they are most likely to have
carried the ape genes . . . but they look even lesslike apesthan the girlsdo . . . everything—their looks,
their movements—give avery ungpdikeimpresson. . ..

Who are they? What isgoing on?

No—Katherinaasked theright question . . .

What arethey ... ?

Why isit that | have a strange fedling whenever | watch that video—it fedslike ahunch that does not
want to comeclear . . . like | dready know what is going on but cannot put it inwords. . . the answer is
right there, but | am unableto recognizeit . . . or unwilling to recognizeit. . . .

And | want to know—I must know!

| watch thevideo again .. .and again . . . and again . . . and then | remember the second video | have
withme,

| watch them walking through the parking lot, the two girls opening the doors of aluxurious minivan
(could be a Citroen Espace, | note to mysdlf). They hold the doors open until the mysterious couple
entersthe back. Then the girls get in the front, and the van drives away. | lean forward, pushing tiredness
from my eyes, and see—yes—there are afew seconds where | can see the license plate on the van. This
gives me something additiona to check—tomorrow.

* % *

Vehiclelicensing center, Vienna, 19th didtrict, 07.08.98

"Ah. .. excuse me—could you tell meif it ispossibleto find out acar owner's address, if | have only
the license plate number?*

The man gtting behind the information desk 1ooks up and points a the bank of eevators, "Third
level—room 311. . . they can direct you further.”



About forty minuteslater | have repeated my request severd times and have been sent through five
offices. But findly | am ableto put asmall computer printout in my pocket.

> license: W-INGOLF2

> vehicle: Citroen Espace 2.2 TDI

> color : white

> date: 16-12-1997 — license number till valid
> holder : IngolfTech Austria GmbH

> Kaasgrabenstr. 23

> A-1190 Wien

* * %

The Gersen "residence," Vienna 12th district,10.08.98

Fortunately the university library has anumber of good information retrieva experts (caled librariansin
earlier times); they and the archive staff at one of the news magazines have been very hdpful, providing a
stack of photocopies and printouts.

IngolfTech, | read in acopy of anEconomist andyst's article, has appeared only afew yearsago and is
operating from some Caribbean idand—in this short time they have dready started to market afew, but
very interesting, breskthroughs. Basicdly, they've been growing very rapidly. This andyst suggeststhat
you buy any and al shares you can get your greedy fingers on, as soon asthey go public with them, and
he impliesthat that should happen soon.

Hedso givesalittle background on the firm's history, the origins alittle vague—it is rumored that the
start-up money came from a Spanish treasure ship that sank in the Caribbean around 1600. Thefirmis
owned by a Canadian citizen—sdf-made millionaire.

Oh, my God . . . | know that face—it is the redheaded woman on my videos! The photocopy of her
picture is even more stunning than those low quality videos, and her name is Gwendolyn Ingolfsson.

| look through some of the other materid | received from the library—mostly copies from technical and
scientific magazines. My head startsto spin even faster—the things they have started to market are from
very diversefieds: ectronics, computers, bio-engineering—in one article thereisahint at amedica or
cosmetic breskthrough coming soon . . . and dthough | am no expert in al of those fields—all that stuff
seemsto be very advanced, right out there on the bleeding edge.



During my studies, my thoughts and eyes return to the page containing that picture, thinking: "Who are
you, lady?How did you manage dl of this? From nothing to thisin only afew years?'

Andthen. . .| remember the question Katie asked me only short time ago:
"What are they?'

* * *

SCSshopping mall, in the south of Vienna, parking lot, 12.08.98

| step out of the tramway Station—thereisafast connection to the city that startsright in front of the
university—and walk across the parking lot to the nearest entrance.

| am here to do a software upgrade of some parts of our system—carrying the program on a streamer
tape in my briefcase, together with the inevitable books and other reading materids. Inthiscase I'vedso
got some of the copies| read yesterday as | want to go over them again.

Looking over the dready haf-full parking lot | see awhite minivan gtting afew lanes over to the
right—looks like a Citroen Espace. . . could it be?

I look at the license plate—W-INGOLF2.
They ... arehere.

Should | runinto the security office, searching for them on the monitors? | might overlook them or they
could leavewhilel am still on my way . . . no. Thereisonly one safe way—I haveto walit by the car.

Am | going mad? One cannot accost a stranger on a parking lot and askthat question: "What are you?"'
But | haveto know. . . .

| take out anewspaper to calm mysdf and lean on the side of the car, trying to immerse mysdlf in the
paper or | will surely run away. | glance toward the entrance every few seconds; my throat is
dry—nerves.

Here they come—again there are four in the group. The strange couple and their two attendants. | put
the newspaper away and keep my hands well visble—I do hope they do not shake too much. . .
clearingmy throat . . .

"Ah...excuseme. .. could | have aword with you?

In the midst of the word he was trying to say,
In the midst of hislaughter and glee,

He had softly and suddenly vanished away—



For the Sharkwasa Boojum, you see.

John Barnesisknown for his SF novels and stories.Kal el descope Century ,Finity , and many more,
Helivesin Gunnison, Colorado, and teaches theatre at Western State College—and practices what he

teaches. How hefindsthe energy to do dl thismystifiesme . It must be the extra oxygen in the lowland
ar. (I liveat 7,200 feet, mysdf.)

John has aso written a series of ternate-history, crosstime-travel romps featuring hishero Mark
Strang, the art-historian turned gun for hire and interdimensiona scourge of tyrants: Washington's

Dirigible ,Caesar's Bicycle , andPatton's Spaceship .
One of the great things about a multiverse of dternate timelinesisthat if anything possible happens,

virtualy everything will, somewhere.

So Mark Strang takes time off from the war againgt the Closers—sadistic descendants of the
Carthaginianswho ruleamillion timelines, dl of them badly—to meet the gene-engineered Draka.

The Closerslove to torment their helpless, hating daves. To the Draka, that would seem crude; they
consider making their subjectslove them the ultimate domination. Mark Strang isn't enchanted with either

approach, and showsit . . .

UPON THEIR BACKS, TO
BITE 'EM

John Barnes

John Barnesisknown for his SF novels and stories.Kaleidescope Century ,Finity , and many more,
Helivesin Gunnison, Colorado, and teaches theatre at Western State College—and practices what he

teaches. How hefindsthe energy to do dl thismydtifiesme . It must be the extra oxygen in the lowland
ar. (I livea 7,200 feet, mysdf.)

John has also written a series of dternate-history, crosstime-travel romps featuring his hero Mark
Strang, the art-higtorian turned gun for hire and interdimensiona scourge of tyrants; Washington's




Dirigible ,Caesar's Bicycle , andPatton’'s Spaceship .

Oneof the great things about amultiverse of dternate timelinesisthat if anything possible happens,
virtudly everything will, somewhere.

So Mark Strang takes time off from the war againgt the Closers—sadistic descendants of the
Carthaginianswho ruleamillion timelines, dl of them badly—to meet the gene-engineered Draka.

The Closerslove to torment their hel pless, hating daves. To the Draka, that would seem crude; they
consgder making their subjectslove them the ultimate domination. Mark Strang isn't enchanted with either
approach, and showsit . . .

"Admit it, Mark, you're bored," Chrysamen said.

"I have no problem withadmitting it." | poured mysdlf another cup of coffee from the maker in our
kitchen and took an absent-minded sip. "I just have problems with any possible way out of it, isal. Now,
if you'll excuse me, our son iswaiting patiently for his chance a checkmate, which | think helll getin
about ten moves."

"Six," Perry said from the other room.

| went back out into the living-dining room. Perry had moved the chessboard alittle to the sde. Hewas
reading some comic that had both Spider-Man and The Incredible Hulk on the cover. Hisfedt, giganticin
proportion to the skinny rest of him, were up on the table, next to the chessboard. He looked the picture
of eleven-year-old contentment.

| gently lifted hisfeet to the side with one hand, and set my coffee cup down on thetable. Perry sat
upright, grumbling that there was no place around here where aguy could get comfortable.

| remembered making the same grumble to my own father, so | used hisline. "If being comfortable
means destroying good furniture, then you're right. There's no place here where you can get comfortable.
Better start saving to move out.”

"Aw, Pop. That's Grandpasline."

"Uh-huh. And that's your grandmother'stable. Which means, as| don't redly haveto tell you, Perry, that
it meansalot to Grandpa Strang.” | looked a my son intently for half aminute; then he shrugged and
nodded. My mother, Perry's grandmother, was murdered in front of Dad and me, years before Perry
was born, just before | went into my present line of work. Dad's as recovered as he's going to get, but
hell never be over it. If Perry had scratched the table that Mother had once found at ayard sdle and
spent those summer hours refinishing, Dad would never have said ahard word to elther of us about
it—but al the same, it would have been an addition to the hegp of pain ingde him, and neither Perry nor |
could shrug thet off.

Sdvaging alittle pride, Perry said, "Anyway, | wasn't going to scratch the table or hurt it, Pop. And
besides, it will be out of danger in no time—I've got matein Six."

"I'm afraid he'sright, Mark," afamiliar voice said behind and above me; | felt the friendly hand on my
shoulder even as| was saying "Wakd"

"Yep”



| turned around and stood up to greet him with ahug. Waksin His Shadow Caldwell is about six foot
two, with what | think is an exceptionally handsome face—high-ridged nose, cheekbones wide and high,
dark eyes, skin a copper-beige color. At least he was handsome by the standards of Americain the early
2000s. | had no ideawhat they thought of him afew thousand timelines over, where he came from—a
timeline where the assassination of Andrew Jackson prevented the Trail of Tears, the German Fever
devastated the North, and Napoleonfils cut off European emigration for more than forty years. I'd been
there once, on atraining trip; the USA of 1960 had less than ahundred million people, and they were
about one-third Native, one-third Euro, and one-third African in ancestry. Pretty country, but empty.

Walkswas an old friend, but till, it was hardly usud for him to turn up in my house on July third.
Nobody crosses timelines other than by necessity, because every crossing is detectable and could give
away the position of both the starting and the ending timeline to the bad guys. ATN protocol restricts
crossingsto emergencies; ATN isthe outfit that Walks, Chrysamen, and | al work for. Just think of usas
"the good guys."

