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PROLOGUE

August, 1240 B.C.
August, 10 A.E.—Neayoruk, Kingdom of Great Achaea

"But Lord Cuddy, why does the interior of this furnace have to
open out?" Augewas asked. "It made the construction much
more complex than the earlier ones."

William Jefferson Cuddy, onetime corporal in the United
States Marine Corps, onetime machine-tool operator with
Sea-haven Engineering, and currently ekwetos and Master of
Engineers to the High King of Great Achaea, stopped his
thoughtful pacing. Production scheduling for something as big
as a steel mill was a nightmare, even for this miniaturized
antique... especially when even the executives he had to rely on
were mostly ex-peasants who could barely comprehend that "on
time" didn't mean "in a while, maybe."

Even if you explain twice about the big hand and the little
hand, with diagrams and a boot up the ass, Cuddy thought. A
simple technical question was a relief.

"Ummmm," he said, racking his brain and looking up. The
interior of the furnace was dimly lit by a shaft of light from
above, more brightly by the kerosene lamp the slave behind them
held. It smelled of rock and fresh brick and mortar, and the
special firebrick and calcinated limestone that lined it.

"Ah, stuff gets bigger when it gets hot, right?"
The Achaean architect nodded.

"So when we put the ore and flux and coal in at the top,
they're pretty cold..."



Behind Augewas Cuddy could see the Achaean's son and
apprentice Philhippos rolling his eyes, left hand resting proudly
on the cased slide rule at his belt, and fought down a grin. The
younger Greek was at the stage where you just couldn't believe
the ignorance of your old man... just about the age Cuddy had
left home in Milwaukee to enlist in the Crotch with parental
curses and a flung beer bottle following him.

Of course, Philhippos had grown up in the new world Cuddy
and the other Americans of William Walker's band were making
of this Bronze Age kingdom. He really did know a lot more about
this stuff than his dad. Hard to remember they'd been here most
of a decade now.

The young man spoke: "And this coal"—he used the English
word, there being no equivalent in Mycenaean Greek—"is it
better than charcoal because it burns hotter, or because it is a
stonelike ore and can support more weight, or what?"

However grimly the telestai might cling to old usage on their
baronies, language had grown less formal among the new elite of
Great Achaea under the influence of twentieth-century English.
Philhippos's father disliked that particular trend; he raised a
hand, and the boy added hastily: "Lord Cuddy."

"Both, and because there's more of it," Cuddy said. "Now that
we've got the mines up in Istria going, we can ship it down by
sea cheaper than burning charcoal up in the hills; and besides,
eventually we'd run out of trees."

He whistled, and the workers at the top let down the
inspection platform. The overlords stepped onto it, and it rose
smoothly up to the summit and the heavy iron-coated collar of
timbers around it. From there Cuddy could look down on the
raw, brawling town of Neayoruk, down to the smoke and
thronging masts of the harbor enclosed by a mole running out to
an island half a mile from shore, and to the hammered-metal
brightness of the Laconian Gulf beyond. Sweat sprang out on his
forehead and he turned gratefully to a cooling wind from the
water, bringing the tang of salt, coal smoke, the hot metal of the
forges whose hearths sent trails of smoke up to the azure
Mediterranean sKky.



"We're on schedule," he said with relief, taking in the activity
below with an experienced eye.

"That is good," Augewas said. "The Wolf Lord will be pleased."

"Yeah," Cuddy said, shivering slightly at the thought of
William Walker, King of Men. "That's real good."

CHAPTER ONE

September, 10 A.E.—Babylon, Kingdom of
Kar-Duniash

October, 10 A.E.—Severn valley, Alba October, 10 A.E
.— Walkeropohs, Kingdom of

Great Achaea October, 10 A.E.—Irondale, Alba

Dr. Justin Clemens—Captain, Republic of Nantucket Coast
Guard (Medical Corps)—sipped at the thick sweet wine, mouth
dry. It was never easy to tell someone about the Event. Much else
about the Twentieth had faded, but that memory of terror
remained far too fresh. He'd been a teenager then...

His fiancee picked a date from the bowl on the low table that
stood between her and the Islander medic. He went on:

"... and then the glowing dome of light was gone, and our
whole island of Nantucket was... here. Back in this age. More
than three thousand years before our own time."

The platform beneath them was the terraced rooftop of a
section of The House That Was The Marvel of Mankind, The
Center of the Land, The Shining Residence, The Dwelling of
Majesty—in short, the palace of King Kashtiliash son of
Shagarakti-Shuriash. It sprawled around them as a city within
the greater city of Babylon; crenellated outer walls where sentries
paced with the late-summer sun bright on their steel and bronze,
whitewashed adobe and colored brick and tile, courtyards,
gardens, audience halls, workshops, storerooms, hareem,
barracks, shrines, and archives, faint sounds of chanting, talk,
feet, wheels, hooves, a whiff of cooking and a stale draft of



canal-water...

The two doctors sat on cushions beneath an awning, amid
potted plants and flowers and dwarf trees brought from all over
these lands.

Justin watched the woman as she frowned and thought,
noticing again how her face turned beautiful with the mind
within, despite thinness, big hooked nose, receding chin, and
incipient mustache. The huge dark eyes had depths to them. It
made him painfully aware of his own round-faced
near-plumpness, kept under control only by the necessities of
campaigning and twelve-hour workdays.

Here's hoping she gets it, went through him. So many just
can't grasp the concept. Plain bewildered, or lost in
superstitious terror. But Azzu-ena was extremely bright, and
practical, to boot. Her doctor-father had had no sons, and
brought his daughter up to his trade, which was unusual but not
completely outlandish in Babylon. These archaic-Semitic peoples
weren't what you'd call feminists by a long shot, but they weren't
as pathological about it as many of their descendants would...
would have, in the original history... become.

Well, there's the Assyrians, he reminded himself. They shut
women up in purdah like Afghans in the twentieth. But they're
just nasty in every conceivable way.

Of course, asu was not a very prestigious occupation among
the Babylonians regardless of whether the doctor was a man or a
woman. Medicine and surgery were just treating symptoms, to
their way of thinking; the ashipu, the sorcerer/witch doctor, had
the real power.

As one of the physicians on call for the King's women,
Azzu-ena had been given the run of the Palace after her father
died, including its huge library of clay tablets; she had talked
much with foreigners, here where merchants and embassies
from all the known world sought the court of the King;
otherwise, she had been left mostly to herself and her thoughts.

"I see," she said at last. "Everything you have shown and told



me in this past year has been true, so this must be also. I knew
when I saw you cut the child from the womb—and yet the
mother lived!—that your arts must be beyond ours..."

The doctor winced a little. Someone as intelligent as Azzu-ena
would think about the implications of the Event:

Your world is dead three thousand years. In most places that
means that nothing, nothing of what you love and what makes
up your inmost soul remains; your people, their poets and
Kings, their Gods and their dreams, their hates and fears, the
words your mother sang you to sleep with, all gone down into
dust and shadow—

A little more of Babylon would endure, which perhaps would
be worse; to have those parched bones dug up and studied by an
academic curiosity equally dry.

"That's why we have arts that you don't," Justin went on
aloud. "We have three thousand years more history... more time
to learn things."

The concept of development through time puzzled her at first;
Babylonians thought of history as decline from a previous Golden
Age, not of progress. They did know that there had been a time
before metal or agriculture, though; he reminded her of that,
and went on:

"And it's why we command so few of the arts we had before
the Event."

Her eyes went wide. "I... don't understand. You have
thunderbolts to knock down city walls, you can fly, your ships of
the ocean sail about the earth as if it were a pond, you really
know what causes diseases and how to cure them..."

"What we've shown is just the shadow of what we had. Think
of it this way. If this palace—the palace and its dwellers alone—
were to be thrown back to the time before men knew how to
cultivate the earth or make bronze or write on clay, what would
happen?"



Her brows knitted in thought. "The palace artisans—there
would be none to bring them food, without peasants to grow the
barley. So they would have to go into the fields with plow and
hoe and sickle themselves... and there would be no traders to
bring tin and copper and hard woods when those in the
storerooms were used up... and no work for all the scribes,
without a kingdom to administer... too many priests... they
would all have to go to the fields or make bricks."

Smart girl! Clemens thought admiringly. It was a long time
before Adam Smith's observations on the division of labor, but
she'd grasped the principle that specialists depended on a big
population.

"Exactly," he said aloud. "We were faced with starvation,
because almost none of us were farmers or fishermen; and very
few were even artisans, because Nantucket had few...
places-of-making, workshops." That was as close as he could get
to factory in this language; they were speaking Akkadian, to
improve his command of it.

"We had—have—the knowledge to make, oh, carts that run
without horses or oxen, or flying ships much larger and faster
than what you've seen, or— " He shrugged. "But not the skilled
workers and special machines, or the machines that made the
machines, or the smelters and forges to make the metal, or to
find and refine the fuel, or the farmers to grow the food and the
roads to bring it to us. What we were able to make and maintain
was only a shadow of what our whole realm, the United States,
was able to do."

A buzz of voices rose from city and palace, a snarling roar
echoed from the sky, and a long teardrop shadow fell over them.
They looked up, leaning out from beneath the awning and
shading their eyes with a hand. The orca shape of the Republic of
Nantucket Air Service's Emancipator was passing over Babylon.
Five hundred feet of canvas, birch plywood, and goldbeater's
skin, the dirigible droned along with six ex-Cessna engines
pushing it through the warm Mesopotamian air, the Stars and
Stripes on its cruciform tailfins and the Coast Guard's red slash
and anchor on its flank.



Azzu-ena shuddered. "That is but a shadow of your arts?" she
said.

"A faint shadow," Clemens said. "We have to hope it's enough.
It's more than the rebel Walker has."

To himself he added: We think. So far.
"Then how can he hope to stand before you?"

"He'll be fighting close to the lands he's made his own, near to
Ahhiyawa, Greece. The lands of our strength are far, far away
from here."

"On Wenlock Edge the wood's in trouble;
His forest fleece the Wrekin heaves;

The gale, it plies the saplings double,
And thick on Severn snow the leaves."

"That's Wenlock Edge," Commodore Marian Alston-Kurlelo
went on, pointing to a looming darkness in the south, an
escarpment beyond the river they sought. Her hand swung
westward toward a conical shape. "And we're on the slopes of
Wrekin hill. An English poet named Housman wrote that, a little
before my time."

Adventure, bah, humbug, she thought. A Shropshire Lad I
could read back home in front of the fire, with a cup of hot
cocoa.

She gripped the hairy warmth of her horse more tightly with
her thighs, as rain hissed down through the tossing branches
above. It ran around the edges of her sou'wester and rain slicker
into the sodden blue wool of her uniform, leaching her body's
warmth. If you absolutely had to be out in weather like this, nine
hundred pounds of hay-fueled heater were a comfort.

Marian Alston had joined the Coast Guard at eighteen, a
gawky bookish tomboy furiously determined to escape her



beginnings on a hardscrabble farm in the tidewater country of
South Carolina. She was in her forties now, a tall slender
ebony-black woman going a little gray at the temples of her
close-cropped wiry hair, with a face that might have come from
a Benin bronze in its high-cheeked, broad-nosed comeliness.

They paused at a slight rise, where a fold in the ridge gave
them a view over swaying forest and the country that fell away
before them. She went on:

"Twould blow like this through holt and hanger

When Uricon the city stood:

'Tis the old wind in the old anger,

But then it threshed another wood

"It's a good poem," the younger woman riding beside her said.

Swindapa, Dhinwarn's daughter, of the Kurlelo lineage, lifted
her billed Coast Guard cap and shook her head. Droplets flew off
the clubbed pigtail that held long wheat-blond hair in check,
save for a few damp strands that clung to her oval,
straight-nosed face. Her smile showed white even teeth, and her
English-rose complexion was tanned by a decade of sun reflected
off the ocean.

She went on: "But why are so many Eagle People poems sad?
Don't you ever make poems about beer? Or roast venison and
playing with babies and making love in new-mown hay on warm
summer afternoons?"

One of the Marines riding behind them chuckled, barely
audible under the hiss of rain, the soughing and wind-creak of
branches, and the slow clop-plock of hooves in wet earth. Alston
smiled herself, a slight curve of her full lips.

"I've got gloomy tastes," she said. "If we're benighted out here
and we can find anything that'll burn, we can at least arrange the
venison." An extremely unlucky deer was slung gralloched across
one of their packhorses. "Still, he catches the area, doesn't he?"



she went on, waving.

She'd visited here as a tourist before the Event—even now her
mind gave a slight hitch; English tenses were not suited to time
travel—and the bones of the land were the same.

And the weather's just as lousy, she thought, sneezing.

But there were no lush hedge-bordered fields here, no
half-timbered farmhouses or little villages with pubs where you
sat with the ghosts of cavaliers and highwaymen, no ruined
castles and Norman churches, no shards of Roman
Viroconium—Uri-con, in Shropshire legend. No Iron Age hill
forts, either, on the "blue remembered hills." Not yet, and now
not ever, here. Sometimes back on Nantucket among the
buildings and artifacts of that future you could forget, or your
gut could forget. Forget that an entire history—three millennia of
people, being born and living, fighting and building and bearing
children and dying—had... vanished... when the Event happened.

The little party rode their horses down narrow rutted trails
made by deer and wild boar and aurochs as much as men and
men's herds, beneath towering oaks and beeches, ash and
chestnut and lime, tangled thorny underbrush to either side.
Wind whipped through leaves turning sere and yellow with early
autumn, scattering them downward with a steady drip and
drizzle following behind. The air above was thick with wings,
many on their way southward for the year, and their cries drifted
down with the rain: redpolls and siskins chattered anger at the
humans from the boughs. The trail veered down from a
ridgeback, through a marsh-bordered stream edged with alders;
water lapped her stirrup-irons and mud spattered on her boots
and trouser legs with a cold yeasty smell. The storm mounted,
moaning through the branches and ruffling the surface of the
puddles. It was good to speak into the teeth of the whetted wind:

Then, twas before my time, the Roman
At yonder heaving hill would stare:

The blood that warms an English yeoman,



The thoughts that hurt him, they were there.
"Roman?" Swindapa asked.

In the decade they'd been together the young woman of the
Fiernan Bohulugi had acquired a fair modern education to add
to the lore of an astronomer-priestess of Moon Woman and
hunter of the Spear Mark, but not much of it concerned the
details of a history that would never happen.

"A people that invaded... would have invaded Alba a long time
from now. About..." Let's see, this is year 10 A.E., which makes
it 1240 B.C., Claudius invaded Britain in the 40s A.D., so... "Call
it thirteen hundred years from now. They would have built a city
thereabouts." She nodded off to the northwest, to where
Wroxeter stood in her birth-century.

"Like the Sun People," Swindapa said with a slight shiver.

Alston leaned over and squeezed her shoulder for an instant.
The Event had dumped her command—the Coast Guard training
windjammer Eagle—into the early spring of 1250 B.C., along
with the island of Nantucket. The first thing they'd done besides
catching a few whales was make a voyage to Britain, to barter
steel tools and trinkets for desperately needed food and seed corn
and livestock; they'd ended up making their first landing among
the Iratina tribe, the latest of many teuatha of the Sun People to
invade the White Isle. Among the gifts those proto-demi-Celts
had given Alston was a girl they'd taken prisoner from the Earth
Folk, the Fiernan Bohulugi, the megalith-building natives of
Alba. Swindapa, who still sometimes woke screaming from
nightmares of that captivity.

"That's a long time gone, sugar," Marian said. "Lot of water
under the bridge, and the Sun People are pretty quiet,
nowadays."

"There, like the wind through woods in riot,"
Through him the gale of life blew high;

The tree of man was never quiet:



Then 'twas the Roman, now 'tis I.
The gale, it plies the saplings double,
It blows so hard, 'twill soon be gone:
Today the Roman and his trouble
Are ashes under Uricon."

"Yes," Swindapa said quietly. "Would you, would we have
made war on the Sun People, if Walker hadn't come here and
tried to be a King among them?"

Ouch. That's a toughie. "I think we'd have helped the Earth
Folk defend themselves," she said. "I was pushin' for that, as soon
as I got to talking with you."

A brilliant smile rewarded her, and Marian felt the familiar
but always startling warmth under her breastbone. And personal
matters aside, we needed something like the Alliance.
Nantucket was too small in area and numbers to keep even the
ghost of civilization alive on its own.

"You were so shy in those days," Swindapa said. "I knew Moon
Woman had sent you to rescue me and put down the Sun People,
and that Her stars meant us to be together always, but I had to
drag you into bed," she went on.

"Well, whatever else the Fiernan Bohulugi are, they aren't shy
," Marian agreed. Lordy, no. Got me out of the closet, for
starters.

Swindapa sighed again. "I thought once the Sun People were
beaten, we'd have peace. Sailing, work, and the children."

Marian's expression turned grim. "Not while William Walker's
above-ground, I think." Her fist hit the saddle horn. "Damn, but
I should have finished him off!"

"You were nearly dead with wounds, yourself. And he was
prepared to flee if he lost."



Alston shook her head. There were no excuses for failure. "A
rat always has a bolt-hole. All our problems since, they're
because he got away."

"When I was a fighting-man, the kettle-drums they beat;

The people scattered roses before my horse's feet.

And now I am a mighty King, and the people dog my track;
With poison in the wine-cup, and daggers at my back."
"Self-pity, Will?" Dr. Alice Hong asked mockingly.

"Robert E. Howard," William Walker replied. " Kull the
Conqueror, specifically."

He turned from the tall French doors and their southward
view over the palace gardens and the city of Walkeropolis. The
valley of the Eurotas reached beyond, drowsing in a soft palette
of green and brown and old gold, up to the blue heights of Mount
Taygetos. The city's smoke and noise drifted in, mixed with
flower scents from the gardens, and a warm hint of thyme and
lavender from the hills.

The King of Men smiled at her. "I thought it was appropriate."

He was a little over six feet, tall even by twentieth-century
standards, towering here in the thirteenth century B.C.
Broad-shouldered and narrow-hipped, he moved with an
athlete's quick, controlled gracefulness; reddish-brown hair fell
to his shoulders, confined by the narrow diadem of royalty
wrought in gold olive leaves. The face it framed would have been
boyishly handsome yet, even in his thirties, if it had not been for
the deep scar that cut a V across his cheek and vanished under
the patch that hid his left eyesocket; the level green stare of the
surviving eye glittered coldly. He wore loose trousers of black silk
tucked into polished half-boots, and a gold-trimmed jacket of the
same material cinched by a tooled-leather belt that bore revolver
and chryselephantine dagger. A wolfshead signet ring of ruby
and niello on the third finger of his right hand was the only other
ornament.