Chrysamen came out with atray of iced tea—oddly, one of the few common tastes between Walkss
timeline and mine. One of theiced teas wasin apaper cup, which she handed to Perry and said, "Perry,
if it actudly is certain that you have matein Sx moves, maybe you can spare your father total humiliation
and let us get on with the adult business by, er—"

"Leaving," Perry finished for her, getting up, taking agulp that half-emptied the glass, and sarting for the
door. He stopped, turned, and said, "Hey, could | have gotten mate infour? "

Walks beamed. " Great question, but no. See, you'd have to expose yourself to check to doit.” Ashe
talked, his hands played over the chessboard, showing things to Perry much too fast for meto follow.
"That would happen in any of the three ways that were otherwise possible, so no, theré's not alega way
to do it. That leaves two more moves you aways have to go through—aeither an exchange for hiswhite
bishop, so that your king can move, or ajump around the problem with thisknight. Either way, Sx moves
isyour minimum.”

| did my best to pretend | had any ideawhat Walks was showing him. Perry seemed to get it a once,
however, thanked "Mr. Walks," and was out the door just fast enough so that | couldn't tell him not to
dam the screen door.

After wed all jumped at the bang, and settled back down, | said, "Kids," and Waks said "Blessem,”
and the ever-practical Chrysamen said, "All right, so what's the proposed job?"

Waks chuckled. "Well, it'sajob for Mark, rather than for you two asateam. So if you want to decline
it because you wouldn't be working together, I'll certainly understand that. In fact, to sweeten the dedl a
little, Mark, we've authorized a short-term exchange for thismission, so you'll be gone only about a half
day here, but it might be as much as sx months over in the timeine wed be going to. | told Lao and
Malecelaand the other brassthat giving you a short time exchange would be more likely to get you to
take thejob."

"Waéll, you might beright,” | said, "if youwould just tell me what thejob is™

"Bemy bodyguard on adiplomatic misson. If you don't mind being flattered alittle bit, | requested you
specificaly, because | needed asenior crux op with clearance for all kinds of security, and with some
bodyguarding experience—and it needed to be someone | was sure | could trust, because for thisjob,
especidly, | wanted someone with a proven record of saving my life, which each of you had.”



"Then why not both of usasateam? That's how we usudly work, and we can get somebody to look
after Perry on ten minutes notice—"

Walks shook hishead and said, "Thisis notjust diplomatic bodyguarding. Thisian't even justdangerous
diplomatic bodyguarding. We're going to go put our headsin the lion's mouth—and the lion saysthat it
only wantstwo of us. Now, if you'l take the dedl, Mark, well just open agate into your bedroom and
get going. I'm sorry to sound impatient but 1'd like to start. Y ou'll be back for supper—if you're back at
dl"

That |ast reference was what told me that thisjob wasreally dangerous, not just the usua dangers of
being a crux op. Usudly crux opsdon't talk about dying, and one reason is because when we do, we get
maudlin about it, generally while drunk or right after sex. | supposethat'stheway life getsinan
excessvely romantic job.

I'd have thought, many years ago, that | had become aredist, probably too much of aredlist. Most of
my family had been killed in what appeared to be a pointless political murder. I'd gone through adeep
depression and come out the other end as a professiona bodyguard, dedicated to keeping assholes away
from nice people, which not at al incidentally gave me an excuse to occasionally beat up people that
needed beating up. | spent much of my time keeping scum at bay. | thought | was facing the real world,
which was gritty and "redig.”

Then I'd fdlen throughinto thereal rea world, which is even grittie—but desperately romantic. More
than amillion timelines held down by the Closers, awhole culture devoted to the joyful practice of
davery. Moretimeinesin aloose aliance cadled ATN, facing them—about even with the Closerswhen |
darted, but we have twice as many timelines now, and in those millions of timelines, every bizarre thing
you could think of has happened. Buck Rogers science, storybook settings, desperate quests, mad
tyrants, unspeakable crimes, ineffable beauty, al of your childhood heroes—I'd been on one mission with
George Washington and Leonardo da Vinci as co-agents, but that'salong and different story . . . well. |
learned, a couple of decades ago, that although I'd seen most of the dark corners of my ownworld, I'd
only been living in abad black and white polaroid of that big bold technicolor redlity.

ATN was gill mostly secret in our timeline; the public was being prepared for the news, but it would
probably be ageneration or so until we were ready to be open about it. It was scheduled for the
presidency-to-come, twenty years or so in the future, of my ward Porter Brunreich. (That wasthe U.S.
Presidency . . . that young lady doesn't settle for half measures.)

Meanwhile, | continued in my occupation as bodyguard for Porter and as part-time crux op. Seven
hundred yearsin the future, timetravel remains expensive, even for civilizationsthat can move whole
planets around, and so most of the action involves smal numbers of scouts, pioneers, agents, and
liaisons, every so often one of those tempora explorers, agents, or diplomats goesmissing, in
circumstances that might be due to enemy action. When that happens, a crux op goesinto the last known
time and place location for the missing person, and the crux op is bound by just threerules:

Rule One: Find the missing person, or the body.
Rule Two: Make sure the original mission gets completed.
Rule Three: No other rules apply.

* * %



We went back into the bedroom suite, where Chrysand | have a space that is dways kept empty so
that a gate can be projected there from ATN headquarters at Hyper Athens (a space station that will
never exist in our timeline, but isjust afew centuries forward and severa possibilitiesto the Sde).
Chrysamen grabbed mefor just an instant, gave me along, deep kiss, and said, "Come back.”

Privately, Chrysand | cdl that Rule Zero.

* * %

A moment later in subjective time, Waksand | were standing in thereceiving areaa ATN, shaking
hands with awhole committee of people. Waksin His Shadow was one of the most valued people ATN
has because he/d done so many different things. He'd been spectacularly effective as atime scout, on the
mission that had turned the tide of the war and promised to let useventudly rid dl the timelines of
Closers. HEd worked as a crux op himself. Hed held abunch of command and staff jobsin everything
from pre-imperid Roman legionsto a 23rd-century LithuPolish Pentaku, and fought in everything from
one-on-one epée quarrelsto commanding aregiment of capsuleersin one of the Irish Empir€sinvasions
of Mars. Hismultiply rebuilt body housed amind with at least two centuries of adult experience—and
much of that wasin contact and diplomacy.

So if the Senate of Citizens had chosen him to make our first contact with this new family of timelineson
thismisson, it could be no ordinary misson.

As soon aswe arrived, Walksimmediately went off for alast-minute briefing. Ariadne Lao, an old friend
and my usud boss, took meto adiscreet little cafe that we both liked, to do the high level briefing and
not incidentaly to get reacquainted with the moussaka. "This placeis il secure," she explained, aswe
sat down, near awindow tuned to the outsde, where we could watch the big, gleaming Earth roll by on
one sde, and the twinkles of dozens of spacecraft on the other, as Hyper Athens dowly tumbled.

"All right,” | said. "Then tel me everything.”

"We wish we knew more, obvioudy," she said, "but heresthe basics. Weve run into acivilization—to
usethetermvery loosely—that hasjust found the technique of crossng timelines, within the last thirty
years, and begun to explore outwards from its home timeline. A timeinefairly closeto both yoursand
Penipotentiary Cadwell's native timelines—" it took me amoment to redize my built-in trandator chip
had trand ated Walksstitle from Lao's aways-polite speech.

"Badcdly, inthis new family of timelines, theré's an enormous and frightening great power that never
occurred in either your timeline or Walkss." She looked down at her notes; she was from thetimeline
where ATN had originated, and from her standpoint the whole settlement of North Americafrom Europe
was an aberration. "The difference was that after the American Revolution, the Loyalists went to South
Africainstead of Canada, and in the fullness of time, grew up to be the nation that conquered the world,
endaved everybody, and bioengineered themsalvesinto anew species. They call themselves Draka,
which derives, digantly, from Drake having explored that part of theworld.”

| shuddered. "Soin their timdine, unmodified human beings are daves?!
"Extinct. Wethink. We know that theré's alot they're not telling us. Asfar aswe can tdll, there might be

ahundred human-derived speciesin thosetimelines. All created entirely for the amusement and
convenience of thedrakenses ."



"Aurd ofdrakensis ?'

"Right. Anyway, some of them might look like us—the Drakathemsdlves do, superficialy—but they're
al designed, and the worlds they're designed for are mostly empty, with just afew mastersin them.”

| sghed. "They sound more like naturd allies of the Closers, but | supposeif we can usethem asalies,
well haveto."

"Y ou know the basic principle. Any timeline that doesn't try to control other timelinesis okay, even if
their mgjor civilization bakes babiesfor breskfast." She sighed. "Not that I'm happy about that principle
just & the moment. Mark, thisis one of those caseswhere| redlly wonder if any end can justify the
means. Unofficidly, yes, the Drakaare quite unattractive, but officidly, they have potentid to help us
shorten the war, and that's not something we can afford to pass up the chance at.

"Now, this next thing is a note of some importance. One aspect of their extraordinarily well-advanced
genetic engineering isthat they have have modified themsdaves to have voluntary control of their
pheremones. They can make themsdaves smell like friends, or like dangerous predators, or whatever.
They are quite capable, for example, of causng anon-resstant human to fal madly into sexud infatuation
with them, at will. That is, a Drakawill. The ordinary human doesn't have much in the way of awill, once
the Draka get done with him.

"Thisis one reason why Plenipotentiary Caldwell isgoing in with abodyguard. Part of your jobisto
watch each other. Wethink we can give you a shot of nanos that will protect you against Draka control.
But if it should fail—if one of you fals under the sway of a Drakon—then the job of the other oneisto
get you both out of there, right then, before the Draka can gain any more information about ATN, and
most especialy before you both end up as puppets. Isthat clear?’

"Does Waks know that's my job? Dragging him out of there if needed?!

"Hethinks hiring you was hisidea. And it was. But we dready had it in mind, and we contrived afew
Stuations that would reinforce theideafor him, to which, | must say, he responded beautifully. So yes, it
was hisidea, but it was ours before it was his."

"These Draka aren't the only people that practice mind control, are they?!

Lao didn't answer, but she seemed annoyed, and she's agood boss and an old friend | don't want to
offend, so | dropped that line of conversation and we got down to business; she gave methe basic
reports to have down cold before we left. ATN are good people, but when it comesto talking about
means and ends, they can get astouchy as anybody.

The next day, while | was going over the materiad, and finding more and more things not to like about the
Draka, Ariadne dropped by the guest apartment where | was staying. She gpologized for having been
abrupt with me the day before, and said it had a grest deal to do with how much the ATN leadership had
aready been arguing about whether to open any kind of relationswith the Draka et al; severa of the
citizen-senators described the Draka as " Super-Closers' and suggested that we should Smply shove a
planet-wrecking bomb through the gate and be done with them. " So they've thrashed through all the
conflicts, and argued and screamed and so on for along time, and now they've hit on apalicy,” she said,
"which may or may not work, but if it doesn't work, al the oneswho didn't favor it will be ableto jump
on our organization and blame usfor it. So I'm afraid that for these last few days I've been
hypersengtive.”



"That's understandable,” | said, pouring teafor both of us. "But | can't believe you went to the bother of
coming in person just to gpologize.”

"W, no, | didn't. | cameto bring you anew toy for your expedition—you'll bethe first crux op to carry
one, ever. It hasn't been used by any agent in any red emergency, but the field tests have been very
successtul, and it'srated asfully ready to go."

"Unh-hunh. | hope the mission doesn't depend oniit,” | said. | have any norma person's horror of using
experimenta equipment in dangerous Stuations; heck, besides dl the next-millenium hardware that ATN
givesme, | dwaystry to pack dong aModd 1911A "Army automatic,” because | know | can trust it.

She laughed. "No, absolutely not. It just gives you another option.” She handed me something that
looked alittle like amodern concuss on grenade—an duminum egg with apininit. "They made your
version of the gadget look like a grenade exactly so you'd be nervous about pulling the pin, becauseit's
grictly for desperate Stuations,” she said. "What it is, is agate generator that forms the gate around you.
If you pull the pin, the energy source insde—which stores about a giggoule, so it'sabig one—powers
up agate that encloses anything within three meters of the object. It does avery high speed search for
oxygen and dry land, so that it won't dump you someplace you can't survive. Then it kicksyou and
whatever's with you through the gate, and sends out an amplified shockwave in probability space so that
we can find you easlly.”

"Where exactly doesit send me?

"Thefirg timdinethat its search finds, in which you can survive, that's aminimum distance from where
you were. Think of it aslike the parachutesin your crude airplanes; it doesn't deiver you anywherein
particular, but sometimes where you are is S0 dangerous that anywhere dseisworth trying."

| Sighed. "Y eah, I've been placeslike that. So it's nondirectional, just abailout device?"
"That'sright,” she said. "No timefor rethinking, either—the gate formstheingtant the pinis pulled.”

"If it'sdl thesameto ATN, I think I'll tape that pin down," | said. "How much force doesit take to pull
it?"

"Two newtons. Y ou can do it with onefinger."

"Then I'm definitdy taping it down."

* % *

Walksand | bounced through nine timelinesin ninety seconds on our way to the Drakatimeline where
negotiations were to happen. That's aroutine precaution; by putting the bounces close together, their
sgnadsoverlap in away that—the physiciststell me—can't be decomposed to find individua timelines.
Thisway the Drakawouldn't be in any position to come looking for us, should negotiations go
sour—which | was privately hoping they'd do, after what 1'd read of them. ATN aready has some pretty
grim member timelines—some descended from Nazi and Communist world-states thet liberdlized, and a
stomach-turning one that resulted from the Confederacy conquering the world before it was overthrown
by theocrats. | didn't like those timelines much, though some very good agents came from them. There
are people that you just don't want on your side, when you comeright down to it, and I'd never seen
anything that fit that description better than the Draka.



The blur of colors and the whirl of sunsin the sky went away, and we stood on a platform in what would
have been in South Africain my timeline or Nouvelle Provence in Wakss. We were facing two
remarkably beautiful redheads, who could easily have been sigers.

"Hello," thedightly taller onesaid, "I am Chief Negotiator Sabrina de Koenigen, and thisis my assigtant,
AilanthaRossgnal.”

Thetrandator in my head made her words clear while another part of my mind recognized it as English
of asort—maybe about as close to my English as Flemish would bein my own world. It sounded like the
thickest Southern drawl I'd ever heard, but the rhythm was different, somehow.

Walks stepped forward and bowed dightly. "I am Plenipotentiary Walksin His Shadow Caldwell, and
thisismy assstant, Mark Strang.”

There were the usud interminabl e pleasantries about whether or not we were comfortable (how can you
get uncomfortable on aless-than-two-minute trip?), and then about settling usinto guest quarters. They
played the game of pretending that they needed a couple of hoursto be ready for us, and we sat in there
quietly, assuming that our rooms were bugged, that listening devices were dwaystrained on us, and that
therefore we were to have no communication with each other that we couldn't have in front of Draka
Security. We had someinconsequentia discussion, figured out the sanitary facilities, and unpacked our
one bag each.

The Draka hadn't realy seemed to care that | would be armed; apparently if the Situations were
reversed, they would have expected and demanded it. Besides, what could Walks and | possibly do with
just my hand wegpons, no matter how potent? Even with an atom bomb in my suitcase, | could have
done very little harm to awhole planet of them. Any act of violence| did would have gained uslittle and
would only have put them on dert that our intentions weren't friendly.

Presumably, after enough listening, they were satisfied that we wouldn't blurt out everything as soon asiit
looked like we were alone. Then Rossignol came by to get us. She was good looking enough, with deep
blue eyes and an athletic build, but | realized after we had walked a hundred meters or so that the
anti-pheromone nanosin my bloodstream were doing their job; | was aware that her smell was saying
"Trust me Love Me Do What | Say" into my nose—overlaid with occasiona bits of "Wanna
Fuck?'—but | didn't feel any need to do anything about any of it, except to pretend to be vaguely
interested.

The basic procedure for the negotiations was that de K oenigen and Walks would dowly exchange
information with each other, while Rossignol and | sat in opposite corners of the room, took notes, and
watched each other for treachery. After three hours of polite exchanges—thingslike "1 am authorized to
tell you that we maintain asolar system with avery low population and we are not accepting settlers at
thistime" from de Koenigen, or "I have been ingtructed to tell you that we have apalicy of dtrict
noninterference by every member timedlinein every other member timdinegsaffars' from Waks—de
Koenigen suggested that we have dinner and just get acquainted informaly. Given that | was dready
bored out of my mind, and Rossignol looked like she desperately wanted to go to deep, there were two
votesin the room for it immediately, and Waks assented aswell.

The place where we ate, was "famous not only in Archona but throughout the Domination,” we were
informed. Knowing the Draka background, | was moderately—and very privately—amused that much of
the meal, which they assured me was traditiond with them, dating back to their earliest days, waswhét |
would cdl "soul food."



You can get alot of intelligence out of casud conversation, especialy when investigating another
timeline, and that was what they weretrying on us. | knew that when wetold them that Walksand | were
not from the same timdlines, thisinformation would be squirrdled away somewhere: Inter-timeline travel
isroutine for them. When | mentioned the death of my first wife, my mother, and my brother, in an act
of violence, anote would recordStrang's world has endemic terrorism or violent crime. They were
drawing conclusions about sizes of families, socia customs, economics, and dl therest, just asquickly as
they could ask us questions.

We were playing the same game, and the more | heard, the more | redlized that being a serf for the
Draka—specificaly being aservus, their geneticdly-controlled utility workers—was probably
indistinguishable from being adave of the Closers. The only difference was that the servus were bred to
likeit and need it; the Closers, who were awhole culture of brutd sadists, often as rough on each other
and their own children asthey were on their daves, preferred to own and torment something that was
ableto hate them, | guess because it enhanced the experience. | wasn't sure whether | found the
pragmatic Draka or the sadistic Closersless attractive.

| think | managed dinner with them rather well. | did have to work to hold abite of fried chicken down
when, right after | swalowed, Rossignol began talking about the teenage girl she had picked to implant
with acloned egg, creating alittle Rossignol insde her bed partner.

| was careful to keep thinking "Rossignol” even though, by that time, wewere dl on afirs-name basis; |
waswilling to call her "Ailantha’ at her request, to be polite, but if it came downtoit, I'd rather haveto
kill "Rossignal,” or better yet, "That nasty Drakon bitch.”

Both de Koenigen and Rossignol must have been putting out pheromonesfor dl they were worth,
because | could fed it whispering in my bloodstream. The wine they kept ordering—and filling our
glasses with—didn't seem to bother my nanos one bit, though. So though | was feding the booze allittle,
drinking it faster than the artificia scrubber built into my kidney could dedl with, the signd getting to me
was afaint whigpering in the back of my mind—"I Love Y ou I've Always Wanted Someone Like You
Adore Me Trust Me Wanna Fuck?' | played dong, mildly; | kind of thought Walkswas overdoing it,
and by the end of dinner held let de Koenigen rest ahand on hisarm for quite awhile.

We staggered back to our quarters—one thing you can say for totaitarian states, the Streets are safe at
any hour—and sacked out. By the time we got back to our own door, of course, the acohol was gone
from our systems, but we kept right on playing drunk—or at least | was playing. | was starting to wonder
if maybe there was something wrong in Walks's scrubber, or if hewas just atoo-thorough actor.

Stretched out on my bunk in the dark, | practiced my old habit of privately thanking whoever or
whatever beings might rule the multiple universes; | thanked them for my chance at asecond lifeina
wider world, and for people to love and take care of like Porter, and for good friends and comradeslike
Walks, and of course for Chrysamen. | dways finished with her. Then | set my mind to drift off to deep.

| was mildly disturbed by alittle noise from Walks, in the next room; it took me asecond to redlize that |
hadn't heard that sound since the days when I'd lived in the frat house. He was masturbating like a crazy
monkey, but trying to be quiet about it.

Widl, maybe his pheromone screen wasn't as good as mine, or perhaps he had a mgor thing for
redheaded lady wrestlers. It was, so to speak, no skin off mine.

* % *



The next morning, I'd have sworn that Walks had an actua hangover, which seemed dl the
stranger—that shouldn't happen to anyone with a scrubber. Maybe hiswasn't working—and that led to
the equdly horrifying thought that perhgpsal of hisbiochemica defenseswere mafunctioning. | had no
way to ask him; not only did we have to assume that audio was bugged, but there was no way even to
write anoteto him, or to tap his shoulder in Morse code, or do any other trick to avoid surveillance. We
had no way of knowing what their surveillance capabilities might be; for al | knew there could bea
camerain thelamp | wrote under, or amonitoring system in any hard surface | might write on, or any
number of subtle listening devices anywhere in the rooms. Certainly if Draka representatives had cometo
ATN, wed have bugged themin al of those ways, and half adozen more aswell.

It hadn't seemed like such a serious problem in the abstract, back at Hyper Athens, when weld
discussed and reviewed procedure, and noted that we could not and must not have any communication
about any covert matter until we were out of the Drakatimeline. But now . . . wasWaksdl right?1'd
never seen him having visible problems before. Wasthis part of aruse? If so, how should | react?