"Or to put it in American, babe," he went on in a voice that
still held a trace of Montana, "the Greek VIPs liked it better
when I was the wizardly power in the background and not
Supreme Bossman. Planting my own lowborn outlander ass on
the throne of the Kings of Men has seriously torqued them out."

"Rational deduction from the information available," Helmut
Mittler agreed, running a hand over his close-cropped
gray-and-yellow hair. "The disaffected Achaean nobles haff little
grasp of sophisticated conspiratorial politics, but they are not
stupid men—not the surviving ones. They haff support among
the more reactionary elements of the population... and they learn
quickly."

He pronounced that und zey learn kvickly; the Mecklenberger
accent was still fairly strong. His Achaean was better, but for
small conferences like this Walker preferred English. There was
something about the sonorous formalities of Mycenaean Greek
that wasn't conducive to quick sharp thought, in his opinion.

"Evolution in action," Walker agreed, nodding to the ex-Stasi
agent.

Who managed to get out before the Berlin Wall went down,
with a fair amount of money and some extremely good fake ID,
he reminded himself. It wouldn't do to underestimate his
security chief. Aloud he went on:

"We caught the dumb ones first." A chuckle. He'd introduced
crucifixion, along with the other innovations. "Those who cross
me get crossed." It impressed the wogs no end.

"I get a lot of information through the Sisterhood," Hong said.
"Yeah, there are still a lot of the telestai and ekwetai... mmmm...
unhappy—especially since Agamemnon... ah... died."

"Shot while attempting to escape," Mittler chuckled. "Classic."

"Jumped off a fucking cliff calling on the God-damned Gods,"
Walker grated. Which gave him major mojo among the wogs.

The "given sacrifice," they called it. Walker'd had years of



clear sailing, while Agamemnon imagined the foreigner he'd
raised up was safe, because he didn't have the blood-right to the
throne that too many of Mycenae's endlessly intermarried vassal
Kings and nobles could claim. Fortunately, dead men had trouble
taking advantage of their own baraka, especially when their
heirs died with them.

Dumb bastard, trying to break out like that. Hell, even at the
end I was treating him well, and pretending that the orders
came from him... in public.

Now... he had the New Troops and their firepower, yes, and
the crawling terror of Helmut's secret police, not to mention the
supernatural dread of the Sisterhood of Hekate, but raw fear was
a chancy basis for power. Frightened men were unpredictable.
He'd take force over legitimacy any day, if he had to choose one
or the other, but it would be nice to have both. Presumably his
kids would—legitimacy meant staying on top until nobody could
remember anybody else, when you came right down to it.
Dynastic immortality wasn't the type he'd have picked, given
options, but it was the only kind going.

"And that's why I have to get back to Troy," he said, returning
to his swivel chair behind the desk.

The other two looked at each other. "Sir," Mittler said, "your
position here in Greece is still unstable. Particularly with many
troops being required abroad."

"That's what I've got you and your Section One for, Helmut,"
Walker said genially. "How did the old saying go? A secure
throne needs a standing army of soldiers, a sitting army of
bureaucrats, a kneeling army of priests, and a crawling army of
informers."

Alice looked at him and gave the faintest hint of a wink; he
replied with a smile that barely crinkled the skin around his
eyes. And, of course, I have Alice and her little cult to watch the
watchmen. Mittler's cold gray eyes caught the byplay, and the
ash-pale brows rose slightly.

Dr. Alice Hong was a complete nutter, a sadist in the literal



clinical sense of the word—she couldn't get it off without
inflicting or feeling pain, preferably both—but very smart. And
fully conscious that a woman could never rule Meizon Akhaia in
her own right, not in this generation, which made her the safest
of all Walker's American followers. Mittler didn't have that
drawback in plumbing design...

Of course, Mittler was also smart enough to see that a power
struggle at the top might well bring down the whole jury-rigged
structure of Great Achaea. And Helmut Mittler wanted to defeat
the Republic of Nantucket, wanted it very badly. Partly to keep
the wealth and power he enjoyed, and partly to satisfy an old and
bitter spite against the people who'd ruined his country and
cause. The Nantucketers were the closest thing to the United
States around, here in the Bronze Age.

Walkerian Age is more appropriate now, he thought
absently, considering, then came to a decision.

There were times when the mushroom treatment was useful,
but if you kept your top-flight people in the dark and covered in
horseshit all the time you couldn't expect them to make sound
decisions. And an operation this big required delegation,
absolutely, however much it went against his personal
inclinations. So... he'd fill them in.

"I don't have Zeus Pater for a great-granddaddy," Walker said
genially. "What I do have is the prestige of victory. Momentum.
That keeps a lot of mouths shut and minds obedient that
wouldn't be, otherwise. So I need a big, conspicuous win,
particularly since we're up against guys with guns now, not just
pumping out grapeshot at bare-assed spear-chuckers. So it's
back to Troy for the last act there."

"Sir," Mittler said, clicking heels and bowing his head. "I must
therefore begin preparations. When Troy falls, we can at least
deal with that damned Jew, Arnstein; he has been the brains of
their intelligence apparat. Stupid of them to let him be caught
there. If I haff your permission?"

"Certainly, Helmut. Keep up the good work," Walker said. You
pickle-up-the-ass kraut, he thought behind the mask of his face



as the other man left.

There were times when Mittler's eternally punctilious Middle
European Ordnungsliebe got on the American's nerves; it was
like being trapped with a Commie/Nazi villain from a bad fifties
war movie. Ve haff vays to mak you talk. But he was a useful
kraut.

Of course, he's built up quite a local cadre who're loyal to
him and not me or the kingdom, but it's an acceptable price.
For now.

Besides, everyone knows who Helmut is and what he does.
That made him too unpopular to rule himself, like Beria, or
Himmler.

Alice stretched in her chair, arms over her head and small
breasts straining against the thin white silk of her tunic. Walker
watched with detached appreciation; sex with Alice was like
fucking a humanoid cobra, but it had its points as an occasional
diversion.

"If dear, dear Helmut ever has to... go... you really must let me
handle it," she said. "He doesn't know nearly as much as he
thinks he does about what the human body can endure."

Walker cocked an eyebrow. "I'd have thought you had some
things in common," he said.

"Really, Will! The man has no sense of artistry. He might as
well be adjusting the bolts on a tractor." She looked at her watch.
"Well, I have to run. We're holding an initiation tonight—quite
important. Girls only, I'm afraid... unless you want to watch
through the spyhole again?"

"Thanks, but business calls. See ya, babe."

The cult she'd established was a hobby with Alice, and another
chance to engage in the sadomasochistic Grand Guignol she
adored, but it had tentacles throughout Meizon Akhaia, among
women of all classes, and in the medical service she'd organized
and taught. These Gods-besotted wogs took religion very



seriously indeed, and after the perversions and atrocities of the
initiation process the new members felt completely committed,
as if they'd severed all links to everyone except the Dark
Sisterhood. He vaguely remembered reading that the Mau Mau
had used the same tactics. Some of the Haitian bokor
brotherhoods, the darker side of Voudun, did that, too—it had
been in the Coast Guard briefing papers, when he was stationed
down in the Caribbean watching for drugs and refugees coming
out of Port-au-Prince.

"Education is a wonderful thing," he mused, pulling another
pile of reports toward him.

Crops, roads, factories, schools... there was a hell of a lot more
to being an emperor than "inventing" gunpowder, or even just
commanding armies. Right now he was sweating blood trying to
get a banking system established. Turning this Bronze Age feudal
mishmash into something worth running had been like pushing
a boulder uphill, even with twenty carefully picked American
helpers and the fifty tons of cargo— machines, metals, tools,
books, working models—that he'd liberated from Nantucket
along with the schooner. And the earliest stages had been
hardest.

Satisfying, though, he thought. How had Jack London put it?

"It is the King of words—Power," he quoted to himself,
remembering a boy reading in the rustling scented solitude of a
hay barn, alone with his savage, bright-colored dreams. "Not
God, not Mammon, but Power. Pour it over your tongue till it
tingles with it. Power."

And there was no road to Power that didn't involve hard work;
that made the work satisfying in itself, fun, worthwhile. He bent
back to his task.

"Lord King," a soft voice said a few hours later; he noticed
that, as he hadn't the noiseless slaves who'd turned up the
kerosene lanterns.

Walker looked up. It was his house steward, the chief of the
residential staff. "Yes, Eurgewenos?" he said.



"Lord King, shall I have the kitchens send a meal here? And do
you wish a particular girl for the night?"

"Mmmm, no."

He looked out the window; almost dark. Dinnertime, by the
wall clock; they'd finally gotten those to work well enough for
everyday use and were closing in on chronometers good enough
for navigation. When he'd arrived, Mycenaean Greek had used a
moment for all times less than their vague conception of an
hour...

"Inform the Lady Ekhnonpa that I'll be dining with her and
the children."

"The King commands; we obey."

A hareem was very pleasant, but he had a certain nostalgic
affection for Ekhnonpa and he'd kept her around. She'd borne
him three children, and put on a good deal of weight, but her
undemanding adoration was relaxing, sometimes. Her father,
Daurthunnicar, had been a chieftain up in Alba, his first base of
operations after he'd cleared out of Nantucket; he'd won the
daughter and heir-apparent status by beating the tribal
champion... to death, with his hands and feet. The Nantucketers
had upset that applecart—he touched the scar and the patch
over the empty eyesocket Alston's sword had left, and his lips
curled back from his teeth for a moment.

Time to settle that debt, he thought. In full. With interest.

Swindapa raised her head, took a long breath through her
nose, cocked an ear. "Not long now," she said. "That's hearth
smoke, and a dog barking."

The deer track widened and turned into a rutted mud road as
it wound upward; that made the forest less gloomy, but it also let
in more of the rain coming in from the Welsh mountains. A
clearing appeared, and little thatched clusters of round
wattle-and-daub huts with sheepfolds and cattle corrals around
about; the cold breeze ruffled rain-dimpled puddles. Smoke
came leaking out of thatch in tatters that ran down the wet



driving wind—or in a few cases from chimneys of brick or sheet
iron, nowadays. A noisy dog brought some of the inhabitants out
to the side of the road. They were wrapped in sheepskins and
blanketlike cloaks of raw wool, looking like hairy bundles with
feet.

A few carried weapons—steel-headed spears or crossbows
handed out to the Republic's Fiernan allies during the Alban
War a decade ago, and a couple of trade muskets with waxed
leather wrapped around the flintlock and pan. They relaxed and
pointed the business ends skyward when they saw the
Nantucketer gear and uniforms, and the standard-bearer that
marked an embassy. The Stars and Stripes hung limp and wet on
the pole socketed into the bearer's stirrup, but the gilt eagle
above was a bright flash in the rainy dimness.

Marian glanced backward out of the corner of her eye; the
khaki-clad Marines were sitting their horses easily, reins in their
right hands and Werder rifles riding in the crook of their left
arms, eyes wary even here among friendlies. She had her eye on
their sergeant, Zena Ritter, for possible promotion—a slender,
wire-tough young woman with cropped dark-red hair and an
implausible number of freckles, who'd been taking
correspondence courses from Fort Brandt OCS via Westhaven
HQ. The Republic's military needed people who could function
out on their ownsome without undue hand-holding, satellite
links, or a Pentagon to do their thinking for them.

As she watched, Ritter tossed a bar of ration chocolate to a
clutch of children. The waxed paper wrapping came off to
squeals of delight.

Generous, Marian thought. Even back on Nantucket chocolate
was still expensive, gathered wild in Central America and traded
to Islander schooners working the Main. And they recognized it.
Must be a fair bit of trade through here...

Swindapa reined her horse aside and spoke to the locals in the
purling glug-glug of the Fiernan Bohulugi tongue, a language
that had vanished a thousand years before the birth of Christ in
Marian's history. She dropped the knotted reins on her
saddlebow to let her hands move in fluid accompaniment to her



thought. When she rode on she was shaking her head in
amazement.

"Sugar?" Marian asked. Lord, if you tied a Fiernan's hands,
they'd be struck dumb.

"It's... these people are out in the... what's the word, the sticks'
? They talk a dialect I can barely follow."

The black woman smiled to herself; Swindapa's lineage, the
Kurlelo, lived by the Great Wisdom—Stonehenge—far south of
here in Wiltshire on the open upland downs. By Fiernan
reckoning, that made them the center of the world; the Kurlelo
Grandmothers were the high priestesses of Moon Woman and
students of the stars that revealed Her will. Those dry and sunny
hills were thickly peopled and closely farmed as well, very
different from these middle lands of Alba; here human
habitations were still islands amid swamp and a
wildwood-jungle of giant oak trees on heavy clay. Not until the
Age of

Iron brought better tools and plows would settlers make much
progress against the King trees and the thick fertile low-country
soils that bore them. In the original history at least...

"In the sticks, yes," Swindapa went on, in pleased wonderment
at how far the changes had gone. "And yet look at all they have!
Ten years ago, they would have made most of their tools of wood
and bone and stone, shared one bronze blade with the whole
family. Now they have steel axes, pans, spades, scythes,
Nantucket plows... even iron stoves. And yes, they say we're
getting near Irondale. Right where you thought we were."

"Glad of it, 'dapa. Gettin' old and creaky for riding in the rain
like this, much less a God-damned week of it."

She kept herself in shape as conscientiously as she worked at
any other duty—a certain bleak inner honesty made her admit
that compulsive would be a better description—but today creak
and click and joint pain told of the teeth gnawing, quiet and
relentless. The Event had sent thousands back through time, but
every one of them still slid down the slippery slope of entropy at a



minute per minute on their own personal world-line.

Oh, hell, this is nothing compared to standing a quarterdeck
watch in the Roaring Forties.

Wet wool clung and chafed against her skin, and the raw
clammy chill had sunken in toward her bones. The cleared fields
grew and spread out to the edge of sight, muddy plowland and
pasture with treelots, and then the terrain rose slightly, hills
deep in forest once more. The road climbed with it, becoming
broader and better-built as it did, then snaked down a dry gully
toward the Severn, winding its way from the mountains of
Snowdonia to the estuary far southward.

She looked up to where the sun would have been, if the sky
weren't the color of wet iron. It was getting on toward evening;
somewhere a wolf called to its pack and the sobbing howl echoed
through the gathering dusk. The crossbred Morgan-chariot pony
mounts scarcely flicked an ear at it; their shaggy coats were wet
and mud-streaked, and their heads drooped. One blew out its
lips in a blubbery sigh, and Marian slapped her mount's neck in
reassurance.

"Warm stable and oats soon enough, boy. We all need it."

"I'd rather have some roast pork and a bed, myself," Swindapa
said, her urchin grin bright. "And a bath, nice and hot."

Marian suppressed an involuntary groan at the thought of
sulking into a steaming tub. Irondale's lights showed bright
through the wavery murk ahead as they came down onto the
road along the narrow riverside flat. By the roadside was a
man-tall granite boundary-marker. On one side were Fiernan
geometries; the other bore the Republic's eagle, with an olive
branch in one claw and a bundle of arrows in the other.

"It's grown," Swindapa went on thoughtfully, looking at the
town's lights. They'd last visited in 04, when the new settlement
was nothing but mud, stumps, tents, and construction-yard
litter. "Three thousand four hundred residents, according to the
latest report."



Her slight singsong accent grew a little stronger, as it did
when she used the mnemonic training she'd received as an
apprentice to the Kurlelo Grandmothers at the Great Wisdom.

"When I saw the numbers I thought that was many," she
continued after a moment. "But I hadn't realized that three
thousand four hundred was so many."

Which was natural enough; the whole of Alba hadn't had a
single town, before the Event. As near as they could tell, there
were fewer than half a million people in the whole of the British
Isles. Possibly many fewer. By the standards of this era that was
a dense population; the best estimate the Republic's explorers
and savants had been able to come up with counted around fifty
million for the entire planet.

"Halt! Who goes?"

She nodded approval as the sentries stepped out from neatly
camouflaged blinds on either side of the road and raised their
rifles. One had a bull's-eye lantern as well, and snapped it open
to shine the beam on their faces. Marian raised her right hand to
halt the little column.

"Commodore Marian Alston-Kurlelo and Lieutenant
Commander Swindapa Kurlelo-Alston and party," she said.

That flustered the militiaman a little, and he stammered and
flushed before stepping back with a salute. "Pass, friend!"

Marian returned the gesture; she could hear him chattering
excitedly in Fiernan as they heeled unwilling horses into a walk
again and passed on into Irondale. Fame, she thought. Her
mouth twisted ironically as they rode into the scattering of
buildings, several streets of them on either side of the main road.
A few were round huts and wood shacks from the early days,
more small brick cottages with tile roofs and chimneys, with a
scattering of big houses in what she thought of as the Nantucket
Georgian style.

Half a mile up the S-shaped valley of the tributary stream a
dam penned back the flow into an artificial lake, and sluicegates



released it in a torrent of white foam onto the tops of half a
dozen thirty-foot overshot waterwheels; they turned with a
constant groaning rumble and splash, a querning undertone to
the other noises. As the riders watched, a blade of fire lanced
skyward from a blast furnace, white at its core and framed in red
where it left the top of the sooty pyramid of brick, shedding a
long plume of spark and cinder downwind. It was accompanied
by an enormous shrill scream, like a wounded horse the size of a
mountain. The living horses beneath them shied and skittered,
then quieted as the sound stopped and their riders soothed
them. A smell of hot iron and coal smoke drifted down through
the wet along with the clangor of the works and multicolored
volcanoes of sparks from the Bessemer converters.

Their horses' hooves clopped hollow on asphalt pavement; they
passed schools, Ecumenical Christian church, public baths,
library in a corner of the town hall, medical clinic where a pair of
doctors from the Cottage Hospital healed and taught. Then the
inn, a rambling brick structure two stories high, wings added on
to an original modest core, with yellow lamplight showing
behind its windows. That brought an inner groan of relief. She
threw up her right arm, hand palm-forward.

"Halt and dismount!" Swindapa called crisply beside her, and
the hoof-clatter died.

Alston swung down out of the saddle with a creak of leather,
conscious of a little more stiffness than she would have felt a few
years earlier. Despite the rain and raw chill, people were thick on
the sidewalks here, under the bright gaslights of the cast-iron
streetlamps. It was a mixed crowd, Nantucketers born and
naturalized, Fiernan Bohulugi and Sun People from scores of
lineages and tribes, plus little dark hillmen from the mountains
to the west who were neither. Plenty from beyond Alba, too; a
burly redhead covered in swirling tattoos from the Summer
Isle—Ireland-to-be—a pale giant from the Baltic in a shaggy
bearskin cloak, gawking about him in wonder... More and more,
in wildly varying costume although sensible Islander-inspired
overalls and jackets and boots predominated; many wore miner's
helmets with lamps, or hard hats; there were even umbrellas. A
round score of languages sounded, with weirdly accented lingua



franca varieties of English the most common and the smooth
pleasant singsong of Fiernan a close second.

If clotted cream could speak, it'd sound like Fiernan, Alston
thought as she arched her back and stretched muscles stiffened
by a long day in the saddle. Too bad a commodore can't rub her
ass in public... Alder-wood clogs rattled on the brick, almost as
loud as the clop of shod hooves and the rumble of steel-rimmed
wheels.

"Stand easy, Corporal," Swindapa said.
"Ma'am! Squad, stand easy. Unload," Sergeant Ritter echoed.

The Marines raised the muzzles of their rifles, thumbed the
cocking levers on the right side to the safety position; then came
a chink-ting as the triggers were pulled. The grooved blocks that
closed the breeches snapped down and the shells in the
chambers ejected, to be neatly caught and returned to
bandoliers.

The inn's sign creaked above her. She could make out a gilt
low-relief eagle—modeled on the figurehead of her Eagle, the
Coast Guard training windjammer she'd sailed a little too close
to Nantucket the night of the Event. Beside it was the crescent
Moon that had become the Fiernan national sigil. An open door
swung a waft of warm air and light and cooking smells in their
faces.

"Commodore Alston-Kurlelo!" the innkeeper said. He walked
with a limp, and snapped off a salute to her as he came, then
advanced with the hand extended and a wide white grin.

The name and face popped up out of the officer's retrieval
system at the back of her brain; he'd been a first-year cadet on
the Eagle at the time of the Event, and with the expeditionary
force in the Alban War, the year after. Badly wounded at the
Battle of the Downs, when they broke Walker and the Sun People
war-host. Plus blacks were rare enough in the Republic to be
notable.

"Cadet Merrithew," she said, shaking his hand. "Wayne



Merrithew." He was a stocky man in his late twenties now, his
dark-brown skin a few shades lighter than hers, wearing an
apron and holding a towel and a glass he'd been polishing.

"I thought you were working over in Fogarty's Cove on Long
Island, back the other side of the pond?"

He shook his head, still grinning. "Not since 05. Decided to get
my savings and gratuity out of the Pacific Bank and set up here,
ma'am, once my in-laws sent word how well things were going in
Irondale," he said.

He'd married an Alban, as had many of her original cadets—
they'd been over two-thirds male, which had upset the gender
balance back on Nantucket considerably, in the beginning. She'd
been relieved when so many war brides turned up.

Not that I could have complained even if I'd disapproved, she
thought with an inner smile, glancing at her partner as she
stroked the nose of her horse. Seein' as I did pretty much the
same.

"How is Amentdwran, Wayne?" Swindapa asked.

'Dapa remembers him, too, Alston thought. Not from any
particular effort, but the Grandmothers made a science of
memory; they'd had to, with an astronomy-based religion and no
way to store information except in living brains.

"Fine, fine—expecting again, that'll be number four, after the
twins. But come on in out of the wet, for God's sake! No, my
people will take care of the horses."

Two came at a run, agog at seeing the living legends; they
bobbed heads and made the Fiernan gesture of reverence,
touching brow and heart and groin, then led the horses around
to a laneway at one side of the building. Alston cocked an eye at
her escort, but the Marine noncom had her squad well in
hand—they'd taken their rifles and gear first, and she was telling
off one to go check that the stabling was all right. It would be,
but you had to make sure. Horses were equipment, and if you
took care of your equipment, it took care of you.



"The deer's yours, Mr. Merrithew," Alston said, indicating it
with a lift of her chin. "Dumb beast walked right out in front of
us yesterday and stood there in plain sight of God and radar."

"Well, I'll take that, but the rest is on the house," he said, and
raised a hand to forestall protest. "The skipper doesn't pay in any
place I own. And Pete!" An eight-year-old boy came up, face
struggling between awe and delight; the cafe-au-lait skin and
loose-curled hair left no doubt who his father was, in this world
of palefaces. "Run up to the Manager's house and tell them all
who's here!"

They walked through into the main room of the Eagle And
Moon, shedding rain slickers in the hallway and feeling their
bodies relax in the grateful warmth. That also brought out the
odors of wet wool and leather and horse sweat and everything
else that went with a week's hard travel and camps too muddy
and wet and cold to do much washing. Marian Alston-Kurlelo
wrinkled her nose slightly; there was no point in being
squeamish in the field, but she liked to be clean when she could,
especially in civilized surroundings like these.

She looked around; the inn was whitewashed plaster on the
inside, with flame-wrapped logs crackling and booming in an
open fireplace, and a less decorative but more effective cast-iron
heating stove burning coal in a corner. A long bar with a brass
rail stood on one side, swinging doors let a clatter and the savory
smell of roasting meat and onions and fresh-baked bread in from
the kitchens, and a polished beechwood staircase with a
fancifully carved balustrade led upward. Coal-oil lamps were
hung from oak rafters, bright woven blankets on the walls along
with knicknacks that included crossed bronze-headed spears
over the mantel, and a sheathed short sword modeled on a
Roman gladius and made from a car's leaf spring. They hadn't
had many firearms, that first year...

"Kept my ol' Ginsu," Merrithew said, slapping the sword
affectionately. "Okay, Sergeant, you and your squad, the beds're
up the stairs thattaway, bedding, robes and towels, bathroom's
at the end of the corridor."

"Very well, Sergeant; carry on," Swindapa said; her



responsibility, as Alston's aide-de-camp.

All to the best, Alston thought. Ritter's air of hard competence
tended to turn to blushes and stammering when addressing the
commodore directly—there were drawbacks to being a living
legend.

"Settle your people in, and then dismissed to quarters until
reveille tomorrow," Swindapa went on.

'!Ma!am!"

"Sue, show 'em." Another brown-skinned child, this one with
enormous eyes of hazel-green; she grabbed the sergeant by the
hand and led her away. "Commodore, Ms. Kurlelo-Alston, your
room's at the end of the corridor here. The bath's ready, too, and
we'll have your kit unpacked by the time you're finished, and hot
robes. I recommend the roast pork tonight; it's acorn-fed, and
damned good."

He bore them on, chattering, and thrust thick ceramic mugs
of hot mulled cider into their hands. Alston closed grateful
fingers around hers, and met the cerulean blue of Swindapa's
eyes. The Fiernan spoke her thought for her.

"We may live, after all."

CHAPTER TWO

September, 10 A.E.—Upper Euphrates, 3000 ft.
October, 10 A.E.—Irondale, Alba

I'm getting peopled out, Lieutenant Vicki Cofflin thought. The
long gondola of the airship RNAS Emancipator had few places
where privacy was possible, except the little cubicle that held the
head. The great orca-shaped hull above was much larger, but the
gasbags filled it.

And I'd like to see some stars, she thought. Although the
downward view from the commander's chair at the nose of the
gondola was grand, a huge sweep of moonlit plateau and



mountains three thousand feet below, and she still felt a thrill
sometimes when she realized Emancipator was hers. They were
heading for the passes of the anti-Taurus now, and they'd be in
Babylon by late afternoon. A routine voyage... which was exactly
what you wanted. Excitement meant adventure, and adventure
meant bad luck or somebody screwing up.

"Take the com, Alex," she said to her XO. "I'm going topside."
Then aloud—not too loud, most of the crew and passengers were
asleep in the Pullman-style bunks behind her: "Mr. Stoddard has
the deck."

"Mr. Stoddard has the deck, aye."

Wicker creaked as she unstrapped herself and rose, turning to
let Alex Stoddard by in the narrow space. She took her sextant
from the rack beside the ladder, although there wasn't really any
need for a navigational fix, with the Euphrates right there below
them like a river of silver through the huge tawny spaces of
Anatolia. It couldn't hurt, though, and it gave her an excuse for
taking a break topside. Besides, it was procedure, and if you
made procedure a habit it was there when you really needed it.

She put hands and feet to the rungs, unsealing and resealing
the flap-door on the roof of the gondola, then went up further
through the creaking dimness of the hull, throbbing with the
sound of the engines. A few of the duty watch were on their
endless round of checking—for frame stresses, cracks, evidence of
chafing that might lead to leaks as the bags surged about within
their nets. The maintenance crew carried rechargeable
flashlights, jerking and spearing through the gloom of the
Emancipator's interior. More pre-Event technology that couldn't
be replaced as yet, incongruous against the balsa-and-plywood
frame of the airship.

We know how to do so much more than it's possible to do,
goddammit! ran through her with a familiar frustration, like a
toothache that had been with her since the Event had crashed
into her world a few weeks past her eighteenth birthday. The
problem is all the things we know about and need but can't
make, she thought.



Councilor Starbuck thought that the whole United States
would have been just barely large enough to maintain one
microchip factory. As it was, they could just barely maintain the
recycled Cessna engines that pushed Emancipator.

In her more pessimistic moods, she thought that they'd have
done worse without Tartessos and Great Achaea to goose and
terrify the Sovereign People into forgoing current consumption
for investment. On good days, she concentrated on how much
better the Republic could do this time around once those
nuisances were put down.

Someday we'll have everything they did in the twentieth, and
more. We'll hit the ground running and not stop this side of the
stars, and we'll do it without screwing the place up. That would
take generations, though. She'd planned on Colorado Springs,
before the Event, and dreamed of eventually joining the
astronaut program...

With a sigh she unlatched the rubber-rimmed wooden
hatchway at the top of the ladder and stuck her head into the
observation post.

"Oh," she said. Oh, damn. Must have come up here while I
was in the head. "Good very early morning, Colonel Hollard."

"Couldn't sleep, Captain Cofflin," the other woman said. "Nice
view up here, too."

It would be impolite to duck right down. There was plenty of
room for two; the observation bubble was domed with what had
started life as a shopping-center Plexiglas skylight, and rimmed
with a padded couch. It was cold, but not as draughty as the
wickerwork-sided main gondola below, and, anyway, her
generation had gotten used to a world where heating was often
too cumbersome to be worth the trouble. You put on another
layer of clothing or learned to live with being chilly, or both.

A continuous low drumming sound came from outside, under
the whistle of cloven air, the sound of the taut fabric of
Emancipator"?, outer skin flexing under the 60 mph wind of her
passage.



Well, you've got reason to be sleepless, Vicki thought as she
sat and looked at the other's impassive face. She didn't know all
the details, but everyone had heard something—mainly that
somehow the Mitannian princess Kenneth Hollard had saved
from the Assyrians had managed to seriously torque off King
Kashtiliash... the local potentate Kathryn Hollard had married in
a blaze of publicity and gossip that had them talking all the way
back to Nantucket Town.

I thought we had culture clash in our family, Vicki Cofflin
thought. Her father had come from the piney woods of east
Texas. I didn't know the meaning of the word, back then.

"Cocoa?" Hollard asked, holding up a thermos. Those were
within Nantucket's capabilities, if you didn't mind paying three
weeks' wages for it.

"Thanks, ma'am." The cocoa was dark and strong, sweetened
with actual cane sugar from Mauritius Base.

"You're welcome... let's not be formal. I was just looking at the
stars, and thinking about the Event," Hollard went on
meditatively.

"Oh? Nothing better to do?"

Vicki grinned, glancing up herself. Thinking about the Event
had become a byword for useless speculation and idle
daydreaming: they just didn't have any data to go on. There was
also what amounted to an unspoken rule against talking about it
at all, among the older generation.

The stars were enormous through the dry clear air, a frosted
band across the sky. Sky glow's one thing I don't miss about the
twentieth, she thought.

"It occurred to me," Hollard went on, looking up and sipping,
"that we may be wrong about what happened up in the twentieth
when we... left. That they got the 1250 B.C. Nantucket swapped
with us, that is. That's what most people assume, but there's no
reason to believe it."



"Oh?" Well, a fresh hypothesis, anyway. "What else could
have happened?"

Everything uptime of us could have all vanished the moment
we arrived here, like a stray dream. She didn't mention that; it
was another unwritten courtesy rule. The thought that they'd
unwittingly wiped out billions of people and their own country
and kin was just too ghastly to contemplate. Those inclined to
brood on it had made up a goodly portion of the rash of
post-Event suicides.

"Well, I don't think the Event was an accident," Hollard said.
"The transition was too neat—a perfect ellipse around the Island,
for God's sake!—and we arrived too smoothly. No earthquakes,
no tremors even, no tidal wave... I mean, there must have been
differences in sea level, the temperature of the land underneath
the wedge that got brought along with us, air pressure... and
despite a subsoil of saturated sand and gravel ready to turn to
liquid jelly at the slightest quiver, every-damn-thing was so
stable that nobody noticed until they checked the star patterns.
That and the rest of the world being 1250 B.C.'s. Accidents just
don't happen like that."

"Well, chunks of land just don't get displaced three millennia,
either," Vicki said, but she nodded. That was the reasoning
behind one of the major schools of thought about the Event. No
way to check, of course. "Whoever or Whatever it was that did it
could have integrated the ancient Nantucket into our slot just as
easily," she pointed out.

"Yes, but a technology that advanced—not just raw power, but
subtlety—could as easily have not moved Nantucket at all." At
Vicki's expression she grinned slyly. "They could have scanned
Nantucket, right down to the positions of every atom, and then
re-created it here and now. Then we'd get the two separate
histories, the way Doreen Arnstein says—she's the scientist, I
never could get my head around that quantum mechanics stuff.
And our doppelgangers—our original selves— would go on up in
the twentieth without even noticing."

Vicki gave a low whistle. "You know, that's a really clever idea.
And completely, utterly useless!"



"It beats thinking about my family problems," Hollard said,
with a wry twist of her mouth.

"Mmmmm, if you don't mind me asking..."

Hollard shrugged. "Everyone else is going to know, soon
enough. You know Ken—Brigadier Hollard—rescued Rau-pasha
while he was mopping up the Assyrians north along the
Euphrates, just south of the Jebel Sinjar?"

Vicki nodded. "Way I heard it, she'd killed the Assyrian King."

"Tukulti-Ninurta, yes. His father killed her father—that was
when the Assyrians took over what was left of the Kingdom of
Mitanni, which wasn't much by then—and Raupasha was
smuggled out by loyal retainers. In the original history, she
probably married some local squire and vanished from sight."

"Yeah. Then we came along and retumbled the bingo-balls."

"Mmmm-hmmm. This time around, Tukulti-Ninurta showed
up there with some odds-and-sods of his guard and court, after
we and the Babylonians smashed their army. Made her dance for
him, then he was going to drag her off and rape her. She got him
first, knife in her sleeve and slit his throat neat as you please
when he grabbed her. Then Ken arrived, just before they lit the
fire under her feet."

Vicki nodded. Even by the ungentle standards of the ancient
Orient, the Assyrians were first-order swine; the locals all hated
them. That didn't make the memory of bombing runs over
Asshur much more comfortable, though. She went on, pushing
aside the thought of burning rubble collapsing on kids like her
Uncle Jared's:

"Yeah, I've seen the princess a couple of times. Smart girl,
charismatic as all hell. Asked a lot of questions the time we had
her up in Emancipator, and I got the feeling she really
understood about atmospheric pressure and buoyancy."

"Mmmm-hmmm," Hollard said. It was a verbal trick Vicki
had noticed Commodore Alston use. "Learned English fast, and



all the rest of it—well, she had a pretty good education by local
standards, already spoke and wrote four languages."

"Was it the Babylonians' idea to make her queen of Mitanni,
or ours?" Vicki asked curiously.

Officially, it had been Kashtiliash's father's notion all the way,
but that was diplomacy for you. Limp as an official explanation
wasn't a proverb for nothing.

"Oh, ours, but Kash and his father liked it. As a vassal
kingdom, they'd get tribute and troops from Mitanni and
without the bother of garrisons and officials. It was Princess
Raupasha who shoveled the manure into the winnowing fan,
right after the battle with those Hittites, the ones Walker talked
into rebelling against their King."

Vicki nodded. She'd ferried wounded from that fight back to
Ur Base. "Offered your brother the crown, or something, wasn't
it?" she said.

"Damn, I knew we couldn't keep it under wraps for long. No,
not quite that bad," Kathryn said, and gave the details of
Raupasha's offer. "She is only seventeen, still..."

"Ouch," Vicki Cofflin said. Local politics weren't her
department, thank God, but—"Ouch, ouch, ouch."

"Mega-ouchies," Hollard agreed. "Yeah, Kashtiliash hit the
God-damned roof. Akkadian is a great language for swearing in,
and he nearly blew out the circuits on the radio set we were
using... I don't blame him for that, or for suspecting that Ken or
the Arnsteins put her up to it."

"Yeah. My sympathies." She hesitated. "How does your
brother feel about it?" Kenneth Hollard wasn't married, except
to the Marine Corps. She'd had the odd daydream about him
herself...

This time Kathryn Hollard's laugh was long and loud. "Oh, he
thinks he's horrified, and he thinks she's a sort of unofficial kid
sister," she said. "You know how men are."



"Ayup. Emotional idiots."

A nod. "Well, with some exceptions, some of the time. Kash,
for instance."

Vicki hesitated again. Damn, but I've got a bump of curiosity
bigger than the Elephant's Child, she thought. You couldn't pick
up a copy of People magazine these days to find out details,
either. The monthly Ur Base Gazette was a feeble substitute.

"He's not exactly what I'd have expected, for the son of one of
these absolute monarchs," she said cautiously. "Of course, I've
only met him a couple of times. Lots of... ah... presence." They
both knew what she meant; a maleness that blazed.

Kathryn grinned. "Oh, yes indeed; smart, too, and likes new
ideas. Did you know that his family have run Babylonia for
nearly four hundred years? They foster their kids out with their
kinfolk who stayed in the highlands, and then put them in the
House of Succession—sort of like a strict boarding school, with
other grandees' kids, where they get used to hard work and
people saying 'no.' Not a bad system."

Vicki nodded. She couldn't imagine marrying a local herself,
King or no King, but tastes differed. "What about your kids, if
you don't mind me asking?"