My dread only got worse when, halfway through the morning, de K oenigen suggested along bresk to
take awalk through apark. To judge by the sheen of sweat on Walkss forehead, my friend's pheromone
resstance wasfailing just as badly as his acohol scrubbers had. Someone had screwed up royally on the
whole mission; as soon as Walksand | got back to our quarters, I'd haveto officialy pull out my
emergency orders, and request arecal. | was tempted to do that now, but | couldn't risk embarrassing
our envoy in front of the other sde, and besides, asyet, Waksin His Shadow hadn't quite done anything
that could make me certain he'd actually lost control.

Stll, I was also worried by how fast he agreed to the walk, and by the smile he gave de Koenigen.

Somehow or other the walk through the park would first require going back to our guest quarters, and
when we got there, Wakswent in, and Sabrina de Koenigen went in after him, and just like that, | was
separated from him—Rossignol stepped in between the door and me and said "1 think they badly want to
bedone”

Her pheromones were now sending "Obey me" and "Get hard” at about equd intensities.

| didn't quite have an excuseto pick afight with her, and frankly didn't like my chancesif | did—a
Drakon isas strong as an ape or abear, and I'd get taken apart, while achieving nothing for the cause. |
didn't have any way to argue with her about them wanting to be alone; in fact, Wakswas making a
number of strange noises that made methink that he'd probably rather not be rescued for afew minutes,
anyway. Softly, Rossignol said, "Y ou know that al the damageis done dready. We can tell you have
some kind of resistance system, Mark, and that Mister Caldwell has one that doesn't work. Y ou can't get
to him becauseif you try, I'll kill you. And he won't want to get away from Sabrina for another hour a
least. So we're going to learn what we're going to learn. Now, you and | can stand here and face each
other at this doorway, or we can go somewhere comfortable and sit. Which will it be?!

"Let'skeep the faceoff going,” | said.

"Y ou know perfectly well that | won't tire asfast asyou will," Rossgnol said, smiling. "And incidentally,
even out herein public, we have some privacy. No onewill be coming by. Want to see what it's like with
one of us? Are you sure you want Caldwell to have al the stories?" | couldn't entirely tell if shewas only
teasing, or if shewasjust looking for something to do during adull watch.

Meanwhile, ingde, | heard Waks howling with pleasure. | did my best to ignoreit.



| thought about agreeing to have sex, and then pulling out the .45 and shooting her. My guesswas that
with her strength and reflexes, she could probably take the gun away from me, use me, and kill me, faster
than | could draw the gun.

"You'reright, it wouldn't work," Rossignol said evenly.
| admit | gaped at her.

"Wedon't read minds," she said, "but you obvioudy thought of something for amoment and then gave
up onit. Theway your body moves. Theway you smell. It'snot hard to tell.”

"Why are you doing this?" | asked. "Assaulting and interrogating an envoy isagood way to start awar.
Do youwant to fight amillion timelines?'

"Well, the million may be exaggerated,” she said, "or it may not, but I'm willing to agree there are more
of you than there are of us. Part of the sport, you might say. A bigger challenge. And after al, mostly you
came hereto get to know us. Well, you're finding out. We don't bargain with fera humans, any more than
you bargain with cattle. The red question isjust how soon you'll be serfs. That son you mentioned at
dinner last night will have atattoo on his neck one day."

| kept my voice low and even, but | stared at her with complete disgust. "A tattoo on hisneck?' | asked.
"Isthat how you mark serfs?’

Her pheromones were now sending abunch of signalsintended to rile me up; she must be under orders
to get meinto some kind of afight or something, | thought. Perhaps | needed to be killed while attacking
her.

But the thought of Perry with aneck tattoo . . . | ran my hand over my own throat, trying to imagine that,
and kept an eye on her whilel did.

"Oh, helll weer it," shesaid. "Y ou'll seethe tattoo on any captured serf. But not where you're touching
yourself." With acrud little smile, sheturned her head to show me. "The saxf tattoo extends across
here—"

She drew aline with her finger, and as shedrew it, | pulled the .45, thrust it forward, and fired three
timesinto her neck.

Later on | found out that they al have what amountsto a Kevlar underskin; the rounds penetrated only
because it was at point blank range, and without much force. Chances are she survived with the mother
of al headaches and some bed rest. But the impact of the heavy rounds was enough to throw her
backward against the doorframe, and to daze and disorient her. | kicked her hard to knock her to the
ground and pressed my thumb against the door's reader plate. There was some mercy inthe universe; it
popped open, and | rolled insde.

De Koenigen came at me, hands reaching to break my neck, and | put the rest of the clip into her face. |
wasn't as closeto her as| had been to Rossignol, so | don't think it had much more effect on her than
being whacked hard with abroom handle in the face would on me—it stunned and staled her, but | don't
think shewasredly hurt.

Still, shetook astep back. | dove forward, onto the bed, and had just an instant to realize that Walks
wastied out in anaked spread-eagle, and that he had pretty obvioudy been having avery good time. |



landed on top of him, reached into my pocket, and pulled the pin on the new escape device. Theworld
turned aweird noncolor, and we were out of there.

* k% %

The landing was abit rough; whatever hunting the device did apparently didn't care about a two-foot
drop in abed whose legs had been severed at uneven lengths. We were outdoorsin bright sunlight,
probably the same place and time of day as before, but if the gadget had worked correctly, we were out
of Drakaterritory.

Or at least we would have different Drakato cope with.
| pulled out my knife and cut his bonds. Walks, still naked, sat up and drew a deep breath, sobbing.
"Canyou move?' | asked, "Because—"

There was aloud thunder and a brief darkness. | looked up to see an aircraft belly dide over us,
perhaps a hundred feet overhead, and the shape and indgniatold me ingtantly.

"Uh, because | think we're on the runway of a Closer airport,” | said.

That got his attention. We ran for the nearest building, and barefoot and naked though he was, he got
there ahead of me. There was an open doorway and we rushed into that; there was till no evidence that
we'd been seen, but surdly there must be alarms sounding in the terminal and agang of armed men on
their way. "Inventory,” Waks said, gasping. "Oh, god, her pheromones are dtill dl over me; I've never
been so horny in my life. Inventory, Mark, what do we have?'

"Y ou've got nothing,” | said. "I've got the .45 and aNIF. If | spray it around now, we can probably
knock off the whole airport around us, but that's going to cause attention.”

"Y ou got any better plans?' he asked.

"Nope."

The NIF—Neura Induction Flechette—is awegpon that shoots little needles that take over the nervous
system. They're self-guiding and will go looking for human beingsto hit; you can sdect any effect from
mild itching to immediate cardiac shutdown. In this case, | just stepped out the door, drew mine—it
looked abit like a cordless drill with a keyboard—set it to hit everywhere that wasn't usfor akilometer
around, and fired it up into the air. To maximize the effect, | set them to kill—quickly and painlesdy, but
al the same, anybody who wasn't in an airtight room would be dropping dead.

| dipped back into the building and listened to the explosions and crashes outside—presumably
driverless vehicles plowing into things, and arcraft with deed pilots crashing. Walkswas franticaly
rubbing himsdf with oily ragsheldd found. "Oh, god, | can't believeit, | redly cant,” he said. "None of my
protection worked at al. And they grabbed our persona computers, and . . . um, well, | told her
everything she asked. We're absolutely screwed, Mark.”

"Wdll, amost absolutely,” Chrysamen said. She stepped out of the shadows. "And at least Walksis
dressed for it. I'm here to bring you guys home."

She pressed the button on a hand-held gate call, and abruptly there were bursts of no-color aternated



with colors and lights; we ran through another deception set, and there we were, back at Hyper Athens,
two days older and much the worse for the wear.

* k% %

By tradition, in my family, we have alittle review of the past year every Fourth of July. My father isjust
about the mogt patriotic person | know, and the Fourth is dways our biggest holiday, by far. After we
watch the Frick Park fireworks, and the various children are sent off to bed, Dad and |, my sister Carrie,
and of course since she married into the family, Chrysamen aswell, dl gather in Dad's studly, to talk a bit
about what's happened in the last year, and what we hope will happen, and so forth. Sometimesit's been
about dangers, and sometimes about opportunities, and most years, more often than not, it'sjust been a
pleasant, satisfactory review of dl the things that have gone right with our lives.

Thistime, though, | had astory to tell. Thanksto the short-term exchange they had granted me, so that |
didn't have to be awvay from my timeline on a day-per-day basis, though | had experienced being away
for about six weeks, including al the debriefing time a Hyper Athens, | had gotten back home only an
hour after I'd left, on the third. Now I'd had agood night's deep and a soothing family holiday, and was
feding rested and ready to talk. So | did, with Chrysamen filling in many parts, because, of course, she
knew much more of the story.

Wetdked for along time, in thewarm glow of Dad's study; in the lamplight, the sharp angles made the
old pockmarks from the long-ago bullet holes more visible, and | tended to get lost in looking at them,
and thinking, even after dl these years and even with my very rewarding family life, how life might have
been different if weld seen the attacks coming.

"Sothat wasredly dl it was" Dad said. "The old standard way of planting disnformation—haveit
carried by someone who believesit and will try to guard it. Neither Waks nor Mark knew that they were
doing anything other than what they were ordered to do—but Ariadne Lao set Mark up with that escape
device, 0 that when things got desperate enough, held “accidentaly' bounce right over to amagjor Closer
military base. That must have caused some excitement.”

"It did," | said, and described the situation of popping onto arunway with Walks naked, and then of
massacring the population around the airport. "Anyway, the one thing that Lao didn't lie about,” | said,
"was about the amplification of the timeline-crossing shock wave. The Closers got ared good fix on that
Drakatimeline, I'm sure. And the Draka—if their physicsis up to it—know where the Closers are, as
well. | should havefigured that that escape device couldn't possibly work the way they were describing
it, anyway. Why have something that hasto look for a safe place to set you down? Why not just design it
to dways take you somewhere safe?!

Dad nodded. "Because that's the basi ¢ technique for planting disinformation. Don't let anything that
actudly isimportant sound likeit is. Lao gave you a plausible explanation for something you weren't
supposead to need, and with so much else going on, you didn't worry about the fine details." He sghed
and took asip of brandy. "Anyway, as aguy who once followed the activities of afew espionage outfits,
| have to admire this as a sheer piece of trade craft. How much of it did you know about, Chrys?"