"Oh, we agreed on a Nantucket tutor, and a spell on the Island
with my relatives." She sighed. "Not that I'm going to have time
to be pregnant until this damned war is over, probably."

"Yeah, it is inconvenient," Vicki said. She'd been thinking
about a family of her own... False dawn showed in the east; time
to get back to work. "Best of luck, then."

"It's all such a monumental distraction from the real war,"
Hollard said.

"Or at least our part of it," Vicki replied.

Hollard chuckled. "Yeah. At least we don't have the chief's
worries, or the commodore's."



"Good to find you on this side of the pond, Ron," Marian
Alston-Kurlelo said.

It was also good to be full, dry, dressed in a warm kaftan and
slippers instead of a sopping uniform and wet boots, eating
something because of the way it tasted, not because you were so
hungry that hardtack and jerky went down easy.

"That's why I dropped by," she went on. "Didn't want to pass
up a chance of settling some details with you in person."

She looked down at her half-finished dessert and pushed it
away with a sudden memory of what her older sisters had looked
like after forty-odd years of chitterlings, ham hocks, and
sweet-potato pie. Swindapa snagged the dish and began to finish
it off; it was baked apples with honey and cream, one of her
favorites. They were sitting in the snug, a booth by the fire, with
Councilor Ron Leaton and the manager of the Irondale Works,
Erica Stark. She was a competent-looking woman in her late
thirties, with the pale bony face and faded blue eyes of an
old-stock Nantucketer. Leaton was as abstracted as ever, despite
more gray in his light-brown hair and beard. The long pianist's
fingers with their ground-in patina of machine grease toyed with
a cup as he spoke.

"I was up on Anglesy, some problems with the drainage
engines in the copper mines, then dropped down to troubleshoot
the Merrimac project with Erica. I was surprised to hear you
were coming," he said. "I expected you and the fleet to be off by

now.

Alston nodded and glanced over her shoulder. Over at one of
the long common tables the Marine escort were enjoying
themselves with food, drink, and local company caught by the
glamor of the uniform. She caught Swindapa conscientiously
checking in that direction occasionally as well. They were good
troops, but young, and only Ritter was actually something
approaching a native Islander—she'd been a ten-year-old orphan
adopted by an elderly couple in Nantucket Town, right after the
Alban War. The rest of her squad were foreigners enlisted for
pay, adventure, and the promise of citizenship at the end of their
hitch, like much of the Coast Guard proper and most of the



Marine Corps these days. Four of them linked arms over
shoulders and sang, fairly tunefully:

"When you see the Southern Cross for the first time,
You'll understand why you came this way—'

Nobody was getting too loud, and nobody minded. OK, that's
well in hand, Alston thought, then sighed as she replied to the
engineer-entrepreneur. "I expected to be away by now myself,
but the first casualty in any war is your battle plan," she said.
"Sometimes even before the war starts... Two clans of the
Uarwasortl teuatha started another round of one of their
Goddamned blood feuds on their way to the muster point."”

"And none but Marian could deal with it," Swindapa said
pridefully.

Alston smiled a crooked smile. "I do have the baraka, the
keuthes, they call it," she said. "Or the Sun People think I do,
which is 'bout the same thing."

"So they could surrender to you without losing too much face,"
Stark said shrewdly.

To the Sun People, keuthes was rather like having Fate putting
a finger on your side of the scales, or a big spiritual battery pack
full of capital-L Luck. The way the charioteer tribes looked at it,
she, Alston, had a monstrously unfair amount of war-keuthes,
giving her an unbeatable edge in anything involving fighting,
raiding, or plundering. They called her the Midnight Mare, and
it was a title of high respect and fear, which were much the same
thing in their terms, invoking both the feared black-hued
demons of the night and the wild power of Hepkonwsa, the Lady
of the Horses.

Ron Leaton nodded. "You're the one who beat their war-host
and wizard chief on the Downs. They believe in legends and
heroes, not institutions and governments."

Marian shrugged. What I'm needed for here is to keep our
local allies together, and convince them we'll win. Luckily, I've



got a good general staff, who can handle things at home under
Jared. A moment of worry: Do the enemy? It wouldn't
necessarily be obvious to our agents. She didn't think so. Walker
would be too suspicious of possible rivals, and the concept would
be alien to Isketerol of Tartessos.

Instead she went on: " 'Dapa and I had to take a company of
Marines from Portsmouth Base up north to kick ass and take
names. We had a radio along, heard Ron was here, sent most of
the party back, and dropped over ourselves to consult after the
shouting was done."

The actual slaying that started the whole mess had been a fair
enough fight, which helped.

Alston was glad they hadn't had to actually open fire; she'd
gone armed and in uniform all her adult life, but not from any
love of combat. I leave that to maniacs and Sun People warriors
, which is much of a muchness. Killing human beings was a
disgusting incident of her real job, which was winning safety for
her children, partner, friends, people.

Now, William Walker and Alice Hong, a few of their
collaborators, I'll make an exception for them, yes. I'll have to
repress an impulse to swing on the bastard's ankles when we
hang him.

"Short form"—leaving out days of knife-edge tension amid
hair-trigger barbarian tempers and alien weirdness of belief and
custom—"it went fairly smoothly, but somebody with less
keuthes might have had to kill some of them, and that might
have screwed up the whole muster, so it was worthwhile doing it
myself, even at the cost of some delay."

Everyone nodded; that sort of thing could get very ugly very
quickly. Every clan of the eastern tribes had a feud with
somebody waiting to flare up again, and everyone was related to
everyone else by descent or marriage or blood brotherhood, so a
single killing could sprawl out into an uncontrollable free-for-all
of ambushes and lethal brawls like a sweater unraveling from a
single tug. When things got to that stage you had to send in a
punitive expedition, which nobody liked.



"Swan-eating savages," Swindapa said, in her own language;
that was a vile insult, to a Fiernan.

Stark nodded agreement. "We get a fair bit of that sort of
trouble," she said. "There are a lot of migrant laborers from the
Sun People tribes working here." A grimace of distaste. "Had to
hang a couple for this and that."

"Mmmum, this is extraterritorial, isn't it?" Marian said. Places
like Irondale were usually under the Republic's legal system.
Fiernan law and custom had no provisions for towns, for any
settlements of individuals who weren't related to each other; or
any real conception of government or the State, come to that.

"We bargained for a perpetual lease on the land from the
Telukuo lineage," Leaton said. "They got a lump sum and a
one-fifth stockholding in the Irondale Company, and a lot of
them got in on the ground floor as employees, so they're foremen
and skilled workers now—we've trained some really good
machinists—they're getting rich, hardly bother to farm
anymore." He grinned and rubbed his hands. "Everyone
concerned with this little baby is getting rich."

"I hear Sam Macy is complaining about that," Alston said.

She and Swindapa had gotten a fair bit of cash last year; prize
money from some ships taken in a skirmish with the Tartessians
before open war was declared, and they'd put much of it into
Irondale Company stock. Money wasn't extremely important to
her, but she'd been born ain't-no-doubt-'bout-it-grits-every-day
poor, and disliked it. And there were the children to think of.

"Cheap-labor competition undercutting Nantucket industries,
Sam says," she went on.

Leaton flushed. "I talked to him just before I came over, two
weeks ago. Don't get me started!"

"Oh, by the milk of Moon Woman's flowing breasts, don't get
him started," Swindapa said—in Fiernan—and rolled her eyes.

"Macy's not so bad," Alston said. "A representative



government has to have an opposition party—better him than,
say, Emma Carson."

The engineer snorted. "Nantucket's an island, for Christ's
sake, and not a very big island, either—fifty square miles of
sandbank, and the water supply's limited to shallow wells. Way
things are going, Nantucket Town alone will have twenty
thousand people in another decade and we'll be running out of
space to live, much less for factories. Whereas this place... it was
the Silicon Valley of the Industrial Revolution."

Alston raised her eyebrows; she'd read a good deal of history,
but mostly in the military and maritime fields. Leaton had run a
computer store before the Event; more importantly, he'd
operated a machine shop out of his basement and studied the
history of technology as an obsessive hobby. The hobby had
turned into Seahaven Engineering, and those lathes and milling
machines and gauges, the library of technical works and
hard-won personal skills, had saved them all and gone on to grow
and multiply and mutate in the years since. Making Leaton the
most powerful of the Republic's new merchant princes along the
way. if also the least worldly.

I like him. Usually do, with someone who really knows their
work and is proud of it.

He continued: "Well, if you want to get technical, this"—he
tapped his boot on the stone floor—"is where they first used,
would have used, coal to smelt iron, and where the first iron
steam-engine cylinders were cast, and where the first iron bridge
was built—Coalbrookdale and Ironbridge Gorge. First railroad,
first iron boat... Not by accident, any of it! The seams in these
hillsides, they've got iron ore, coal, and fireclay in the same
strata—some of the hills around here ooze bitumen. It's finest
low-sulfur coking coal, too, no impurities, sweet enough to eat
with a spoon. Plus abundant waterpower that's easy to tap and a
navigable river at our doorstep and plenty of good timber,
limestone, big area of farmland upriver to supply food, lead
mines... If I were doing it over again, I wouldn't have built a
Bessemer plant back on the Island at all, we should concentrate
on high-value-added stuff there-Alston saw Erica Stark put an



affectionate hand on the engineer's arm. Well, well, perhaps the
inveterate bachelor has met his match. Or at least someone who
could stop one of his lectures in its tracks. When Leaton said "if
you want to get technical," strong men blanched.

"You don't have to convince me, Ron," the Guard commander
said. "Save it for the Council sessions, or the Town Meetin'. Just
tell me about what I ordered."

"Oh." Leaton cleared his throat. "Well, yes, it's about ready. All
the plating, three-point-five inch and ready for assembly, edges
milled and holes for bolts drilled. That"—he nodded northwards,
toward the faint muffled sound of the forging hammer—"is the
crankshaft being finished off; we turned the propeller shaft last
week. Erica did, rather."

"The lathing-shed team did, rather," she said. "For once,
everything was on schedule."”

A Fiernan in Nantucketer clothes that didn't hide six months
of pregnancy came with thick clay steins and a small glass on a
tray: three beers, a mead, and a whiskey. Alston sipped at the
liquor; wheat-mash bourbon, not quite Maker's Mark, but
smoothly drinkable. Then she blew froth and took a mouthful of
the beer, crisp hop-bitter coolness to follow the love-bite of the
spirits.

"Not bad," she said.

Particularly compared to the flat, spoiled-barley bilgewater
she'd tasted on her first trip to Alba. Someone who'd worked at
Cisco Breweries on-Island had come back here with a bag of hop
seed and a head full of tricks.

"Scheduling trouble?" she went on.

"Mostly Alban workforce," Stark said, in a tone that was half
groan. "Back on Nantucket they're the minority and work our
way. Here... There's a festival, they stop working to dance for the
Moon. Their second cousin twice removed visits, they get drunk,
then stop working. The salmon are running, they stop working to
fish. They feel like going off and hunting wild pigs for a while,



they stop working and hunt. It's haying time on their sister's
farm, they stop working here and work there. A swan flies over
the plant, they stop working and pray all day—"

Swindapa set down her mead, scowling. "Swans are sacred,"
she said, her tone unusually clipped.

Marian Alston-Kurlelo winced slightly; not only that, but they
carried the souls of the dead to the afterlife and back to be
reborn, in the faith of Moon Woman—she'd wondered sometimes
if that was the far faint source of the legends about babies and
storks. One of the few things that could get Fiernans into the
mood for a really murderous riot was harm done to one of the
big white birds. They were as bad that way as Hindus were with
COWS.

Would have been with cows, she reminded herself. Right now,
the Aryan ancestors of the Hindus were beef-eating,
booze-swilling charioteer barbarians not much different from
their remote cousins here in Alba.

"And people aren't machines, Ms. Stark," Swindapa went on.
"Fiernan aren't zorr'HOt'po, either." The word meant something
like "maniacs" or "obsessive-compulsives."

"Who in their right mind would spend all their days in a coal
mine, or a factory full of heat and stink? You've told them that
working for pay isn't like being a slave, and that's how they
behave-like free people."

"Oh, no offense meant," Stark said soothingly. "But it is
inconvenient, sometimes. Machinery costs the same whether it's
working or not. We're having trouble just getting enough people,
too; we're importing labor from as far away as the Baltic— got
two hundred in from Jutland just last week, they're having a
famine or war or something over there."

Alston nodded and took another mouthful of the beer. It
wasn't that these Bronze Age peoples were lazy. They went after
seasonal jobs like planting and reaping at a pace that would kill
most people from the twentieth. The problem was that they were
burst workers; much of the year they loafed, or worked a long



day at a slow pace with frequent breaks as whim took them. The
sort of steady, methodical, clock-driven effort that
post-industrial Western urbanites put in was alien to them, and
usually profoundly distasteful. That prompted a thought.

"How did those, mmmm, 'Silicon Valley' types you mentioned
deal with the problem?" she asked. "They must have been getting
their miners and forge-workers straight off the farm, too."

Leaton and Stark glanced at each other, and she caught
similar looks of distaste. "Unpleasant ways," the man said.
"Nearly as bad as the ones Walker uses."

Alston's lips pressed together. Flogging and terror, she
thought. The reports from the Councilor for Foreign Affairs'
agents were gruesome. Stark took up the story:

"And Britain had millions of people then, most of them day
laborers. It was take any work they could get or starve, for a lot
of them."

Good point, the Guard commander thought. It would take
generations for Alba to get crowded, even with the medical
missionaries at work. By then birth control might have caught
on.

She shrugged. "The factories exist for us, not us for the
factories," she said.

Specialists tended to forget that. Just as I occasionally need
Jared to remind me that the Guard exists for the Republic, not
vice versa. "You got what I needed done, and in time—just."

"Right," Leaton said. "It'll all be aboard the Merrimac by the
end of the week along with the technicians, and she ready to sail
from Westhaven to join the fleet at Portsmouth Base."

"Most excellent," Marian said. "Isketerol of Tartessos is
making far too much progress for my taste. I want to have an ace
up my sleeve besides the Farragut. 'Dapa and I will ride
downriver with the cargo and around Cornwall with the ship.
Faster, and I want another look at the Merrimac anyway."



Swindapa sighed. "I don't understand how Isketerol's done so
much so quickly," she said. "Walker had twenty helpers from
Nantucket."

"My fault," Alston-Kurlelo said with bitter self-accusation. "It
was my idea to bring him back to Nantucket, when we came
here right after the Event to trade for seed corn. I wanted him to
teach the languages he knew, and about conditions in the
Mediterranean. He learned far too much, far too fast."

"He got half of all the stuff that Walker stole," Leaton pointed
out gently. "Which was a cargo intended to set up a
self-sufficient base and included a pretty complete technical
library. Plus what Walker made here, and training for his crew
from Walker's gang while they were in Alba, and the ship they
took as a model. Plus he's snookered us more than once since
then—remember when he bought all those treadle-powered
sewing machines, and we found out he was taking them apart
and using the gearing for machine tools? Plus he had a whole
kingdom to draw on once he got back to Iberia. Southern Spain's
a rich area—coal, minerals, timber."

Marian Alston-Kurlelo shook her head; there were no excuses
for failure. "Well, have to do the best we can with what we've
got."

Swindapa touched her arm. "Moon Woman will send us a
fortunate star," she said, smiling gently. "Heather and Lucy are
depending on it."

"Everybody is," Marian said, putting down a slight twinge of
pain at the thought of their daughters. They grew and changed
so quickly at that age... "And a lot of them are going do die
before we set it all right."

CHAPTER THREE

September, 10 A.E.—O'Rourke's Ford, east of Troy

October, 10 A.E.—Nantucket Town, Republic of
Nantucket



September, 10 A.E.—O'Rourke's Ford, east of Troy

October, 10 A.E.—Nantucket Town, Republic of
Nantucket

Colonel Patrick James O'Rourke (Republic of Nantucket
Marine Corps) threw up his hand to halt the column and reined
in his horse. The little dapple-gray tossed its head and snorted;
he soothed it with a hand down the neck.

"Steady there, Fancy," he said, bringing out his binoculars.

The horse was one of the Oriental chariot ponies they'd bought
locally and broken to the saddle. Some laughed at him for riding
an entire male, but there were times when you wanted a mount
with some aggression, though. The animal was small, barely
thirteen hands, but O'Rourke wasn't a large man himself; a
stocky carrot-haired five-foot-eight, which he'd been pleased to
find put him well above average in most of the Bronze Age world.

"There they are," he went on, pointing to the smoke of
cookfires.

The little outpost below stood in the middle of a valley flanked
on either side by rough hills—shrubby maquis of dwarf oak and
juniper and tree heather below, real oaks and then tall pines
further up their sides, rising to naked rock. Further south
loomed Mount Ida; southwestward the rumpled valley dropped
down toward the not-quite-visible Aegean Sea, and the plain of
Troy beyond. The valley floor was farmland, richer than the rocky
plateau to the eastward; it was tawny-colored now at the end of
the summer dry season, dust smoking off stubblefields, between
drystone walls, turning the flickering leaves of the olive groves a
drabber green and coating the purple grapes that hung on the
goblet-trained vines. A scatter of stone and mud-brick huts
dotted it, clumping around the line of a stream and the rutted
track of dry mud road that wound down toward Troy. The
sheepfolds and pens near them were empty, and the smokeholes
in the flat roofs were cold; like sensible peasants anywhere or
-when, the locals had headed up into the hills when the armies
came near, driving their livestock ahead of them.



The air was hot and buzzed with the sound of cicadas; sweat
trickled down his flanks under the khaki uniform jacket as he
scanned the bright openness of the great landscape. There was a
strong smell of rosemary and thyme crushed under the hooves of
the animals. There were two dozen of those; his staff gallopers,
trumpeter, a radio tech with her equipment on pack mules, and
two sections of mounted rifles.

The Nantucketers and their allies were camped around a
larger building on a slight rise, a bigger version of the huts; he
could see where the poles that held the thick
earth-and-brushwood roof poked through the peeling brown
mud-plaster of the wall. A few tall poplars near it hinted at a
water source; a row of wagons and herd of oxen with a few
hobbled horses grazing nearby marked the transport they'd
brought with them. Another rectangular building stood some
distance away, a storehouse by the look of it, and there were a
couple of rough stone paddocks.

O'Rourke's eyes caught a flickering brightness on one of the
high hills to the south of the valley. Heliograph, he thought.
Good that they're keeping on their toes.