"All of it, once Mark was dready on hisway," she said. "Always assuming they're not running some
scam on me, aswell. Ariadne Lao came and saw me ten minutes after Mark left. They sent Mark and
Walksin there, ddiberately vulnerable, and knowing full well that the Drakawere apt to just grab them
and try to extract intelligence information. They knew that Mark would get both of them out—they
hoped, leaving the documents and alot of hints behind—and that the device would take themvery
noticesbly through Closer territory. The whole operation was one big setup to insure that the Closers and



the Drakawere going to find each other, and notin afriendly way . .. . "

My sster Carrie sat up alittle straighter in her wheelchair. "But don't you have to worry about them
alying with each other?'

Dad chuckled. "I supposeit's possible, but consder who'sinvolved. Totditarian states with along
record of treachery. Both eager to find whole timdlinesto endave. The Closerswerejust hit with an
unprovoked attack that apparently originated among the Draka; the Drakaknow that werre now hostile,
and they think that Mark and Walksin His Shadow escaped into the Closer timeline. So my guessisthat
whichever sde crosses over firs will go in shooting.”

Chrysbeamed at him. "Not bad,” she said. "But it's more than that. How will the Closersreact to a
threat like the Draka? They do know ther limitations—they know that adave society like theirstendsto
stagnation. But they aso know that when you're dedling with a secrecy-minded aggressive bunch of
totalitarians, you need to be even more paranoid and secretive than they are. So they'll liberdize afew
timelines, hoping that in those timdinesthey'll get some basic research done. And they'll tighten upin
others, to make them better defended. Now you've got a crackdown in one part of the Closer domain,
and aloosening up elsawhere.. . ."

"Culturd drift and conflict, maybeleading to civil war?' Dad asked.

"Maybe. At least alot of internal tension. Look, the Closers have been dependent on ATN for new
technology for along time, and essentidly their whole system of amillion timelines has been aparasite on
the ATN system. A very costly, dangerous parasite. Well, were giving them one of their own. The Draka
probably only had adozen timelines at the point where we introduced them, and they aready seem to be
stagnant, so we're giving them the chance to loot the Closers—after dl, better them than us. Now either
the Closerswill wipe out the Draka menace, or—more likely—the Drakawill bleed the Closersfor
centuries. Good for us, no matter how you look at it."

"W, not quite good for everybody,” | said, leaning back and taking another sip of brandy. "It's not
really much fun to think of yourself as easily fooled—and to fool them, ATN had to fool both Waksin
His Shadow and me. And then too, there's another little problem . . . Waksis married, you know, back
inhistimeline. | don't think hiswife knowswhat he doesfor aliving, but | bet she can spot guilt aswell as
any other woman. And Walksis pretty guilty about it al.”

"Oh, | havefathin atrained agent,” Chryssaid, stting on the arm of my chair. "Hell manageto liewell
enough so that she doesn't have to know anything was amiss.”

"I don't know." | put an arm around her and said, "If it had been mein his situation, could | have lied well
enough to keep the secret from you?"

She shrugged. "But it wasn't. Y ou never know what might have been, now, do you?'



The Peaceable Kingdom

Severna Park

Severna Park isthe author of severd SF novels, includingSpeaking Dreams and most recently The
Annunciate , bold works which take the tropes of classic space operaand use them for profound
meditations on power, sexudlity, and the nature of human relations. Plus a cracking good story, of
course!

Inthislittle fable, Ms. Park shows the underside of the Domination, and how the plain fact and sanity of
onetimeline can become the paranoid fantasy of another.

What made Doctor Hamilton Guye's office different from the rest of the cardboard cubiclesin the Police
Psychiatric divison were the paintings, his own paintings, hung on the walls. There were the smdl ones
with the wide-eyed anima s lying down together in a peaceful clump; lions, zebras, gazelles, dl together
by aslvery waterhole. Those were the ones he showed to his patients, like Rorschach ink blots, letting
hardened criminals and firgt-time offenders wander through the fiction of a perfect world, while hewaited
to hear their impressions. The small ones were quick works—impressions of a peaceable kingdom, but
his masterpiece—the one he used to calm himself while the murderers and rapists and robbers and
lunatics hunched in the heavy wooden chair across the desk from him, wasthe big painting of Paradise on
the oppositewall.

His patients sat with their backsto it, facing the white haze of Batimore summers and the gray misery of
Bdtimore winters, while Hamilton only had to look over their shouldersto see golden rays of sunlying
over lush jungle. Leopards, languid on high branches; dephants, quiet and hidden in the shade of vast
pams. Lemursand giraffes; e and and white herons. Here, the dark viridian green of fernsin the
undergrowth. There, the bright vermilion where sun cut through the upper branches. While the rest of the
department went to Tully's bar, down on St. Paul Street, Hamilton stayed focused, day after day, year
after year, on hisown inner visions.

One July afternoon, a police lieutenant brought him a prisoner. The prisoner was ayoung man, white,
about thirty, with stiff black hair and flashing black eyes. He was shackled in aleather belt, with hands
and feet chained. He had the look of an angry crow, thought Hamilton, and wondered how that kind of
bird might fit in the upper right corner of the painting he was working on at home.

"Sit down," he said to the prisoner, who dropped into the wooden chair, facing the window.

The police lieutenant handed Hamilton a blue Psych Eva Request folder. "He's nuts," said the lieutenant.
"Thought you should know." He glanced around the office, which only had enough wall space between
the paintingsfor abulletin board and asmal table with a coffee pot. "Y ou do dl this stuff yourself?"

"Ohyes" said Hamilton.

The prisoner dumped in the chair, manacled hands between hisknees. He didn't look at the paintings, or
the torpid view out the window. Just the floor.

"We picked thisjoker up last night,” said the lieutenant. "He was trying to break into agun shop.”



Hamilton opened thefolder.
Name Mdik Rau.
Age: Unknown

Address: Unknown
Delusional, confrontational and violent. No known prior convictions or arrests. No known medical

history.

"Thought he was a crackhead,” said the cop. "He was yelling his head off, trying to jump us. One guy,
five cops." He grinned and patted his nine millimeter. "Good joke, huh?!

"Good joke," said Hamilton.

"They did ablood test on him downgtairs," said the cop. "But there wasn't any crack in his system. So
we decided he wasn't a crackhead. Just nuts. So now he's your problem.”

"l guessheis" said Hamilton.
The lieutenant turned to go. "When you get done with him, send the chains back downgtairs, okay?"
"No problem.”

The cop left and closed the door. Hamilton got up, made himself a cup of coffee and sat down again.
The prisoner didn't move.

"Miger Rau," said Hamilton. "Would you like acup of coffeg?"

"No," said Rau. Hedidn't say it like a Baltimore native. He saidnoh, like aforeigner.

"Canyou tell mewhereyou live?' said Hamilton.

"No," said Rau.

"Canyou tdl me how old you are?"

"No."

"Canyou tdl mewhy you weretrying to rob the gun store?"

Rau just stared at the floor.

Ten minutes, thought Hamilton, and then he can come up with some answersin the cellblock downgtairs.
Helet hiseyes dtray to the painting of Paradise on the far wall of the office. There wasadark areaat the
bottom left, which he had been thinking needed a dab of cerulean blue. Maybe held bring paint in
tomorrow and fix it during lunch. He turned his attention back to the matter a hand.

"Miger Rau," hesaid. "I'd like to ask you some questions. Would that be dl right?"

Rau shrugged.



Hamilton picked up asmal framed painting from the top of his desk. Thiswas oneinspired by
Rousseau; aman deeping peacefully on the ground, approached by alion. The colors were pure and
fanciful. The man was degp in adream. The lion looked curious, not hungry.

"Canyou tdl mewhat thispictureis about?' said Hamilton.

Rau frowned and held the painting clumsly in both hands. His chainsjingled asthey moved.

"Thisisan innocent man who is oblivious to the dangers around him," he said.

Hamilton listened to the soft accent, unable to placeit. Not British. Not quite Jamaican. Almaost one of
those west African dialect-accents, but this man was distinctly Caucasian. Helooked dmost Greek.

"Haveyou ever seen alion?' said Hamilton.
"YS’" w'd RaJ. IIMa,]y.II
"Inthe zoo?' said Hamilton.

"No," said Rau. "I've dept out in the dirt like this, and they would cometo seeif they could eat you. But
| never let them get thisclose"

Hamilton smiled. Thiswas going to be amuch easier evauation than he had expected. Rau was
projecting himself into the painting. His sense of redlity was skewed in an dmost textbook manner.
"Wherewasthis?'

"At home," said Rau. "Where the Dreka are.”

"The Draka?' said Hamilton. "Isthat akind of anima?*

"No," said Rau, and hisface seemed to close. He put the picture down and put his handsin hislap and

didn't say another word. Finaly Hamilton caled the Psych department officers and had him taken to the
holding cdlson thefirg floor.

T—_—
The next day, they brought Rau up in handcuffs, not shackles.
"Have you had anything to eat?' said Hamilton.

Rau nodded.

"Would you like some coffee?!

Rau gave the pot alonging look and Hamilton poured him acup. "Would you like anything in it?" asked
Hamilton.

"No," said Rau and took the cup in both hands like a child.

"I'd like to show you some more paintings,” said Hamilton. "Would that bedl right?”



"Yes" said Rau.

Hamilton took a painting down from the wall. This one was larger than the one inspired by Rousseau,
athough it had afew of the same eements. In this one, the deeping man was surrounded by big
cats—leopards, lions, cheetahs and awhite tiger which Hamilton had painted in gleaming opaine. To
Hamilton, the cats looked protective, but he had painted them so their teeth showed. He held the canvas
where Rau could seeit. "What do you think?' he said.

"| think you are an excdlent painter,” said Rau.
"Thank you," said Hamilton, "but what | meant was, what does the painting say to you?"

Rau hunched over the hot coffee and took along time to answer. His eyes darted back and forth across
the canvas as though searching for an escape for the degping man. "Why don't they kill him?* he
whispered finally. "Isit because they want him to wake up and see them before they tear him to pieces?'

"Who?' said Hamilton.
"The cats of course," said Rau. "They will descend on him.”
"Perhapsthey're protecting him," said Hamilton, but Rau let out abark of alaugh.

"The Drakaonly protect themsalves" he said and then his eyes went wide. He shot to hisfeet, spilling
the coffee dl over the desk. "Are you with them?" he shouted. " Are you with them!"

Hamilton called security and they took Rau away, till screaming. Hamilton prescribed atranquilizer,
cdled in maintenance to clean up his office and went home early.

* * %

At homein his crowded apartment, he put on Chopin and the air conditioning and opened his paint box.
Thework on his easd was only hafway done. The preliminary sketch, done in broad strokes of burnt
sennaover primed white canvas, showed a garden of Eden with adovein one upper corner and a
Rau-like crow in the other. Below, gazelle and wolves drank together from a sparkling fountain. Trees
dotted the horizon and tiny wild rosesfilled the foreground. Rabbits and squirrels capered in the
undergrowth. Hamilton stood pensively in front of the haf-finished painting thinking that there needed to
be more predators. He brushed in ahawk, circling, but the wings were wrong, making it look morelikea
vulture. He needed a picture to look at and put the brush down to search for his Peterson'sField Guide
to North American Birds . In the section between "Smaller Wading Birds' and "Birds of Prey," his
doorbell rang.

Through the peephole, he saw atall, fair-skinned woman with aknot of red hair. She was wearing a suit
and carrying a briefcase. Thefisheye distortion of the pegphole made her look odd—ong-nosed, likea
heron.

"Yes?' said Hamilton.

"I'm with the tenants association,” said the woman. " There's a meeting this weekend to discussthe rent
increase.”



"Rent increase?' said Hamilton.
"Twenty-five percent,” said the woman. "Haven't you been reading the fliersin your mailbox?"

He couldn't recdl aflier in hismailbox. He opened the door and the woman smiled, showing perfect
white teeth. She stepped through the door without an invitation. Her perfume—or some indefinable
odor—filled the air around him, subtle and predacious. She shut the door with her hedl, dropped the
briefcase and her fase manner.

"Rau," shesaid in alow voice, which resonated in the spaces between hisbelly and scrotum. "Whereis
Rau?"

"R-r-rau?'
"Wewant him," she said. "He knowswere here. Y ou'll bring him to us."

"Uh-us?' he echoed. She wastaller, wilder. Her eyeswere dl pupil, focused on histender organs. His
heart hammered in his chest. His pdmsturned cold and wet. He felt like he would fal to thefloor ina
dead faint, and that she would stand over him until he woke up and agreed, or if he refused, shewould
smile with those teeth and tear him to shreds. He was the rabbit staring into the eyes of thelion. Hewas
the bird on the edge of flight. He wanted to scream, but her presence overwhelmed any panicky sound
he might make.

"Tomorrow," she said, "you'l bring him to the warehouse at 411 Center Street at three PM. You'll come
aone. Youll drop him off and you'll leave. Y ou understand?’

"Yes," hewhispered.

"Very good. Remember the time. Remember the address.”

"Yes," hewhispered.

She picked up her briefcase, opened the door and | eft.

As her footsteps vanished down the carpeted hallway, he pushed the door shut, ever so quietly, and
stood behind his deadbolts, breathing so hard he thought he might pass out. He went into the kitchen and
opened the drawer where he kept the knives and his service revolver. He took out the gun, put it back
and took out a cleaver instead. He went back to the room where the painting was, and dashed at it,

breathless and silent until the false vision of the peaceful kingdom was nothing but a stained rag hanging in
awooden frame.

* % *

First thing in the morning, he went down to see Rau in the lockup and took him to a soundproof
interrogation room.

Rau took along look at him. "They cameto seeyou.”

”YS,"



"They know you have mein here."

"Wes

"They want me back."

Hamilton nodded, dry-mouthed at the memory. He hadn't dept at al, and hisbody felt thick and heavy,

lagging behind hisracing mind. "I haveto take you to them,” he said. "'l can't explain why. I'm sorry, but |
haveto."

Rau sat down at the battered interrogation table, which was stained with coffee and scattered with donut
sugar. "They're different than us. They have different chemicasin their bodies. Pheromones. They affect
you like astrong emotion you can't explain.”

Hamilton nodded and sank into the other chair.

"When they talk, you can't argue,” said Rau. "Did you fed that, too?"

IIYall

"When do you haveto doit?' he said.

"Three. This afternoon.”

Rau put his pamsflat on the dirty table. "I have friends who can help you. | was getting weapons for
them when | was arrested. It's very important that | not go back with the Draka. We've been working a
long time to fight them and now we're dmost reedy.”

"How?" whispered Hamilton. "How can you fight thet . . . that kind of feeling?"

"From adistance," said Rau. "With scopes and rifles. Y ou understand? Y ou have to help us now,
because you understand.”

Hedidn't understand. He could barely make himself talk about it. To think about the woman in his
gpartment made Hamilton want to break into helpless sobs.Draka. Was that the word that described this
hollow terror?

"What do | haveto do?' he said.

"Frg," said Rau, "you have to get me out of here.”

* * %

That wasn't the difficult part. Rau's psychiatric evaluation madeit easy for Hamilton to initiate atransfer
to Behaviord/Criminal department at Shepherd-Pratt. Because of the urgency of Rau's condition,
Hamilton's supervisor Okay'd immediate trangport. \When the prison van showed up at the station, Rau,
shackled climbed in. Hamilton told the driver he had a phone call, and when the driver was out of sight,
he got behind the whed and dowly drove away. It was ten-thirty in the morning.

"Whereto?' hesaid to Rau.



"Turn left," said Rau. "I'll tdl you whereto go."

They ended up on the west side of town, deep in the baking, ungentrified ruins of the old city. Tredless,
lawnless brick rowhouses|oomed on ether side of the narrow street. Most of the windows were
boarded. Those that weren't were dark, ominous, and framed with broken glass. Now and then astray
dog would trot across the littered street. Ravens topped the high walls like gargoyles. Therewasn't a
human being inSght.

Rau leaned forward, still chained in the back of the van, separated from Hamilton by alayer of wire
mesh. "It'sthis block. The house with the blue door."

The house was just as deserted-looking as its neighbors with boards over everything but the blue door.
The only difference was that instead of being flanked on either side by other buildings, one side faced an

dley.
"Pull inthere" said Rau.

There could be nothing more noticeable than a police van in an arealike this. Hamilton peered around
before he backed into the aley, which ended fifty feet from the street in apile of trash and scraggly trees.
Thiswas heroin territory; crack-factory frontier. It was the part of police work he had avoided for years
by dedling with its denizensin his own environment instead of plunging into theirs. The Draka had scared
him—surprised him—but the hidden inhabitants of this neighborhood were aknown and terrifying

quantity.
"Areyou surewerein theright place?' he sad.
"Pogtive.” Rau shifted impatiently in his chains. "Hurry up. We don't have much time."

* * %

The blue door was unlocked, which made Hamilton's heart pound even harder. HeEd brought his service
revolver, and clenched it in his sweaty hand. Rau pushed the door open and let it swing inward. Except
for the spill of dull light through the front door, the inside of the rowhouse was dark.

Rau said something in alanguage Hamilton didn't recognize and atal man with the same hair and smilar
features as Rau stepped out of the shadows. He was holding agun that was ddmost aslong as his body,
festooned with scopes and gadgets, like something out of aTerminator movie. He swung thegunupin
an easy motion and aimed it right at Hamilton.

"No," said Rau in his soft accent. "Thisisafriend.”

"Scan him," said the man with the gun, and two more men gppeared silently from the darkness. They
were as dike to each other as brothers, but it wasn't afamily resemblance so much asaracid smilarity.
White men with Mediterranean features and West African accents. Hamilton tried hard to place the
combination and smply couldn't. One of the men pointed a pam-szed device, about the same sizeand
shape asacdl phone, in Hamilton's direction. He examined the tiny screen and gave his companions a
quick nod. Thethree of them relaxed. The gun went down. Rau closed the door and lights came on.

Normally, rowhouses like this opened up into asmall living room and dining room with adoor & the far
end for the kitchen. This one had been gutted to the plaster walls. In the middle of the former living space



was avehicle parked asthough it wasin agarage. At first glance, it looked like an ultra heavy-duty SUV,
but on closer examination, Hamilton could see that it was armored. The front wheels were sheathed tires
of somekind, and the back of the vehicle hunkered on distinctly tank-like treads. The front windshield
was only adlit, and the tube-shaped sidelines were open in front, perforated along the tops, like
machine-gun barrels. The cap on the back of the truck extended over the cab, where openingslike air
scoops lay on theroof over the dit windshield. Sharp meta cones peeked out of the openings and those
were missiles, Hamilton redlized. Whatever it was—tank, or truck, or the latest from Detroit—it was
outfitted for war.

"Y ou're going to fight the Drakawith this?' he said.

At theword,Draka, the three men gtiffened. Rau put afinger over hislips. "Come updairs,” he
whispered. "I haveto explain our Stuation to them."

* % *

Updtairs, the accommodations were Spartan and temporary. There was a card table with half adozen
folding chairs. Blankets and mattresses covered the floor. It would have been astopping place for the
homeless except for the gunsin racks adong thewalls.

Rau and his companions spokein low, urgent voices while Hamilton sat in achair and looked around the
room at the collection of firepower. Hand guns, rifles, automatics and semiautomatics. Some looked like
Vietnam vintage, some he didn't recognize. The guns covered the wals like amuseum exhibit. He
counted the folding chairs, counted the men and counted the number of guns. He speculated at the
number of passengers the tank/truck downstairs could hold, and came up with asum total of utter fear.

What did these men expect? That the Draka—that woman in her heels and briefcase and frightening
attitude—would stride toward them through a hail of bullets untouched? Did they imagine throwing down
gun after gun asthey ran through boxes of ammunition until al they had left to blow her away werethe
missilesfrom the top of the truck? How many Drakawere there? Animage formed in Hamilton's mind of
an army of them, so many that an arsend like thiswould barely dent their ranks.

"What arethey?" he blurted in the dim room. "Where do they come from?”

The men, who had been talking in low voices, stopped and turned to stare a him.

"They're abreed of human," said Rau."Homo drakensis. They'rethefuture of this planet if we don't
gop them.”

"The future?' echoed Hamilton.

"They're not from thistime," said Rau, softly, asthough he was afraid of invoking evil spirits. "They've
traveled hereto find us, and we've traveled here to stop them from ever starting their Final Society.”

"Traveled?' said Hamilton. "From . . . where?'
"From when," said Rau. "Not where. Were here to change the future. That's al you need to know."

* * %

Three o'clock came marching toward Hamilton with dogged determination, too dow and ill too fast. At



two-fifty-five, he was Stting in the police van in front of the warehouse at 411 Center Stredt, | etting the
engineidle astraffic rumbled past. Rau's voice was atinny whisper through theclipin hisear.