He chopped his hand forward again. The group rocked into
motion, a column of twos threading its way downward at a trot.
The wind was from the east, blowing their own hot dust onto
their backs; even at the head of the column O'Rourke could feel it
seeping gritty down his collar and getting between his teeth.
There were a lot of birds in the sky. This was the season northern
Europe's flocks left for their winter quarters, crossing over from
Thrace via the Dardanelles; eagles, herons, storks, in clumps and
drifts and singly.

For a moment he wished they'd bring some of their weather
with them, then crossed himself to avert the omen. The fall rains
would start soon enough. Dust was bad. Mud was worse when
you had to move, especially if you had to move in a hurry.
Nobody in this part of the world built all-weather roads. Nobody
except William Walker...

A line of Marines covered the eastern approach to the
Nantucketer base, waiting with their rifles ready behind low



sangars of stone. O'Rourke nodded approval. Beyond that the
little base was bustling; several Conestoga wagons and native
two-wheel oxcarts, pyramids of boxed supplies, of barley in sacks
and wicker baskets and big pottery storage pithoi. Working
parties bustled about, Marines in khaki trousers and boots and
T-shirts, Hittite auxiliaries in kilts and callused bare feet.

A wiry twentysomething woman with a brown crew cut came
up and saluted; he'd have thought her indecently young for the
rank, if he hadn't rocketed up from captain to colonel in about
two years himself. Between the breakneck expansion of the Corps
in the last couple of years, casualties, and officers getting
siphoned off for everything from training local allied troops to
running crude-oil stills, promotions were rapid if you had what it
took. He was a little short of thirty himself, and Brigadier
Hollard only a few years his senior, and this baby captain
wouldn't have been twelve when the Event hit—he couldn't
remember if she was Island-born or an adoptee.

"Captain Cecilie Barnes, Colonel. First Combat Engineers," she
said; the bare skin of arms and neck glistened with sweat, her
cotton T-shirt stuck to what it covered, and she was as
dirt-streaked as her command. "Is the battalion close behind?
We're about ready to start on the bridge, the river's nearly
breast-deep already, and once the rains get going..."

He returned the salute, then swung down from the saddle and
stripped off his gloves. A Marine from the escort came up to take
the bridle; before the man led the horse away O'Rourke stroked
Fancy's nose and fed him a couple of candied dates to keep him
out of a snapping-and-kicking mood.

"There'll be no battalion, Captain," he said. "And no bridge."
"Sir, we were told to get ready for—

"I know. The enemy got frisky a little north of here, and we
had to put the battalion in to stop them—quite a shindy. The
siege of Troy isn't going well. Not enough weapons or supplies in
the city. That's freeing up enemy forces to probe inland. If the
city falls, the fertilizer hits the winnowing fan for true."



Barnes frowned. "Sir?" she said hopefully. "We've seen the
Emancipator taking in equipment for Troy..."

"Only a few tons at a time, and we can't risk any more
flights—too much else for it to do and too hard to replace.
Walker's been bringing in more of his troops, and more of those
Ringapi devils. Giving them more guns, as well, which is how
he's getting them here. I dropped by to—"

The heliograph blinked from the hillside again. O'Rourke
could read the message as well as any... enemy force in sight,
numbers several hundred.

"—to give you a hand setting up the defenses," he said. This
base had just gone from a forward supply depot to the
penultimate front line.

The garrison in Troy was supposed to be buying time for the
First Marines; the First was in the westlands to buy time for the
expeditionary force as a whole. He only hoped the people back
home were doing something valuable with it.

"Heather! Lucy!" Chief Executive Officer Jared Cofflin yelled.
"Marian! Junior! Jenny! Sam!"

You had to be specific; just "kids!" didn't get their attention.
The children had burst into the Chiefs House, home from school,
and were in the middle of some game that involved thundering
up and down stairs and whooping like a Zarthani war party
doing a scalp dance, with a couple of barking Irish setters in
attendance. Cold autumnal wind blew through the opened door,
along with a flutter of yellow-gold leaves and a smell of damp
earth, damp dog, woodsmoke, and sea-salt.

"Quiet, 1 said!" he bellowed, and snagged one setter by the
collar. It wagged its tail and looked sheepish, trying to turn and
lick his hand, hitting his elbow instead, putting a wet muddy
paw on his leg. "You too, you fool dog."

"Yes, Uncle Jared?" Lucy asked sweetly.

She looked like a picture of innocence carved from milk



chocolate, dressed in jeans and indigo-dyed sweater, twisting a
lock of her loose-curled black hair around a finger as she rubbed
a foot on the calf of the other leg. Her sister Heather stopped
beside her with an identical angelic expression,
red-hair-and-freckles version. They were both adopted from
Alba, of course. Heather's parents had been villagers killed by
one of Walker's raiding parties—Swindapa had found her crying
in a clump of trees not far from their bodies. And Lucy's Alban
birth-mother had died in childbirth; her father had been one of
Walker's renegades, a black Coast Guard cadet from Tennessee.
The Islanders had found her in the remains of Walker's base
after the Battle of the Downs; by now he had to remind himself
occasionally that they weren't really twins.

Both brought their school satchels around and hugged the
strapped-together books and lunch box and wood-rimmed
slateboards with studied nonchalance, a gesture aimed at his
subconscious, where the memory of their excellent marks
presumably hid ready to float up and restrain his temper.

Might have fooled me, he thought, trying to school his face
into something formidable. Fooled me back before the Event.
Back then he'd been a widower, and childless. Here he was
married and father of four, two of them also adopted from Alba.
I should be insulted. They don't try this act on Marian or 'dapa,
much.

"What did I say about running around inside the house?"
Cofflin asked.

Usually sternness came naturally to him; he had the dour
Yankee visage common among the descendants of the
seventeenth-century migrations that had settled Nantucket,
bleak blue eyes, long face on a long skull, thinning sandy-blond
hair streaked with gray. But it was hard to look po-faced at a kid
having fun, especially with a close friend's daughter who'd been
in and out of your house all her life.

"Sorry, Uncle Jared," they said together; and yes, they'd seen
the twinkle he'd tried to bury. "Sorry, Dad," his own added, in
antiphonal chorus—ages ten to six, but they played together and
stuck together.



Good kids, he thought, and made his voice gruff for: "Well you
should be sorry. You especially, Lucy and Heather. You don't get
to run wild because your mothers are away."

"Can we go over to Guard House and play till dinner?"

Cridzywelfa, the Alston-Kurlelo's housekeeper, was looking
after it while Marian and Swindapa were off with the
expeditionary force. Which was fine, but...

"All right, as long as you don't wheedle too big a snack out of
her and spoil your supper. Be warned!"

Cridzywelfa had been a slave among the Iraiina, back before
the Alban War. Many of the newly freed had moved to
Nantucket, after the founding of the Alliance and compulsory
emancipation; entry-level jobs here looked good to people from
that background, without kin or land. She'd learned English and
settled in well, and she spoiled her employers' kids rotten, but
wasn't what you'd call self-assertive.

On the other hand, her own two, they might as well be
American teenagers. Or Nantucketers, to be more accurate.
The melting pot was bubbling away merrily around here, of
which he heartily approved, but not all the seasoning came from
the local shelves.

The pack of them took off, with the dogs bouncing around
them. The door banged shut, and the sound of children's feet and
voices faded down the brick sidewalk.

"Sorry," he said to his two guests as he led them down the
hallway.

Sam Macy grinned and shook his head. "Heck, I've got five of
my own, Jared."

Emma Carson smiled politely—it didn't reach her eyes, which
were the same pale gray as her short hair—and accompanied the
two men into the sitting room. The Chiefs House had been a
small hotel before the Event, and long before that a whaling
skipper's mansion, back in the glory days of Nantucket's



pre-Civil War supremacy in the baleen and boiled-blubber
trades. Given a few modifications, that had made it ideal for his
new job; among other things, it had a couple of public rooms on
the first floor that did fine for meetings, business and
quasi-business and the sort of hospitality that someone in his
position had to lay on.

Being chief of police was a lot simpler than being Chief
Executive Officer of the Republic of Nantucket, he thought,
something that had occurred to him just about every day since
the Event landed him with the latter position.

The meeting room had a fireplace with brass andirons and
screen; he took a section of split oak from the basket and flipped
it onto the coals. For the rest, it sported the usual decor that
antique-happy Nantucket had had back when it was a tourist
town: oval mahogany table and chairs, sideboy and armoire,
mirrors, flowered Victorian wallpaper, pictures of whaling ships.
He felt a small glow of pride at the thought that by now anything
here could be replaced from the Island's own workshops, at need;
and there were souvenirs dropped off by Marian and a dozen
other Islander skippers. A wooden sword edged with shark teeth,
a three-legged Iberian idol, a boar's-tusk helmet plumed with a
horse's mane dyed scarlet...

One of the paintings was post-Event, of him signing the Treaty
of Alliance with Stonehenge in the background.

Not Stonehenge. The Great Wisdom. That was a better name,
for a temple still whole and living. And O 'Hallahan left out the
rain halfway through the ceremony, and all the umbrellas. And
the Grandmothers looked a lot more scruffy than that—
opinionated old biddies—and the Sun People war chiefs were
scowling, not smiling—God-damned gang of thugs—and a lot of
them looked pretty beaten-up, still bandaged from the Battle of
the Downs. And Marian would eat kittens before she'd look that
self-consciously Stern & Noble. Oh, well... Washington probably
didn't stand up when he crossed the Delaware, either.

People needed legends. Nations were built on them, as much
as on plowland and factories, or gunpowder and ships.



The oil lanterns over the mantelpiece were quite functional
now, too, and he lit one with a pine splinter from the fire before
joining the others at the table. Martha came in with a tray
bearing cookies, a silver pot of hot chocolate, and cups. She set it
down and sat, opening her files; she was General Secretary of the
Executive Council, and one of the Oceanic University directors,
as well as his wife since the Year 1. She'd been a librarian at the
Athenaeum before the Event, back when he was police
chief—Navy swabby and fisherman before that, to her Wellesley
and amateur archaeologist.

Odd, he thought happily. Beer-and-hamburger vs.
wine-and-quiche. It had turned out to be a good match. She was
still rail-thin despite bearing two children and helping raise four,
a few more wrinkles and more gray in the seal-brown hair, a long
slightly horselike face on the same model as his own. And we
make a good team.

The necessary greetings went around, few and spare as local
custom dictated. "Ayup, business," Cofflin said.

God-damn all political wheedling, he thought, with a touch of
anger he kept strictly off his own features. You'd think with a
war on and good men and women dying, everyone would pull
together.

He knew how Martha would react to that; a snort, and a sharp
word or two on the subject of his being too smart—and too
old—to think anything of the sort.

"Well, they're not wasting time," Patrick O'Rourke said.

He watched the impact footprints of the mortar shells walk up
the broad valley toward his position, each a brief airborne
sculpture the shape of an Italian cypress made from pulverized
dirt and rock. It hadn't been more than half an hour since he'd
arrived to give Captain Barnes the bad news and gotten caught
in it himself.

Whoever was on the other end of that mortar wasn't very good
at it, but they'd get the shells here eventually...



His staff gave him an occasional glance, as if to wonder when
he was going to notice the approaching explosions. Time to take
pity on them, he thought, and went on aloud:

"Take cover!"

The base's garrison were already in their slit trenches.
Everyone else dived for a hole once he'd given the signal, and he
hopped into his after them, with a whistling in the sky above to
speed him on his way.

Whonk!

The explosion was close enough to drive dirt into his clenched
teeth. He sneezed at the dusty-musty smell and taste of it and
grinned. There's one thing to be said for a war; it teaches you
things about yourself, it does. One thing he'd learned was that
physical danger didn't disturb him much; some, yes, but not
nearly with the gut-wrenching anxiety that, say, being afraid of
screwing up and giving the wrong commands could do.

In fact, sometimes it was exciting, like rock-climbing or a
steeplechase on a wet raw day. Whether that said something
good or bad about his own character he didn't know.

Or much care, he thought. Horses screamed in terror in the
pen beyond the field hospital. That was one thing he did regret
about being back here; the poor beasts were still caught up in
the quarrels of men. There were human screams, too, fear
mostly—he'd become unpleasantly familiar with the sounds of
agony—from the throats of locals.

One of those shells could land in here with me, he thought. Of
course, if we're to be playing that game, I could have stayed in
Ireland the year of the Event.

A safe, sane year in the last decade of the twentieth century.
PCs, parties, Guinness on tap, girls, cars, trips to England or
Italy, himself an up-and-coming young prospective law student
in an affluent family. Nothing to bother him but boredom and a
nagging doubt he really wanted to follow the law for the rest of
his life.



One more year I'll work the summer on Nantucket, said I.

He'd done it the first year for the money and travel, and the
second for fun; it was a wild young crowd on the island during
the summer back then, one long party. When you were nineteen,
working three jobs and sleeping in a garage could be classified as
fun.

Just for old time's sake, to be sure. Then I'll stay in bloody
Dublin and study for the final exams. One more year can't hurt,
though, and the next thing I know I'm back in the fookin'
Bronze Age with no prospects except farming potatoes, the
which my grandfather moved to Dublin to avoid.

"Or goin' fer a soldier, which ye've doon, at that, ye ijit," he
muttered under his breath, mimicking his grandfather's brogue
before dropping back into his natural mid-Atlantic-with-a-lilt.
"Maybe the English are right, and we're so stupid we don't even
know how to fuck without arrows sayin' this way tattooed on the
girl's thighs..."

On the other hand, not even the English ever claimed that the
Irish weren't hell in a fight. It was just a bit of irony that nearly
half the soldiers under his command were some sort of Alban
proto-Celts from the dawn of time, who'd been in the process of
conquering England when the Nantucketers arrived. Ireland
itself was still populated by tattooed Moon-worshiping gits not
yet up to the chariot-and-tomahawk stage. Even the Fiernan
Bohulugi who made up most of the rest of the First Marine
Regiment thought they were backward.

"Oh, well, at least Newgrange is there in the now," he
muttered, shivering a little inwardly. The great tomb-temple by
the Boyne River was already millennia old in this predawn age,
as old now as Caesar's Rome had been to the time in which he
was born.

He levered himself back up and looked about, shaking clods off
his cloth-covered coal-scuttle helmet—what the Yanks called a
Fritz. No real damage and it didn't look as if there had been any
casualties. Except among the Hittite auxiliaries; some of them
had been caught in the open, and all two hundred hale enough to



run were taking to their sandaled heels, except for their officer.
He was trying to stop them, poor soul, striking at fleeing men
with his whip. At least they were so terrified they were just
dodging rather than stabbing or clubbing the man. Discarded
spears and bows marked their passage back up the valley toward
the high plateau and at least momentary safety.

"No surprise there," one of his aides said sourly. "Here we are,
outnumbered twenty to one and our allies are running like hell."

"It's a typical Marine Corps situation, to be sure. Sally," he
answered, replacing the helmet and dusting off his uniform
instead. "Don't be too hard on the locals, though; it's a bit
alarming, the first time under fire." Probably they wouldn't stop
this side of Hattusas.

O'Rourke unsnapped the case at his waist and leveled the
binoculars westward; clouds piled high in the sky there, hiding a
sun just past noon. There had been rain a few days ago, and
might be more soon.

He heard a sergeant's familiar rasp: "Nobody said stop
working "

The khaki-clad Marines went back to building the wall the
company commander had laid out, using mud brick and stones
from a livestock enclosure nearby, and sacks of grain and boxes
of supplies. More manned the parapet, but the enemy were just
beyond effective rifle range.

The mortar stayed silent; probably the crew had just noticed
that it could only reach the Islanders at extreme range, which
was wasteful. He watched the men who crewed it lifting it bodily,
baseplate and all, into a chariot fitted with floor-clamps to
receive it. These weren't Walker's uniformed troops; instead they
wore plaid-check trousers and wraparound upper garments,
their hair and mustaches long, and some of them were blond or
red-thatched. Auxiliaries, then, that migrant horde from the
Hungarian plains Walker had enlisted, the Ringapi they were
called. He scanned back and forth. Five or six hundred of them.
A few firearms, amid more spears and bows, axes and swords
and gaudily painted shields. Flintlock shotguns, and some rifles.



Impossible to be sure at this distance, but he thought that the
rifles were muzzle-loaders, probably kept in store after the
Achaeans learned to make better and then handed out to allies...

"We'll risk it," he said.
"Sir?" Cecilie Barnes said.

"Can't let them set that mortar up just as they please,
Captain," he said. Because never a piece of artillery have we
here, yet. "Let them get into range, position it in a nice piece of
dead ground, and they'd hammer us to flinders with it. Sergeant!
Saddle up the Gatling. And someone get my horse from the pen."

"Ah, sir, I should—
"Stay here and hold the fort, Captain."

He swung easily into the saddle; Fancy sidled restlessly under
him and tossed its head, still nervous from the explosions. The
Gatling-gun crew were mounted as well, on the horses that drew
it or the ammunition limber. As machine guns went the
six-barreled weapon was big and heavy, but it had the supreme
virtues of simplicity and ruggedness.

O'Rourke drew his revolver, and checked that the katana over
his shoulder was loose in the scabbard. He was playing platoon
commander, but he was young yet, not thirty years, and
willfulness was a perogative of command.

Besides, it's my fault they're in this trouble here. Or my
responsibility, or whatever.

He'd sent them here. He had to plug the exits from the coast
inland toward the Hittite heartlands, and he didn't have enough
troops to do it—too many valleys led down to the coastal plain.

What would happen if Troy fell and freed up most of Walker's
army, God only knew; they couldn't plug every hole. He who
defends everything, defends nothing, as old Fred said. It had
been his decision to strip this valley nearly bare, and to visit at
this precise hour, and now...



"Let's go!" he shouted, and gave the horse some leg. "Come on,
Fancy."

Bouncing and rattling on its field-gun carriage, the machine
gun and its crew followed. The boiling knot of Ringapi tribesmen
grew closer with frightening speed. A couple of them fired their
shotguns at him; he could hear the flat thump, see the double
spurt of smoke from firing pan and barrel, but they might as well
have been firing at the moon that hung pale over the peaks to the
east. A few knelt and took careful aim with long weapons... yes,
the distinctive crack of rifled arms, and the nasty whickering
ptwissssk! of bullets overhead. Firing high—not estimating the
range right or adjusting their sights, the idle bastards. There
they went, biting open cartridges, priming the pans, pouring the
rest down the barrel and ramming the bullet on top;
muzzle-loaders for sure. Minie rifles, much like those of the
American Civil War, except that they were flintlocks. That would
make the extreme range about a thousand yards, which meant
they were just getting into dangerous territory. There was a
clump of olives at just the right distance.