"Can you see anything?" said Rau.

Hamilton shook his head, just alittle. The warehouse was ordinary. The sign on the door sidMODERN
PLASTICS. There wasno more hint of an infestation of Drakathan there had been asuggestion of a
tank housed behind the blue door on the west side of town. And where was the tank? He eyed the
rearview mirror, but all he could see was a battered Chevy Nova parked behind him and the dirty glass
front of an abandoned car dedlership on the opposite Side of the street. Rau's compatriots had made him
leavefird, but as he'd turned the corner, heading away from the blue door, there had been an
unmistakablethoom of collgpsing masonry, and he suspected that they had driven their tank right through
thefront wall.

He eyed the warehouse, dry in the mouth, hands sweaty on the steering whedl. What would the Draka
woman do when she discovered that he hadn't brought Rau? He thought of his benevolent tiger painted in
opdine shades and could only pictureits gleaming tegth.

Three o'clock. Hiswatch beeped twice.

"Get out of the van," said Rau.

"l can't,”" he whispered.

"Get out," snapped Rawu.If you don't, | guarantee they'll come and kill you."

Hamilton took a bresth and obeyed, amost too numb to fed hisfeet on the asphalt.

"Go to the door and knock twice," said Rau. "When they ask, tell them I'm still in the van.”

Hamilton made hisway to the door. The sidewalk glittered with shards of broken glass. Scraps of old
newspaper lay limp in the heat. He came to the door and stopped. He raised his hand to knock in the
worn place beside the sign, Modern Plastics, but the door opened before he touched it.

The Drakawoman stood in arush of cool air from insde. Her perfume. Her pheromones. Her breath of
domination swirled around him. Hamilton steadied himsdlf againgt the side of the building.

"Wherés Rau?' shesaid.
"In the v-v-v-van."
She made amotion to someone behind her and atal, eegant looking man stepped past her onto the

heet of the sdewak. His emanations were nothing compared to hers. His body language was docile, and
he amost scampered to do what she told him. He was like Rau, Hamilton redlized. He was aflunky, or

worse, adave.

The egant man got to the van and peered through the window. Rau's tinny voice snapped in Hamilton's
ed.

"Two steps back. NOW!™



Hamilton leaped backwards, eager to put as much distance between him and the Draka as possible. The
elegant man turned to tell his mistressthat there was no one in the van and at the same moment, the dirty
plate glass window in the abandoned car dealership across the sireet shattered.

The tank erupted from the building in acloud of glass and dust and smoke from the missile batteries over
the cab. The missile arced over Center Street and Hamilton had time to throw himsdlf to the littered
sdewalk. Traffic screeched to ahdt as one of the missiles hitModern Plastics . Hamilton curled awvay
from the heat and noise of impact. Broken glass and mortar showered around him. The tank roared
across the street and he looked over his shoulder long enough to see the police van tilt and crumple under
itstreads. The Drakawas nowherein sght. The tank fired again at point-blank range.Modern Plastics
collapsed, roof-firdt, in acloud of dirt and drywall plaster. Hamilton picked himsdf up, fighting the urgeto
run for hislife. The dust fell in agritty rain, and in the ruins of the building, he expected to see nothing but
bent girders and torn bodies.

Instead, he could see some kind of metallic shidding flush with the ground and just visible through
broken masonry and debris. It wasimmensg, like the side of abarn. As Hamilton watched, it moved as
though it was about to open. Wind blew grit across the broken sidewalk and Hamilton smelled the
Draka—angry, present and very much dive. The hair on the back of his neck rose up. The tank's door
swung open and Rau leaned out.

"Getin!" heydled. "Hurry up!"
"Y ou'vekilled them!™ Hamilton shouted back, even though he knew it wasn't true.
"Getin!" shrieked Rau, and as he did, the metdlic shielding in the ruins bulged upwards and parted.

Every ingtinct told Hamilton to run. Hislegs shook. His mouth was dry. Hisfeet would have dashed off
by themsalvesif they could. But as he stood there, frozen with the breath of awful terror that drifted up
from therising metal, he knew he could never outrun what was about to emerge. Theingtinct to flee
would mean certain degth. He ran for the tank and crawled in behind Rau, clumsy and awkward with
fear. He glanced into the red-lit interior, expecting to see Rau's companions but the back of the tank was
deserted except for an immense plastic container.

"Where the hell're your friends?' he shouted.

Rau wastensed over ajoystick instead of a steering whedl. Hisright hand rested on a control panel
blinking with red and green lights. He didn't take his eyes off the metal door, which had opened to an
angle of about twenty-five degrees. Broken bricks did off asit rose. Plaster dust and fractured
floorboards surrounded it like agiant nest.

"Whereare they?' demanded Hamilton.

"They'reright behind us" said Rau in alow, hard voice and he indicated the passenger seet with ajerk
of hishead. "Sit." Hamilton obeyed, and Rau snared his hand with wire-hard fingers. He pressed
Hamilton's thumb next to the biggest of the red-lit buttons on the control pand. "Thisisyours," he said
without taking his eyes off the destruction in front of them. "When | tell you to push that, youpush.”
"What isit?' said Hamilton.

Rau cocked his head toward the back of the tank where the plastic container hunkered in the dark.
Hamilton knew without asking that it was abomb. A big bomb. Probably big enough to blow Batimore



off the eastern seaboard.

"l can't—" he started to say, but the metal door in front of them wasrising, opening onto ablack space
bel ow the ground, an emanating darkness that clenched in histhroat, in his gut. There were Draka down
there—he couldfed them—and al the punks and murderers and rapistsin the world were angelsin
comparison.He held histhumb over the button, shaking harder than held ever shakenin hislife. Rau
touched a button and the tank shoved backwards as amissile shot away from the roof. The missile
plunged through the meta door, leaving aragged hole. A cloud of smoke blew out—but it was athin
cloud—as though the space below was big enough to absorb the rest of the smoke and the explosion.
Rau made an adjustment and fired again. Thistime the metal door burst apart, leaving asmoky view of a
wide, cratered ramp leading into an immense cavern. Rau punched the accelerator and the tank bolted
forward.

Hamilton expected an army to meet them as the tank banged and jounced over what had beenModern
Plagtics , and held on to the edge of the hard seat with one hand as the tank bounded down the ramp.
Rau snapped on aglaring hal ogen floodlight and the infested space benesth the block—the street—the
city— legped up in stark contrasts of black and white.

Like Hieronymus Bosch demons, the Draka minions swvarmed below. Their wegpons diced blue swaths
through the weird-lit dark as armies of them ran heedlesdly into therain of bulletsfrom the tank and fell
like cut wheat. Thebudda-budda of automatic weapons vibrated through the cab and bullets pinged of f
the windshield. VVoices blared through atiny loudspeaker while Rau shouted back in his own language.
Hamilton turned in time to see one of Rau's compatriots gun down ahorde of black-clad lackeys before
being mowed down himself in agpray of blood and brain. They had to be lackeys, Hamilton told himsdlf,
because the overwhelming, doomish presence of the Drakawastoo faint.

The tank surged up asmdl incline, looming over the Draka daves, plowing them down as though they
were no more substantia than shadows. Their mouths opened in bellows of agony as they succumbed to
bullets or the front wheels of the tank, but their shouts were drowned out inside of the tank by the noise
of the engine and the rasping static of the radio. Even when Rau's second companion screamed into his
microphone and the speaker went dead, Hamilton couldn't hear anything from outside, only the rumble
within.

Thetank lurched to the left. Abruptly there were no more soldiers—nothing but a graded dirt roadway
that led to some blurrily lit point in the near distance.

"Can you seethat?" shouted Rau. "'Can yousee?"
"What?' Was he supposed to press the button now? But Rau grabbed hiswrist.
"Look!"

Now he could seeit. In the distance, maybe amile away, was atower. It rose above everything eseina
cocoon of gantries, harshly lit, like arocket ready for anight launch.

"What isit?" Hamilton heard himsalf whisper, but Rau answered asif held spokenin anorma voice.

"Itsamolehole,” he said. "It'sthe tunndl between their world and yours." He let go of Hamilton'swrist
and gunned the tank, faster and faster down the dark road.

For aminute, the road |ooked like astraight shot to the tower, but as they rumbled aong, Hamilton



could see siThouettes of entrenched defenses—cannon, he thought, and long, angular shadows of
wegpons he didn't recognize. The future, hethought.ls thiswhat it's going to look like? He glanced at
the bomb in the back of the tank and redlized finally that Rau had volunteered him on asuicide mission,
and thefuture, for him at least, would only be the length of timeit took to get to the end of thisdark and
foreign road.

Rau took asharp breath. "Can you smell them?' He hissed and stabbed a button on his console.
Hamilton sniffed, but his heart was racing and he was bresthing too fast to smdl much of anything. A
whiff of ozone caught him by surprise, deadening the pheromonic fearsin hisgut and he redlized that the
odor masked what he'd been aware of on asubconsciouslevel.

Draka.

He stared out the window as the tank jerked and roared over the uneven terrain. They were out
there—maybe dozens if not hundreds of them—waiting behind batteries of guns, or ready to step
forward with therr tiger teeth and overwhelming smiles.

Draka
"How many do you think there are?' he said.

"They never send more than two or three on missionslikethis,” said Hamilton. "Their davesdo adl the
work. That'swhy we even have achance."

"Wereyou adave?' said Hamilton.

"l wasservus since | was born," hissed Rau. "Not anymore.” He stabbed the ozone button again and
again until the gtink filled Hamilton's nose and mouth.

How did you get away?Hamilton wanted to know, but he didn't get a chance to ask. Rau gunned the
engine and the tank bolted forward. Blades of blue light swung down like swords from overhead artillery.
They traced across the hood of the tank and Rau swerved. The tank blundered as explosions ripped the
road, blue flashes muffled by the engine and Rau's furious bellow. He dodged recklesdy around sudden
gaping holes and the tank banged and groaned as he manhandled it through spews of dirt. Hamilton kept
hisfinger poised over the red bomb-button, his hand so siff, it was cramping. He made afist and held it
over the button, keeping his eyes on the harsh lights of the distant gantry, which loomed over them now,
s0 closeand tall, he could no longer seethetop of it through the windshield.