"There!" he cried, pointing. Then: "Halt!"

His mount reared and thrashed the air with its forehooves.
The Gatling crew reined to a stop as well, wheeling as they did to
bring the business end of their weapon around to face the
enemy, leaping down and unfastening the hitch that connected
trail to draught-pole, catching hold and running the weapon
forward to the edge of the olive grove. One private held the team;
the sergeant stepped into the bicycle-style seat on the trail,
bending to look through the sights.

More of the tribesmen were firing, and more of the big lead
slugs kicked up spurts of dirt around O'Rourke's horse. His
stomach tightened, breath coming a little quicker as cut twigs
from the twisted olive trees fell on his helmet and the shoulders
of his uniform. The odd drab-green olives joined the twigs,
brought down a little unripe.

"Got it," the sergeant in charge of the Gatling said. His hand
worked the crank on its right side, back half a turn and then
forward...



Braaaaaapp.

Smoke poured from the muzzles as each rotated up to the six
o'clock position and fired, a dirty gray-white cloud pouring
backward with the light afternoon breeze. Glittering brass
dropped out of the slot at the bottom as each passed the
extractor, like the metallic excrement of death. O'Rourke raised
his binoculars again. Men were down, scythed off their feet by
the heavy .40 caliber bullets, some screaming and writhing like
broken-backed snakes.

Brave enough, he thought: the Ringapi were clustering,
coming together for the comfort of a comrade's shoulder,
clashing weapons on their shields and shouting defiance. Doing
exactly the wrong thing, poor fools. Perfectly sensible with the
muscle-powered weapons they'd grown up with, sure death now.

"Whatever modern training they've had is pretty sketchy,
then," he murmured to himself. One of their bullets went
ptank-whirrrr off the gun-shield of the Gatling and wickered
past him, a lethal Frisbee of flattened lead.

"On the mortar and the other chariot, the one with the
ammunition," he said aloud.

"Yessir," the sergeant on the Gatling said tightly, his hands
adjusting the elevating screw. "Here goes—

Braaaaaappp. This time horses went down, kicking and
screaming, louder and more piteously than the wounded men.
O'Rourke winced slightly; The beasts had no idea of the point of
politics they'd been killed over. Braaaaaaap. Hits on the other
chariot, the one with the ammunition. Sparks flew as rounds
slammed off metal, the barrel and baseplate of the mortar, the
iron bands around a box of finned bombs.

Some of the Ringapi knew enough to run, because any second
now...

BADDAMP. A globe of red fire for an instant, dirt gouting up,
with bits of men and horses and chariot mixed in, raining down
for scores of yards around. O'Rourke whooped with glee as he



controlled his mount's plunging alarm.

"See 'em off!" he shouted, and the sergeant swung the muzzle
of the Gatling back and forth, stopping only for his crew lo slap
another drum-shaped magazine onto the top of the weapon.

More Ringapi fell, the armored chiefs in their gaudy trappings
and the bare-chested madmen sworn to the death-gods in the
front row. The rest were farmers in drab wool, and took to their
heels... except for a few with rifles who settled behind rocks or
trees, and sent unpleasant reminders cracking overhead. The
Gatling-gun crew waited for the shots, then sent a burst at each
puff of smoke. O'Rourke let them have their fun for a few
moments, then waved a hand.

"Cease fire." We're not that well supplied with ammunition,
he thought but did not add. "Back to base."

The crew ran the Gatling back, clipped the trail to the harness
of the four-horse team and mounted up. O'Rourke backed his
horse a few paces and looked around. His breath went out in an
ooof, as if he'd been punched in the gut. More of the Ringapi
were swarming out from the stone walls and brush-tangles all
about, running down the hillsides... many of them east of him,
between here and the fortlet. The westering sun flashed off their
metal, and the hillsides echoed with their wolf howls.

Either they're smarter than I thought, and set this as an
ambush, or more stubborn, and just hid until the Gatling
stopped instead of running away. Bad news either way.

"Too many!" he shouted, as the Gatling squad went for their
rifles. "Get moving—go!"

They heeled their horses into a gallop. The Islander officer felt
his lips skin back from his teeth; this was going to be too
God-damned close for comfort. He went after them, keeping
Fancy in hand and well below its best pace; horses in harness
pulling loads could never equal a rider's pace. Instead he turned
a little aside at an easy trot. He felt an odd calmness, somehow
hot rather than cool. His eyes darted about, methodical and
quick.



"You first, boyo!" he snarled.

A man hurdled a stone wall, screeching. His body was naked
except for the glittering ring of twisted gold about his neck, and
he carried a big round-cornered shield painted with a black
raven on red; a long leaf-shaped bronze sword swung in his other
hand, blurring as he loped forward. His face was twisted into a
gorgon mask of fury, a white rim of foam around his lips, penis
erect and waggling as he leaped, lime-dyed hair standing out in
waving spikes around his head.

O'Rourke waited until he could see the mad blue eyes, white
showing all around them, before he brought the pistol down.
Kerack, and a jolt at his wrist. A puff of smell and the stink of
rotten eggs that came with burned sulfur. The Ringapi had
enough experience of firearms to bring the shield up as O'Rourke
aimed at him. The barbarian was close enough for the Islander
to see a tiny dark fleck appear on the red leather of the shield
and the man went down, screaming what might be curses or
possibly incoherent bellows of rage as he clutched at a broken
thighbone; even a berserker couldn't move with a major bone
gone to flinders. Blood jetted from around the clutching fingers.

Something went through the air far too close to O'Rourke's
head with an unpleasant swissssh. He turned in the saddle, fired
three times, saw another Ringapi double over and fall as the
egg-shaped basalt stone in his sling flew wild. Damn. A good
slinger had almost as much range as a pistol, and more accuracy
when the pistoleer was on a horse's moving back. Two more
shots sent another ducking behind a wall.

"Faster!" he shouted to the Gatling crew.

Unfortunately, if they went much faster the weapon or the
ammunition cart was likely to overturn. He had a sudden, vivid
memory of a childhood nightmare in which he'd been menaced
by monsters and yet couldn't run, moving in slow motion like
someone trapped in honey. Another sling-bullet went through
the air close behind his horse's rump, striking a stone near its
left rear. The animal bounded forward and then went crabwise,
trying to crane its head around to see what had stung it.



"Watch where you're goin', Fancy," he warned it, with a taut
grin.

The leap had put him close behind the Gatling; some of the
crew had their personal weapons out, but you might as well spit
at someone as try to hit him with a rifle from a jouncing gun
carriage. He took a moment to let the reins fall on his saddlebow,
opening his pistol and letting the spent brass spill. Two
crescent-shaped speedloaders and the cylinder snapped back in.

"Keep going. Sergeant," he called to the head of the Gatling
crew. What he had to do was quite clear. Quite insane as well,
but that was war for you. He turned his horse back toward the
enemy and clapped heels lo its flanks with a yell.

Not really suicidal, he thought. There wouldn't be more than a
dozen or so scattered foemen he'd have lo knock back on their
heels—given a good horse, momentum, a revolver, and luck it
was just possible.

Brave and obedient, Fancy bounded forward with jackrabbit
acceleration. The clump of Ringapi pelting up right behind the
Islanders gaped for a second; they'd been focused on pursuing
someone who ran. Their war howls turned to yells of surprise as
he bore down on them, their heads swelling from dots to the
faces of men with rushing speed. Chariots didn't leach you how
nimble a single horseman could be, with a well-trained
mount—and he'd spent some time leaching Fancy a few
gymkhana tricks.

The first two warriors pivoted on their left heels, shields
swinging out to balance the javelins they threw with their right.
O'Rourke judged the trajectory, then ducked and brought his
face against Fancy's mane. The sweet musky smell of horse filled
his nostrils, and the whetted bronze heads of the spears whipped
through the space he'd occupied a second before. As he'd
guessed—to these men horses were a mighty prize, one of the
things war was fought for, and it would never have occurred to
them to aim at his mount. Then they sprang aside with yells of
fear as the horse thrust between them, knocking one
arse-over-teakettle with its shoulder. O'Rourke leaned far over,
and for an instant the muzzle of his Python was inches from a



face screaming hatred.

Kerack. The Ringapi's head snapped back as if he'd been
kicked in the face by a horse. A round blue hole appeared over
the bridge of his nose, and the back of his head flew off in a
spatter of bone fragments and pink-gray brain. The horse
staggered beneath O'Rourke. Something had landed on its rump,
and an arm went around his throat, jerking him back upright in
the saddle. He could sense the laurel-leaf dagger rising. His right
hand moved, pointing the heavy pistol back under his own left
armpit, jamming the muzzle into the other man's torso before he
jerked the trigger twice. The hot flare scorched him through the
linsey-woolsey of his uniform jacket, and the weight fell away
behind. Something had hurt Fancy as well, and the stallion
bugled out his own battle cry, rearing and milling with his
forehooves. They came down on the face and shoulder of a
Ringapi who was trying to aim a bow, and he fell with an ugly
crunching sound. Fancy danced over him, stamping, then lashed
out at another with his hind hooves. They hit a shield; O'Rourke
could hear the wooden frame break, and probably the arm
behind it.

"Quiet, ye git!" he snarled—hitting anything from atop a horse
was difficult; a bucking horse made it impossible... but it wasn't
at all impossible for someone on the ground to spear him out of
that saddle. Some remote corner of his mind was surprised at his
tone, that of a man mildly annoyed in the middle of a difficult
task.

Fancy quieted somewhat, less at his voice than at the familiar
feel of thighs and the hand on the reins, and spun nimbly about.
A barbarian was getting up, a scrape raw and bleeding across
one cheek, blood dripping from his nose and his long droopy
mustaches and his stubbly-shaven chin. The spear he drew back
to throw didn't look to be made for javelin work; it was six feet
long and had a broad flame-shaped bronze head. It didn't have
to be a purpose-made throwing spear, with the thick-muscled
arm of the northern savage behind it and only ten feet between
them. O'Rourke fired the last three rounds in the revolver as fast
as he could squeeze the trigger and bring the muzzle back down.
The hammer clicked at last on an empty chamber, but the



Ringapi did not throw. Instead he sank down to his knees,
looking puzzled, blood welling from nose and mouth. Then he
pitched forward on his face, spear dropping in the dust.

O'Rourke was already wheeling his horse, slapping the pistol
back into its holster and his heels into Fancy's flanks. No time to
reload, he thought, as the stallion sprang forward again, glad to
be allowed to gallop at last. He was familiar with the rubber
duration of combat—it felt like twenty minutes or so since the
Ringapi sprang their ambush, but it was probably less than five
by the clock. And if they'd waited just a bit and hit us all
together I'd have been dead the first minute, he thought, leaning
forward into the speed of the horse's rush.

He'd moved fast enough to distract the barbarians. The
Gatling crew were safely past them, bouncing back up the dusty,
rutted track toward the Nantucketer outpost. Most of the enemy
were behind him, too, but there was one standing in the roadway
between him and safety—or at least between him and such safety
as the improvised base-cum-field-hospital promised. A quick
glance right and left showed that all that solitary Ringapi had to
do was delay him a few moments and he'd be swarmed under.

The man ahead looked a little out of the ordinary run of
savage. He wore a bowl-shaped rimmed helmet of polished
bronze with a tall scarlet-dyed horsehair plume and hinged
cheek-guards; there were crossed gilt thunderbolts on the face of
his black round-cornered rectangular shield, and gold rings
around his arms and his neck. The chain-mail shirt above his
flapping checked trousers was from a workshop in Meizon
Akhaia, and so was the bright silver-glittering steel of the long
spearhead. He held the shield up and slammed the butt of his
spear into the ground, bracing his right foot against it for
further strength and slanting the point forward—probably his
folk's way for a man on foot to face a chariot.

"Damn," O'Rourke muttered. This lad's been to school, he has.
A slinger and archer were running flat out to join him, too, and
they'd be there far too soon.

The Nantucketer reached back over his left shoulder and drew
the katana as the rocking speed of the gallop increased.



The sharkskin wrapping of the hilt was rough against his hand
as he raised the sword; he'd likely get one and only one chance at
this, and the enemy was also likely to be far more experienced
with cold steel—well, with edged metal—than he was. Suddenly
he didn't much care.

"Lamh Laidir Abu!" he shrieked, and braced his feet in the
stirrups, rising slightly.

He could see the Ringapi chiefs bared teeth now, and the
spearpoint pivoted to follow him—it would be in his side, or
Fancy's, if he turned wide; or if he turned further than that, it
would put him in range of the men running through the fields on
either side, clambering over fieldstone walls—it wasn't the ones
yelling he was worried about, it was the grimly intent, running as
hard as they could. A few premature slingstones and arrows
came his way, and the odd bullet.

Everything fell away, except the spearpoint and the fearless
blue eyes behind the helmet brim. Now, he's used to chariots,
which can't shift all that fast, so—

A press of his right leg, and Fancy crawfished at the last
instant. The steel head of the spear flashed by, close enough to
strike the stirrup-iron that held O'Rourke's right boot with a
tooth-grating skrrriinng. The katana came down, and he felt the
edge jar into meat. He ripped it upward with a banshee shriek,
upward like a polo mallet and into the jaw of the slinger taking
aim five yards behind the fallen chief. The man beyond him was
drawing a long yew bow, but wasn't quite fast enough. He threw
himself down with a yell, and Fancy gathered himself and took to
the air in a soaring leap that would have cleared a six-bar fence.

O'Rourke whooped as he came up the slight slope to the base,
drops of blood flinging back from the sword as he pulled the
horse back to a canter and then to a walk. The Marines stationed
on the wall cheered and waved their rifles in the air, the ones
who weren't taking long-range shots at any Ringapi unwise
enough to show himself. He was still grinning as Captain Barnes
came up and snapped a salute.

"Sir, that was the most amazing thing I've ever seen!"



"Ah, wasn't it, though?" O'Rourke said with a laugh, returning
the gesture.

"And it was about the dumbest thing I've ever seen, too— sir."

"No, no, just Irish," he chuckled, then nodded to the man
beside her as he cleaned and sheathed the sword.

Hantilis son of Tiwataparas was a Hittite; his title translated
roughly as Overseer of One Thousand, or Colonel, in English; a
short heavy-boned muscular man, big-nosed and hairy and
stocky and swarthy, with dark eyes under heavy eyebrows. The
short sword at his side was steel, a diplomatic gift, as was the
razor that kept the blue-black stubble on his chin closer than
bronze had ever done; most Hittites of the upper classes were
clean-shaven, in vivid contrast to Babylonia. He wore a bronze
helmet with a crest that trailed down his back like a pigtail, a
belted tunic, and a kilt, with calf-boots that had upturned toes,
standard military dress for his people.

"Bravely done," he said, in slow accented English; King
Tudhaliyas had set a number of his officer-nobility to learning
the Nantucketer language, as well as a corps of scribes. "Like...
how say, old stories."

He mimed plucking a stringed instrument, the sort of thing a
bard would accompany an epic with. O'Rourke nodded a little
smugly; it had been a little like something out of the Cattle Raid
of Cooley. He smiled to himself: as far as Nantucket's little band
of scholars could tell, the Ringapi were some sort of proto-Celt
themselves, or else close cousins to the earliest Celts, if
distinctions like that had any meaning this far back. They came
from what would have become Hungary and Austria in the
original history, lured by Walker's promises of southland loot
and help against predatory neighbors; warriors and women and
children and household goods in wagons and Uncle Tom
Cobleigh and all. Volkerwanderung like that were common
enough, and getting more so; this was an age of chaos and wars
and wanderings, even before the Event.

"What is... Irish?" the Hittite went on



"Ah..." Christ, how to answer that in words of one syllable."A
different... tribe," he said. "Not important."

The Hittite scowled and glanced eastward, where the
mercenaries he'd been commanding had gone.

"Kaska dogs—they run like coward sheep," he said.

He dropped into Akkadian to do it, which he spoke far better
than he did English; O'Rourke had a fair grasp on that ancient
Semitic language as well, from the year he'd spent in Babylonia.
It was the universal second language of the educated here and of

diplomacy as well, like Latin in medieval Europe, and so doubly
useful.

"I bow in apology," the Hittite went on, and did so.

O'Rourke shrugged; they'd have fought well enough, against
the weapons they understood.

He looked around the enclosure. Walls were being built up to
six feet with sacks and baskets of barley, with a lighting platform
on the inside for the troops to stand on.

"How many effectives?" he asked.

"Sir," Brand said. "Lieutenant Hussey and eighty-seven
enlisted personnel in my engineering company; another ten from
the clinic personnel. About thirty-five sick and wounded from
various units that've been operating around here; mostly they're
down with the squirts of one sort or another. Plus the sixteen
rifles you brought."

He nodded; dysentery happened, no matter how careful you
were about clean water and food. Then he dictated a message for
reinforcements—and as a wish rather than a hope, a request for
air support—to Hattusas HQ. The ultralights were overstretched
as it was.

"Sir, should you be staying here?" Barnes asked. "We may be
cut off."



"It's where the action is," O'Rourke said absently, looking
around again. "Hmmm... Captain, how are we fixed for these
barley sacks?"

"Tons of it, sir. This was a forward supply collection center.
The storehouse is full of boxed dog biscuit, too."

He looked around, scowling. The hospital's got to be inside the
perimeter. That leaves us with this goddamned east-west
rectangle of wall to hold—inefficient. The walls were very long
relative to the area within.

"Then run another breastwork, here"—he drew a line in the
dirt with the tip of his boot, extending it across the last,
eastward third of the rectangle, the one that included the
storehouse. "We'll need a fallback position. And a last-stand
redoubt in the center of the space it encloses, using all the barley
sacks you have left over—nine feet high, with a firing step."

"And the Gatling, sir? There?"

"No, plunging fire isn't effective against a massed attack,"
O'Rourke said, shaking his head. "We'll use it to cover the largest
field in front of the gate here and shift the rifles to..."

After he'd finished, he noted Hantilis staring at what the
Marines had accomplished, working on the field entrenchments.
It was fairly impressive; they'd turned an enclosure that might
have done a good job of keeping goats out into something
resembling a miniature fort.

"How they work!" the Hittite said, in a mixture of English and
Babylonian, amazement clear in his tone. "I have never seen even
slaves beneath the overseer's lash toil so!"