A barricaderosein front of them, lined across the top with men and artillery. Bright blue light washed
across the hood and touched the windshidld. Theintensity half-blinded Hamilton and he threw hisarm up
to cover hiseyes. The tank blundered and coughed and Hamilton felt the front end buckle as atire blew
despite its sheathing. Rau let out an anima cry and punched the accelerator to the floor. The high
buttressed wall of Draka daves and unrecognizable guns towered over them. Hamilton braced himself
and the tank dammed againgt the wall. Rau hunched over hisjoystick, teeth clenched, forcing the engine,
his face stained by red and green lights. The treads spun. The metal body groaned. For amoment,
everything seemed suspended in the darkness, an impending disaster at pause for asingle, fragile second.
Then Rau jabbed a button on the control pane and launched the last missile a point-blank range.

Thewall of men and artillery vanished in ablinding burst of light and hest. It resonated through the tank,
through the ground, and into the roots of Hamilton'steeth. It made hot imagesinside his eydids and when
he could see again, Rau was driving, gunning the tank through twisted metal and ruined wegponry and



barely recognizable bodies, heading for the gantried tower.

Now we've had it,thought Hamilton. "Where are they?' he said, and peered into the lightsfor some
trace of even bigger guns, with al available Draka closing ranksto kill them once and for all.

"Can't you smell them?" hissed Raul.

Hamilton breathed deep, but he could not. The ozone stink in the cab overwhelmed everything. He
glanced a Rau, whose face was bathed in sweat. He was gripping the joystick with both hands holding it
with grim determination, asthough it was burning his pams. The light from the molehole tower bathed his
face in garish shades of black and white, but his eyes were huge and his pupils wide, despitethe glare. To
Hamilton's amazement, Rau let the tank roll to astop.

"What're you doing?" whispered Hamilton.
Rau gave him awild, harried look. "Y ou can't smell them.”
"No—how canyou?"

"I'm bred for them," said Rau. "Y ou're not." He shoved himsdlf out of the driver's seat and grabbed
Hamilton, pulling him toward the joystick. "Y ou haveto drive. Y ou understand? Y ouhave to."

"But | don't know—I mean where the hell are wegoing?" Hamilton did behind the joystick. The seat
felt hot and damp with sweat. He found the accelerator with hisfoot. The tank jerked and roared when
he touched it, as responsive as an expensive sports car.

Rau pointed to adark opening in the tower's floodlit exterior. "There" he said in adull voice. "Weére
going inthere." He made afist and held it over the bomb-button. Thefist shook like aleaf in astrong
wind. "Go," whispered Rau." Go!"

Hamilton drove. The tank leaped forward as he leaned over the joystick. The deflated front tire made it
difficult to steer but not impossible. He leaned againgt the pull and aimed the tank at the opening, which,
he could see now was as big asthe side of abarn. He had time to wonder if the tank was out of bullets
aswell asmissiles before they surged into the bowels of the tower.

Dirt road turned to smooth pavement. The tank's lurching gait evened out into a bumpy ride. Hamilton
craned his neck to see out the gritty windshield. Ahead and above them, some Frankensteinian
mechanism rose through the interior of the tower, cupped in acurve of whitewalswhich roselikea
second sky. The machinery wound upwards like atwisted ladder from the bottom of thisimmense well.
A molehole? Aptly named, thought Hamilton, and glanced ahead to see the Draka

Three of them, dl in black, standing between the tank and the molehole machinery.

Two women and aman. Five hundred meters away, Hamilton felt as though he could see every feature,
every hair on their heads, every wrinkle of bad intent around their mouths. He could see how beautiful
they were, how gentle they could be. He could amost smell . . ..

"Drive!" yelped Rau. "Jugt drive!"

Hamilton shoved the accelerator to the floor and the tank lurched forward, bumbling on its deflated
whed, faster and faster. The scent of flowersfilled the cab, and he heard Rau take a gasping bresath.



With only afew hundred meters between them and the tank, the Draka, dead ahead, didn't budge.

What in heaven's name are you doing?said akindly, concerned voice inside Hamilton's head, and the
flower scent turned thicker.

Was that how they redlly sounded? thought Hamilton in surprise. How could he run down abeing so
gentle?

"Drivel" cried Rau, and huddled in his sedt, fists pressed againgt hisface, kneesagaingt hischin. "Drivel™

Hamilton looked down at hisfoot whereit pressed the pedd to the floor. The smell in the cab changed
ever so dightly to ferns and damp woodlands and he thought of the painting held torn to pieces at home
aftershe had set foot in his gpartment. He thought of the delicate flowers held spent hours feathering with
the brush, and the lion lying peacefully in the shade. He thought of her and how she'd showed him the true
face of his painted predators.

He looked up.

The Draka till hadn't moved. Beside him, Rau let out asob of real anguish. The space between the tank
and the smiling, black-clad tigers closed with dreamlike downess. He could see their eyes now, brown
and placid, so harmless when you saw them up close.

Sop,sad thevoicein hishead.

"Stop," croaked Rau in the passenger seat.” Sop!™ he shouted, and as the tank bore down on the
immovable Draka, he screamed it, "' STOP!" Hamilton pressed hard on the peda and squeezed his eyes
shut.

Did they leap aside, or was the clattering unevenness under the front tires made when heldd run them
over, three at once? Hamilton had no idea, and there were no rearview mirrorsto check the damage, but
the voicein hismind vanished, and the smell of flowersin the cab abruptly seemed stale. Helooked a
Rau, and was amazed to see tears streaming down hisface.

"Did [ kill them?" demanded Hamilton, but Rau didn't say anything, just pointed to ared rectangle,
directly under the climbing ladder of machinery and in the very center of the tower'sfloor.

"Hurry," he panted. "Before they redlize what's happening.”

Did the floor shake? Did the air seem to tremble? Hamilton aimed the tank for the red rectangle, even
though he couldn't quitefocus on it. A side effect of the Drakan pheromone attack, he thought and
blinked hard to clear hisvision, but the rectangle quivered before him like amirage.

"What the hell”?' he said and glanced at Rau for an explanation, but Rau was tapping buttons on the
control pand. The quivering air thickened and Hamilton felt his ssomach lurch. The tower itself seemed to
vibrate. "What the hell's happening?' demanded Hamilton. He hit the brakes, but the tank rumbled
forward without hesitation.

Rau reached behind him to make some adjustment to the bomb. Hamilton heard the casing snap, likea
suitcase opening. "Now," Rau said in an dmost reverent whisper, "you'l get achanceto seetheir world.”

The front whedls of the tank touched the edge of the rectangle and Hamilton redlized it wasn't a part of



thefloor at dl. It wasahole. Adeep hole. A deepred holethat plunged straight down to adistance he
couldn't even judge.

The tank tipped forward. Hamilton let out ayell. Rau punched the red bomb-button and the top of the
tank flew open. Asthe bomb gected, Hamilton felt aweird surge of relief that they would fal away
safely from the explosion and that thiswasn't asuicide mission at al, but Rau'swords echoed in his
head—their world—and his heart contracted with terror.

Hefdt it when the bomb went off. Not ablast or anoise or even afeding of being pushed from behind.
Hejustknew , and asthey fell through the expanse of red space, he could sense the tower collapsing, the
disntegrating tangle of machinery—maybe even the parts of Baltimore above the Drakan burrowsfaling
like some unlikely and unexplainable earthquake. He squinted at the thinning scarlet outside, and redlized
they were no longer underground. The were airborne, high in dense clouds.

"Themolehole," said Rau. "It'sfdling in behind us"
"The bomb destroyed it?" said Hamilton. "But where are we now?"

"We'refollowing the distortion in space and time—the hole—to its destination,” said Rau, and hetook a
ragged breath. "Y ou've saved your planet,” he said. "Y ou should be proud.”

Hamilton peered out the window. Now he could see awide sweep of grassy plains below them, and
snowcapped mountains. The tank was descending, but not in an uncontrolled way. A shadow crossed his
face and he glanced up to see stubby wings extending from behind the cab. He looked down again.
Prigtine rivers cut the side of amountain. He could see awaterfall arcing down agreen cliffsde, limned
with rainbows.

"Thisistheir world?" he whispered.
Rau nodded wesrily.

The tank-plane—whatever it was—swept lower over another wide savannah, and Hamilton could see
animas. Horses, he thought, and marveled at the size of thewild herd asit galoped through lush grass.
Then he thought he saw riders, but that wasn't right elther. The bodies of the men and women and
cavorting children emerged from where the horse's necks should have been. Theriders and the horses
were one being. Centaur s he thought in utter astonishment and stared until the herd was well behind them
and hisneck hurt from twisting at such an awkward angle.

"l just sawcentaurs," he said to Rau, who just nodded, like this was nothing worth commenting on.

The tank swooped lower. They flew over alarge watering hole filled with hippos, surrounded by zebras,
punctuated at a distance by content-looking lions. The surredlity and at the same time, the familiarity of
the scene struck Hamilton like ablow to the chest. It could have been one of his paintings, spread out
below in flesh and fur, water and mud.

He wanted to ask Rau where these cregtures had come from, and how African animals and mythical
beasts could coexig, or exist a al on what was supposed to be an dien planet as far as he knew, but the
tank rushed over a pine forest, descended into avalley, and that was when Rau sat up straight. He broke
into arelieved grin and pointed at the column of risng smoke in the distance.

"Look," hesad. "The Samothracians are here"



Inthevaley, the remains of avillage burned and smoked. Hamilton had aclear view of the human
bodies scattered on the cobbled walks, blood draining down the hill in dark rivulets. The largest of the
burning buildings was atower, just like the one buried in the bowels of Batimore, and it had crumbled to
haf its height. Gleaming winged vehicles, about the size of asmdl airplane swooped around the tower
and cruised just above the ground, strafing survivors with startling blue bolts of light.

"What'sgoing on?' he said. "The Drakadid this?'

Rau shook his head. "Thiswas aservus village. They were the molehole engineers. They'reloydids.
They couldn't be spared. They would have fixed everything we destroyed.”

He tapped the controls and the tank descended on its stubby wings, angling lower over the decimated
houses and dead bodies. Hamilton could see children, limp on the ground like they were deeping. There
was adead dog. Here was aroofless house with agarden in back. Someone had painted amura on the
back wall of the yard and Hamilton got aglimpse of it asthe tank angled for alanding.

A black lion and alamb with acurly white coat lay together in abed of red roses, watching each other
warily with the unmistakable expressions of predator and prey. Even from a distance Hamilton thought
the work had thelook of ironic parody. He glanced into the distance where the centaurs and lions and
gazdllesfrolicked beyond the hills, then back to the blackened remains of the town below.

Not a peaceable kingdom in sight. Not now. Not ever.