"And you won't," O'Rourke said dryly. "A slave—his tools are
his enemies and he delights in idleness; to destroy your goods is
his pleasure. On the Island, a free man's pride is in the work of
his hands, and all honest work is counted honorable—to employ
such a one is to profit, even if the wage be high. A slave just eats
your food and dies."



Hantilis frowned, something his heavy-boned face made easy;
the Islander could see him turning the thought over in his head.
Then he shook it aside for now.

"Can we stop the enemy here?" he asked. "My King prepares
for war, but he must have time."

"We're buying time," O'Rourke said. "That's what expendable
means, boyo."

"Sam, we needed that ship," Jared Cofflin said. "Sorry, but
there is a war on."

Emma Carson stayed quiet. Quiet as a snake, Jared thought.
Heard a snake bit her once. The snake died. A little off-balance
here in the Chief's House, though; she wasn't a frequent guest.

Sam Macy nodded unwillingly. "Wish you could have taken
something besides the Merrimac, Jared," he said. "Or given me
some warning. The Republic's paying fair compensation, but I
had a buyer lined up"—who was confidential information, of
course—"and it isn't going to do my reputation any good having
to back out. Reputation's my stock-in-trade, as much as plank
and beam."

Macy was a short thick-bodied man of Jared's age, most of it
muscle despite an incipient pot. His gray-shot black hair was
still abundant, though, and he'd added a short spade-shaped
beard back when shaving got difficult, and kept it after hot
water, soap, and straight-edge razors became available again.
Before the Event he'd been a house-building contractor; since
then he'd become something of a timber baron in the limitless
forests over on the mainland, that leading his firm naturally to
interests in shipyards and ships, and occasionally to operating
ships until the right price was offered.

"It was there, and the less warning, the less likely word is to
get to the enemy," Jared said. "The Arnsteins are pretty sure
they've still got some eyes here. We can move information more
quickly, Tartessos doesn't have radios, thank God. Yet. But there
are ways for them to communicate."



Macy nodded. "Well, if you let the Inquirer & Mirror have the
story eventually, so everyone knows it was... what's the word..."

"Force majeure," Martha supplied helpfully.
"Right."
"Mmmmn-hmm," Cofflin said, nodding an affirmative.

"What the hell did you want her for, anyway?" Macy said.
"She's a good ship, weatherly and fast—but I thought there were
ample transports? The buyer was looking into opening a regular
private trade with Anyang."

"State secret,”" Cofflin said. "We need her; leave it at that."

It made him a little uneasy to use phrases like that, but it
worked. The abortive Tartessian invasion this spring past had
frightened and enraged the entire population. It was also a pity
he had to put a spoke in the wheel of those plans for trade. Policy
was to encourage private enterprise, wherever possible. He'd
detested the period of absolute emergency right after the Event
when he and the Council had to run everything, handing out
rations and assigning work. Each step toward normalacy since
had been a relief, and his greatest ambition as head of
government had been to become as irrelevant as he could to as
many people as possible. He didn't like the way the war was
making them lose ground.

"Filthy war," Macy said, as if echoing his thought, and
everyone nodded.

Emma Carson cleared her throat. "Now, Chief, I'm on the
board of Chapman, Charnes & Co.," she said.

Jared nodded noncommittally. The Carsons were Chapman
and Charnes nowadays; they'd bought in with profits made in
the mainland trade and managed the firm shrewdly. Those
initial profits hadn't been too scrupulously made, and there had
been trouble with the Indians over their habit of including free
firewater as a bargaining tool; the mainlanders were fully
capable of realizing they'd been diddled when they sobered up.



The Carsons had loudly demanded that the Republic's military
enforce those debts; he'd refused and got the Meeting to back
him. Neither of them had enjoyed the clashes over that.

Carson went on carefully: "We were the buyers for Sam's
ship—wanted to see how she'd do on a shakedown cruise across
the pond to Alba, before we sent her really far foreign."

Macy snorted. "Emma, you wanted to take possession in
Westhaven because you could sign up a crew cheaper there than
you could here in Nantucket Town or the outports,” he said. He
looked back at Jared. "Chief, I still say we should have a law
saying that the crews of Nantucket-flagged vessels have to be
citizens. Registered immigrants, at least."

"Sam Macy," Carson said, exasperation showing in her
tone—they had this argument every time they met in public— "I
don't think we should be copying... what were they called? The
Navigation Acts, the ones the British had before the Revolution."

Jared and Martha caught each other's eyes and nodded
slightly. "Let's save that for the Town Meeting," Martha said

dryly.

Carson's reply was equally pawky-cynical: "Ms. Cofflin, you
know as well as I do that if all four of us agree on something, we
can get it through the Meeting. I presume that's why we're all
here now."

"Mebbe. Do we agree on a wartime compromise on the
immigration laws and the income-tax rate?" Jared Cofflin said,
leaning back; the delicate cup and saucer looked absurdly small
in his big gnarled fisherman's hands. I suppose it was inevitable
we'd get political parties.

The unity they'd had right after the Event was lifeboat politics.
That didn't keep him from being nostalgic about it. He'd been a
small-town boy too long to imagine that Nantucket would ever
be without its share of homegrown gullible idiots and
nosy-parkers. Or smart bastards like the Carsons untroubled by
excessive ethics and ready to manipulate both types of
natural-born damned fools.



Carson shrugged. "We all want the war won," she said. "That
needs money, and trade's how we get it. Now, we were buying
the Merrimac for the China trade. There's a big market there for
furs and ginseng, as well as the usual tools and trinkets, and
they've got jade and silk and tea. Plus it would be an alternate
source for raw cotton, now we've given them the seeds. Hemp,
too, maybe metals... well, never mind."

"All of which," Martha said, "would be nice replacements for
your prewar trade to Tartessos."

"Well, yes," Carson said. "But all that needs ships, ships need
crews, and the shipyards need workers to make the ships. Not to
mention the cost of improvements like the new piers and
wharves, which take tax money, which means taxes would be
lower if we had more hands."

"I thought we'd get back to the immigration quotas," Macy
said, and his fist hit the table. "Yes, taxes might be lower... but
so would wages. That's fine for you and me, Carson—we're
employers, and big ones. Good enough for people who own their
own farms, or fishing boats, or stores or workshops or whatever.
Bad news for people who live off their paychecks."

"Any citizen can claim a land grant," Carson said piously.

"We've got the whole of Long Island to settle, and more
besides."

"Sure! But how about staying alive until enough's cleared to
live off? And not everyone wants to be a farmer; I sure as hell
wouldn't. Or knows how to go about it."

"Well, I'm not so sure it would be a bad deal for our citizens if
labor were cheaper," Carson said. "Think about it, Macy. We've
got far too many people with priceless pre-Event skills hauling
nets, hunting seal, hoeing potatoes, and chopping down trees.
With more labor, a lot more of them could move up, become
employers themselves. Those who couldn't are the sort who
couldn't find their own butt cheeks with both hands anyway."

"And I can see damned well where that would end, too,



Carson—with Walker's setup. I don't want my children growing
up in a slave state."

"Wait a minute, you son of a bitch, you can't accuse me of—

"People!" Martha Cofflin's voice cut through the rising anger.
"Quietly, please."

"The present quota's not enough," Carson said, more calmly.
"A thousand a year is far too few for what we need." An arm
waved towards the windows. "There's a whole world out there
waiting for the Republic!"

"If you were thinking about the Republic, you'd have adopted
some orphans," Macy said. "No quota there. Tina and I
have—three. You and Slippery Dick're only interested in
grown-up Albans you can put to work right away. Cheap."

Carson closed her mouth with a snap. In the long run adoption
was the perfect form of immigration, producing more people
who might as well be native-born, and it had become something
of a tradition.

"Dick and I have put in an application for some kids," Emma
Carson huffed. "It's pending right now."

Ayup, Cofflin thought. Now that you're rich and want to get
into politics to make it easier to get even richer, you want to
look like a model of civic virtue. Get the Meeting to forget how
many times you 've been rapped over the knuckles.

The latest had been quite a scandal; turned out Chapman and
Charnes had "accidentally" dropped shiploads of horses and
cattle in south Texas and the Argentine Pampas several years
back—that and pigs, all sorts of animals suited to taking care of
themselves. The stock had gone feral and were breeding like
crazy. The Conservation Board would never have gone for it, but
now it was a fait accompli, and promised to be a little gold mine
in the long run.

"Let's not rehash that stuff," he said aloud. He'd deal with the
Carsons, because he had to, but one important reason he let



himself be talked into staying with this lousy job was keeping
people like them away from the levers of power. "We've chewed
all the Chiclet off that gum a long time ago. Let's concentrate on
wartime needs."

Martha took up the argument: "Now, Sam, you know that
generally we—Jared and I—more or less agree with you on the
immigration issue. Haven't we worked together on the Council
on that? And we persuaded Ron Leaton to go along with us."

Carson ground her teeth behind a bland smile. She hadn't
enjoyed it when the Cofflins split Leaton off from her block.
Executive Council seats weren't elective, either; they were
appointed by the Chief. Leaton was on the Council; she wasn't,
and wouldn't be while Jared Cofflin was in office.

"Yeah," Macy said. "And okay, I agreed that we should keep
granting ex-Marines citizenship, and the ones who enlist in the
Guard. Doesn't that satisfy you, Carson?"

"No," Carson said bluntly. "We need the extra labor now, not
after the end of the war or six years from now or whatever."

"We're on the horns of a dilemma," Martha said. "Yes, we
need more people; but we also need them to pick up our
ways—not just the three R's and English, but our habits of
thought. That takes personal contact. Otherwise, in a
democracy"—and the Republic was very emphatically that;
major issues were settled by the Town Meeting—"the
consequences could be... drastic."

"Oh, not necessarily drastically bad," Carson said thoughtfully.

Ayup, Emma would see that. She wasn't the nicest person in
the Republic, but she was nobody's fool. Albans didn't
understand representative government, much, but they did
comprehend patron-and-client relationships, right down in their
bones. Which is perfect for someone who wants to build up a
Tammany-Hall-style political machine.

"God-damn Walker." Jared sighed. "If it weren't for him, and
this war he's forced on us, we could take everything more slowly.



But... needs must when the devil drives."
"All right, Jared, what do you want?"

"An equality of dissatisfaction, Sam. You let us raise the quota
a bit more and recruit a bit more. Ms. Carson, you go along, even
though it's not nearly as much as you want. You both agree to
our building up overseas capacity the way Ron Leaton wants, but
not as much as he wants."

Macy checked himself with a visible effort and knotted his
brows in thought. Emma Carson glanced lynx-eyed at him, then
at the Cofflins, then steepled her fingers and waited.

The bargaining went on for hours. And the worst of it is,
Jared Cofflin thought, as darkness fell, I'll have to invite Emma
to dinner along with Sam. I'd a hell of a lot rather it was Ian,
say. Even if he did beat me like a drum at chess after the plates
were washed.

With an effort of will he pushed worry for his friend away; Ian
Arnstein was in Troy, and Troy was under siege from Walker's
men. Instead he murmured to Martha as they left for the dining
room:

"What was that thing you told me—something Elizabeth I said
about why she didn't like to pick a fight?"

Martha closed her eyes in thought for a moment, then quoted
in the same low tone: "I do not like wars. Their outcomes are
never certain."

She'd once remarked that "Bright Beth" or "Smart Lizzie"
would have been a much better nickname than Gloriana.

Jared sighed. Marian, win this damned war, and win it
quick. I don't like the feeling I'm getting of things spinning out
of control.

CHAPTER FOUR

September, 10 A.E.—Tartessos City, southwestern



Iberia
October, 10 A.E.—Severn estuary, Alba

September, 10 A.E.—Tartessos City, southwestern
Iberia

Ersibekar artakerka akoltistautenkar eribekau
Uortakerkar burlterkar saldulakogiar saldulakogiau—

Lord King, the embassy of Meizon Akhaia requests audience,"
the court messenger said.

Isketerol of Tartessos broke off the silent prayer, lowered his
arms, and turned away from the edge of the palace rooftop,
scowling at the messenger. Beyond him the Greek herald bowed
in his sea-stained tunic and fringed kilt, a tall brown-haired
young man with a warrior's supple strength, looking around with
bright-eyed interest despite the haste that had brought him up
from the docks without pause, and his ships all the way across
the Middle Sea from Great Achaea to Iberia. He went to one
knee for a moment, then stood and met the Tartessian ruler's
eyes:

"Rejoice, my Lord King. I am Telemakhos son of Odikweos,
who is wannax in Ithaka and ekwetos to the King of Men in
Mycenae," he said. "My father brings the word of your blood
brother the High Wannax William Walker to you, and will take
your word to the King of Men."

"Rejoice, prince," Isketerol of Tartessos said in fair if accented
Greek. "My guest-friend King Odikweos is always welcome at my
hearth, but the embassy of Great Achaea must wait on the Gods
of the land. This is the day when the King weds the Lady of
Tartessos."

"My father honors the Gods of his guest-friend, and the High
Wannax honors the Gods of his blood brother," Telemakhos said,
bowing again. "The embassy will await the King's word."

Isketerol nodded regally. In truth, I doubt that William



greatly honors any gods at all. The thought was frightening
even to a man as well traveled as the King, but William Walker
hadn't suffered any ill luck from his lack of piety. Quite the
contrary, in fact. With an effort, he cleared his mind of such
matters; even of the fear of the Nantucketer attack both spies
and his own mind told him was building on the other side of the
River Ocean, looming over his folk like an avalanche of anvils.
Today was for the Gods.

"Come. My people await me."

The procession formed in the main courtyard of the New
Palace as the sun sank westward. Despite that location the rite
was in the manner made sacred by long custom, lest the Lady be
offended by breach of ancient ways. The King came first, in a
simple kilt of soft-tanned goatskin, but glittering with the metal
that was the tears of the Sun—a round crown of sheet gold
embossed with studs about his brows and set with tall feather
plumes, pectorals of gold shaped like miniature oxhides over his
chest, a necklace of gold disks around his neck, a belt of worked
gold plates making a broad band about his stomach.

"Behold the Sun Lord!" cried the Lady's Lady—by tradition the
senior wife of the King was high priestess of the City's patron
goddess. She stood in a long blue robe hung with silver and
turquoise, her sleek raven hair braided and bound in two disks
on either side of her head. "Behold the Sun Lord, come to do
honor to the Lady of Tartessos!"

"Behold him!" cried the crowd around the colonnaded court;
his other wives, his children, wisemen, war-captains, their
families and retainers...

Their finery was a shout of color, saffron and indigo and
cochineal-crimson, sparkling with silver and turquoise, polished
steel and bronze. The uniformed Royal Guards who kept a
corridor open for him to the gates snapped to attention and
brought their flintlock rifles to present arms.

Isketerol nodded slightly. The gates swung back, and the roar
of the crowd beyond struck him like a blow to the face, along
with the scent of sweat and flowers and wine, garlic and olive oil



and hot stone. More soldiers lined the route ahead, facing away
with rifles held level before them, pushing against the surging
crowd; it was the greatest of good luck to touch the King on such
a day. That had been possible before Isketerol seized the throne
from his distant kinsman and began the changes, for Tartessos
had been smaller then. What was left of Old Town lay southward,
to his left, in a tangle of little thatched mud-brick houses across
the bottom slopes of the hills.

There he had managed to touch the King's heel himself once,
so long ago.

Not so long ago, he thought stoutly, stepping forward. And it
did bring me luck!

The Lady's Lady paced on his left, and the others of the royal
household took their places behind—the family, the retainers, the
great carved and painted and gilded carts with their images of
the Grain Goddess and Arucuttag of the Sea, and their attendant
priests and priestesses, that the others of the Great Gods might
witness this rite. There was no need for an image of the Crone, of
course—She was present everywhere, ubiquitous as shadow, for
wherever life went, there Death was also. Musicians beat on
drums, plucked harps, played bone flutes, sounded bronze
trumpets in peal after peal of sound; warriors followed in the
panoply of his youth, bronze disks over their chests secured by
leather cross-belts, helmets of sinew sewn with bronze scales,
sword and spear and bow. Attendants behind flung handfuls of
dried figs, raisins, and olives to the crowd, symbols of luck and
abundance. A chorus of girls in white robes, virgins of the best
families in the kingdom, came behind them singing of the land's
longing for the Lady's return with cool winds and fruitful rain
after the dry death of summer. Their hands had woven the rich
gown his priestess-wife wore, the sacred dedication of their last
year of maidenhood.

He'd hidden behind the Year-Maidens, when he was a boy,
then rushed forward to touch the King and gotten rapped with a
spear shaft for his pains...

Not so long ago. I'm not forty winters yet. A young forty
winters, only a few strands of gray in his bowl-cut hair, and all



his teeth still sound. For the rest the King was a man of the type
common here in southern Iberia, olive-skinned, black of hair and
eye, of medium height, slender and lithe and quick-moving. His
shoulders were broad for his height, his arms strongly muscled,
his hands bearing a sailor's callus from rope and steering oar,
spear and sword.

The road under his feet was part of the New City, broad and
straight and covered in asphalt, with sidewalks of brick on either
side, flanked by buildings of two and even three stories. Many of
them were built of pale-rose sandstone barged down the
Rainbow River, and those of adobe brick were whitewashed to
brilliance; both had sloped roofs of fine red tile, some with
doorways of fanciful wrought-iron or cast-bronze fretwork
opening onto interior courts where fountains played. Isketerol's
heart swelled with pride at the sight, at the wealth and might
and knowledge he had brought to his native city. More
Tartessians crowded the windows and balconies, dressed in their
best, wreaths in their hair, throwing flowers and handfuls of
grain before his feet.

"The King lives! The King lives!" they shouted. "Seed the field!
Seed the field! The King lives!"

Isketerol came at last to a special ramp built downward into
the water of the river; Tartessos stood on a triangle of land where
two streams met after their long journey southward from the
mountains. Here he looked out over a broad bay, intensely blue
beneath the late-summer sun, over to green marshes where birds
rose ten thousandfold to add the thunder of their wings to the
thunder of voices from behind him. The wharves and city walls
and shore were black with his folk; a silence fell on them as the
King removed his ornaments and flung them one by one out into
the waters.

"Oh Lady of Tartessos, giver of life. You who are the rain and
the river and the soft autumn fields that welcome the plow,
receive my gifts! By my gifts, know that the King and Your
people remain loyal unto You!"

Beside him the Lady's Lady did the same, murmuring her own
invocation—that was not a thing for men's ears—until they stood



naked side by side. Then they waded out, amid the flowers
floating on the waters, and swam to a raft anchored some fifty
feet beyond. Isketerol turned to the south, toward the place
where the fresh water met the salt on the edge of sight. Boats
bobbed and dashed about, the sunset ruddy on their sails,
turning the foam at their bows to blood-color as well; a few lights
already starred masthead and bowsprit in the falling dusk.

"Oh Arucuttag of the Sea," he prayed, raising his arms high
and hands palm outward in the gesture of reverence. "Hungry
One, Lord of Waves, Storm Lord, remember my gifts unto You."
Those had been made yesterday, beyond sight of land-gold, and
the blood of a strong young warrior. "Remember, and grudge not
that Your sister comes to wed with me, for the renewal of the
land. Whelm not our ships with Your anger, but give us swift
voyaging and good winds, full nets and victory. Wait in patience
until the grain grows gold, when She shall return unto You and
Her sister of the ripened corn rule the summer."

He turned, and his wife did as well to face him. This once in all
the year he went to his knees before her, because this was not
only the mother of his sons but the Lady Herself come in the
flesh for this hour. Again he raised his hands in the attitude of
prayer.

"Oh Lady of Tartessos," he called. It was as if Someone else
spoke through his lips; now he was the Sun Lord. "You have
been in Your brother's hall all the long summer while the land
grew dry. My longing has called the grain from the moist soil and
given it My gold, and I have lain with Your sister to bring forth
the harvest for the reapers. Yet You came not, and now the dry
land perishes for Your rain, that the grain may be sown once
more. Without You, My light cannot make the Grain Goddess's
earth fruitful. Do You hide Your face in anger from Your people?
Do You come from Your brother's sea in anger, with the waves of
the salt flood?"

"No!" she called. "The Lady comes again in love, bringing the
rain that gives Her people life, swelling the rivers as a mother's
breasts swell with milk. Come to me. Sun Lord, as the Sun sinks
beneath the River, and together we will bring rain and cloud,



sowing and reaping!"

She sank gracefully to the heaped wool blankets, opening arms
and legs to him. The deathly silence broke into cheers as he went
in unto her, and cannon roared all along the city walls and from
the ships anchored in the harbor, rockets flaring up to burst in
multicolored splendor overhead.

The fall weather of the Year 10 had cleared, down near the
reaches where the Severn gave into the Bristol Channel. The day
was bright, brisk, a chill wind whipping the blood into your face;
the coal smoke from the steamboat's stack tattered away south
and west, losing itself over smargadine waters and white-crested
waves. Marian stood on the deckhouse that spanned the curved
boxes that held the vessel's paddle wheels, behind opened
windows, Swindapa beside her. Froth churned white behind
them, surging against the first of the train of four barges on their
tows behind. The craft's blunt bows sledged their way into the
waves, and spray on her lips tasted of salt now. There was a new
roll and swing to the craft's movement, infinitely familiar,
paradoxically reassuring with its hint of accustomed danger.
Now and then water would show green over shallows, or throw
spray skyward from a rock. The captain of the tug stood beside
the wheel, a stocky middle-aged man in sweater and sea boots
and the shapeless remains of what had been a peaked
yachtsman's cap, scratching in his close-clipped gray-yellow
beard now and then and occasionally raising his binoculars.
From time to time he gave an order, in English or Fiernan or a
mishmash of the two tongues. When he spoke to Marian Alston,
it was in a cornhusker Indiana rasp.

"Tricky navigation in these parts, ma'am. We missed the tidal
bore you can get around here this time, mostly, thank God, but
there's rocks and shifting sandbanks most of the way from here
to Westhaven." He looked over his shoulder, down at the water,
then unplugged a speaking tube, whistled into it, then shouted in
a good-humored bellow:

"More steam, goddammit! Or I'll come wo'tuHuma ssoWya
and fry my bread in your drippings! N'wagHA tobos!"

Wonder how he ended up here? Marian thought. Knows his



work, obviously, though.

"Left two, Cindy," he went on to the young woman at the
wheel, then put his hand on it. "Good—smooth, not too fast,
don't try to force it."

"Aye aye. Dad." A chuckle. "And Dad? It wasn't really nice to
say you'd stuff them in the furnace."

"You don't have to hire 'em," he said, and rumpled her hair
with rough affection. To Marian: "Hard to get stokers,
Commodore. Even harder to keep 'em. Black Gang work ain't
what you'd call popular."

"Understandable, Captain Bauerman," she replied, clasping
her hands behind her back and rising slightly on the balls of her
feet. Keeping balance against the movement of the deck was
something a life at sea had made wholly automatic.

He grinned, respectful of her rank but not in the least
intimidated by it. "Oh, hell, Captain's a little too fancy for a
tugboat skipper," he said. "Good to get home, though."

Westhaven was a little west of the site of Bristol in the
twentieth, not far from where the Lower Avon joined the Severn
estuary. Or where the Hillwater joins the River of Long
Shadows, she thought, with a quirk of her mouth. First landfall
near Portsmouth, right after the Event, where she'd rescued
Swindapa; then here the following spring to deal with Walker.
Pentagon Base, they'd called it, after the shape of the fort they
built.

She turned her head and saw Swindapa looking at her,
smiling, knew that she was remembering the same days. Lot of
water under the bridge, she thought, with a warm lightness that
hadn't changed. It always made her want to break out in a silly
grin, too...

"Lot of changes," she said aloud instead, nodding toward the
land.

The shoreline passed, in stretches of reddish sandstone cliff or



low salt marsh; inland were rolling fields and woodland turning
to blue hills in the distance. The air was full of wings, raucous
gulls following lug-sailed fishing boats, waterfowl from the
seaside swamps, sea eagles; seals in the water and a spray of fish
jumping to flee the liquid grace of their rush, a whale spouting
not too far away.

I never knew how... empty of life... the twentieth was, Alston
thought, not for the first time. With luck and good management,
they'd see that things stayed that way. If we win the war, she
thought grimly. I doubt Walker would give a damn.

As they watched, one of the deep-ocean ships cast off from the
steam tug that had brought it out of Westhaven harbor and
hoisted sail—it was a three-masted schooner, about two hundred
tons, a whale among the minnow-tiny coracles and sewn-plank
fishing boats around it. Maybe Alban-built, she thought, as it
heeled and the sails bellied out into taut beige curves, a white
bow wave surging back from its sharp prow. They knew wood,
cloth, and rope well enough and could afford to buy what they
couldn't make. Certainly mostly Alban-crewed; Fiernans, or at
least Fiernans who'd studied with the Grandmothers, picked up
the math needed for practical navigation fast enough.

There were changes ashore, too; progress had gone furthest
and fastest in this area, near the largest of the Islander bases in
Alba. A decade ago the land had been strewn with widely
scattered hamlets of round huts, small fields about them worked
with hand-hoe and scratch-plow; beyond broad rings of scrubby
second growth and rough pasture. Now most of the brush had
been cleared, stubblefields and pasture edged with fences or
new-planted hawthorn hedges; even the primal wildwood had
retreated a bit, though nobody had found it worthwhile to drain
much of the vast swamps.

Alston leveled her own binoculars. A puffing steam
road-hauler pulled a threshing machine; harvest was well past,
the wheat and barley in thatched stacks, and the thresher was on
its rounds, doing in a few hours what would take scores of
workers all winter with flails. More wagons piled with sacks of
grain waited beside a dammed stream and its mill, the big



wooden wheel turning briskly under the white water pouring
from the sluice. That represented about a thousand women who
didn't have to spend three hours every morning kneeling to grind
their families' daily grain on a metate-like arrangement of two
stones.

Among the Sun People further east grain-grinding had been
the primary work of slave women, that and carrying buckets of
water on a yoke across the shoulders, and gathering firewood.
The Earth Folk had been more humane about distributing the
toil, but it still meant endless hours of backbreaking monotony
for somebody.

"Many changes," Swindapa said, leaning her elbows on the
edge of the window before them. The breeze of their passage
cuffed locks of wheat-colored hair backward around her tanned
face, and she squinted into the wind. Fine lines appeared beside
her eyes as she did, the beginning of the sailors' wrinkles that
were more deeply grooved in Marian's skin.

Lord, 'dapa's going on thirty now, Marian thought with a
sudden shock. One reason she'd resisted the younger woman's
determined attempts at seduction back on the Island those first
few months had been the difference in their ages.

Well, nobody can accuse me of cradle-robbing anymore.

"Are you happy about what's changed?" the black woman
asked.

Swindapa turned her head and smiled. "Oh, mostly,
bin'-HOtse-khwon," she said, and nodded toward the shore.
"Some of the Earth Folk grumble, not most. Who'd watch their
children die, when they didn't have to? Half did, in the old days.
And we have peace, at least in our own land."

"Mmmmm-hmmm, I've heard complaints about everything
being done the Eagle People way."

"Bread together," Swindapa said, and at her raised brows
went on: "Haven't I told you that saying? Well, you take flour and
water and yeast—none of them rules the others, and together



they make the bread. Together we're making something new,
and the Fiernan Bohulugi are the yeast, I think."

If we win this war, Marian thought; and knew from the
shadow in the other's eyes that she had seen that thought, too.

"Odikweos, my friend, it is good to see you," Isketerol said.

His part in the autumn rites was done for now, with the
Sacred Wedding. He had bathed, dressed himself in a
saffron-yellow tunic trimmed with purple dye of Ugarit, thought
carefully and consulted a few advisers. He clasped hands with the
other man in the Amurrukan fashion that Walker had made
common in Great Achaea, then received a kiss on the cheek as
from a near equal; the other man was a ruler himself, after all, if
also a vassal of the King of Men in Mycenae. This was not the
first time he'd come to Tartessos as envoy and negotiator.

"You are well, and your women and children, your flocks and
fields, all those beneath your rooftree?"

They exchanged the necessary courtesies, while outside
bonfires and torches and kerosene streetlamps made the streets
nearly as bright as day for the festival that would continue for
three days and nights. Here in the upper chamber the lamps
were also bright, bringing out the murals of dolphins and squid
and bright birds that rioted in crimson and umber and blue
against the green background. That was a subtle compliment to
the Achaean underking, for artists from Mycenae had made
them, sent with many other craftsmen as part of the alliance
between Walker and his blood brother. The ebony table with its
inlay of ivory and faience had been made in Pi-Ramses beside
the Nile; it showed that Tartessians had long fared widely.
Besides native dishes of tunny baked with goat-cheese and squid
fried in garlic-laden olive oil, the golden dishes bore chickens on
spits, roast potatoes, salads that included such exotics as
tomatoes and avocados; there was chocolate cake for dessert.
The foreign delicacies from west over the River Ocean were a
reminder that like Great Achaea, Tartessos also commanded the
New Learning. The air smelled of the good food, of fresh bread,
wine, perfumed resin that sent tendrils up from worked-bronze
stands, and of the jasmine that grew in stone troughs by the



windows. Cool evening air bore a reminder that summer was
past and awoke appetite.

The Greek poured wine—they dined without servants within
earshot, for their talk was of statecraft—and added water to his
cup. Isketerol winced slightly; that was no way to treat a fine
mountain vintage.

Oh, well, to each land its customs.

"That was a fine sacrifice you made," Odikweos said, smiling
and showing strong white teeth.

He was no taller than the Iberian King and of much the same
years, his hair black with reddish glints and his eyes hazel, but
more broad-built, his arms and legs thick with knotted muscle,
battle scars running white under heavy body hair.

"The King is the land," he went on. "We have a similar rite to
Gamater on Ithaka."

Isketerol nodded noncommittally; he knew Achaeans tended
to assume that any foreign deity they met must be much the
same as the one of theirs He or She resembled. Himself, he felt
that was... what was the Achaean word? Hubris?

"The Gods send luck," he said. "It's up to us to seize it." They
both poured a small libation into bowls left on the floor for that
purpose and the King continued: "In the time of my
grandfather's grandfather, legend has it that if the King could
not raise a stand to plow the Lady's Lady, she sacrificed him
there and then to bring the rain—spilling his blood rather than
his man-seed in offering," he said. "That was a favorite jest of the
Jester."

Isketerol nodded to a grinning clay statue of the Jester at the
foot of the table and tossed a pinch of sweet-smelling resin onto
the coals that smoldered in a bowl before it, giving the Lady's
favorite son His due. The smoke rose in a blue coil, hiding the
disquieting smile. As the saying went, the Jester slew men as
boys threw stones at frogs, for sport... but frogs and men both
died in earnest.



Odikweos shuddered. "The thought alone would be enough to
make a prick of bronze go limp!"

Isketerol chuckled. "And in ages before that, the King was
always sacrificed for the autumn rains; some of the inland
villages still give the fields a man every year."

"I've seen much like that in Sicily, after we brought it under
Great Achaea and I was made viceroy," Odikweos said.

Isketerol nodded; he'd watched that conquest carefully seven
years ago, since Sicily was half the distance across the Middle
Sea from the Achaean lands to Tartessos. He'd been greatly
shocked at how little time it took the Achaeans under Walker to
overrun the huge island, and a little shocked at the methods
William used to pacify it; the Eagle People, the Amurrukan of
Nantucket, had struck him as a soft lot, in the months he'd lived
among them. But William was a hard man, and no mistake...

He plunged his fork into the tunny, savoring a mouthful.
"Years ago, when William and I made war in the White Isle, I
remember pledging gold to the gods for a taste of tunny with
cheese, or olives, or a salad... or anything besides boiled meat
and black bread," he said.

His face grew grave. "Now we make war again, and against
the same foe—Nantucket."

"May the gods grant a better outcome this time, for Tartessos
and Great Achaea," the Greek said, and poured another libation.
"Nantucket stands between both of our realms and the desires of
our hearts."

Isketerol joined him in the gesture of sacrifice—it could not
hurt—and waited in silence. Back then he'd been a mere
merchant and of a house richer in honor than goods or power,
adventuring in the northlands in hope of profit. It was there he'd
met William...

"My High King has heard of the repulse of your attack on

Nantucket," Odikweos said gravely. "He grieves with his blood



brother."

Isketerol nodded. And I can believe as much of that as I wish,
he thought. He and the High Wannax had been allies, blood
brothers, and friends of a sort for a good ten years now, since
they met on Alba. That didn't mean either trusted the other
overmuch. After all, Walker had begun his climb to power by
betraying his superiors and his oaths to them...

"How will the High Wannax show his grief?" Isketerol asked
pointedly. "I could use more boring machines, and help with the
converter to make steel. If the Islanders attack, I will need better
artillery."

He glowered a little at that; it had been his spies in Nantucket
who told him of the manganese that was necessary if the steel
was to be good and not a spongy mass of air-holes, not his blood
brother in Mycenae.

Back on Nantucket William had bought his help with promise
of the great ship Yare and half its cargo of treasures—books and
tools and machinery that the Islanders had put aboard to
establish a base of their own in Alba. He'd helped William to
pirate it; stood at his side while he conquered a kingdom in Alba
with it; stayed at his side when the Nantucketers broke him, and
carried his fugitive band to Greece. At first it seemed that
Isketerol had had the better of the deal. Walker had helped put
him on the throne of Tartessos with his gunpowder bombs and
those first few cannon they'd cast in Alba, and the deadly
Garand rifle. He'd made no dispute over division of the cargo.
There Isketerol was. King of his native city; and William only a
foreign mercenary at Agamemnon's court, leader of nothing but
his little band of Islander renegades and Alban warriors. It was
only in the years that followed that he realized how much
knowledge was not in the books he'd learned to read, but in the
heads of that score of men... not only skills, but a universe of
wisdom that enabled them to understand things in the books
which Isketerol must puzzle out by himself.

He clenched a fist. It was the Jester's gift that I met Rosita on
Nantucket. He'd brought her along only because he'd sworn to,
and then she'd turned out to be invaluable. Her, and a scant



handful of other Amurrukan he'd lured here over the years with
bribes of silver and land and high rank. Bitter it was, to realize
that a common laborer of the Eagle People commanded
knowledge so priceless that he must make them nobles here...

Odikweos inclined his head, and Isketerol made a similar
gesture in acknowledgment. William had selected his envoy well;
this one's face showed nothing but what he intended. He
changed the subject smoothly, giving news of the Nantucketers
who were active in Babylon and among the Hittites, and Great
Achaea's war with Troy.

"I think that the High King's gifts will make his brother glad,"
he said at last, when the servitors had cleared the table and
withdrawn.

"Then let us go and see them," Isketerol said.
HNOW?"
"What better time?"

There are few enough seasons when the King could walk
through the streets of Tartessos City without ceremony and too
many prying eyes—and although the Republic's embassy had left
when war was declared, there would be eyes of theirs remaining.
Probably with radios to report; the tiny but immensely powerful
type they called solid-state.

Cloaks with hoods provided concealment, and more went
masked than not on this day of festival; they took only a brace of
guards each. Carnival rioted through the streets about them,
masks and costumes from old story or modern fancy. Here two
danced in the skin of a giant bear, or a gold-tusked boar-mask
topped a naked body that capered and squealed, or deer-antlered
men sported with women decked out in sheaves of wheat and
little else; there a mock-Pharaoh paced, his kilt of Egyptian linen
showing the waggling of a giant leather phallus, beside a
would-be northern Barbarian in shaggy furs, tow-flax wig and
bronze ax; poetry and bawdy song echoed from walls; tables were
set out with jugs of wine and rich food from the King's
storehouses and those of wealthy nobles and merchants who



wished to win the Lady's favor; everywhere men and women
coupled, serving the Lady through Her act of generation. On
these three days all the usual barriers were lowered.

"Plenty of children, next spring," Odikweos chuckled. "I don't
doubt my men on shore leave are having a good time."

Isketerol nodded. "We seed our women, as the Sun Lord seeds
the moist earth of the Lady. Such births are called godchildren,
and a foreigner brings double luck."

The guards at the entrance to the military docks were on duty
and alert, though; they brought their rifles up, then stiffened as
they recognized Isketerol when he flipped back the cowl of his
cloak.

"Silence," he said as they bowed. "You have not seen me."

"Seen who, lord?" the young officer said brashly, grinning—
this was the Lady's Festival, after all.

Isketerol smiled and nodded, noting the youth's face; you
could always use a man who thought quickly on his feet. The
little party passed through the thick seawall made of warehouses
joined end to end, out onto the broad paved quayside and the
long wharves with their cast-iron bollards. A leafless forest of
mast and spar and rigging lifted against the bright stars and
crescent moon, and that light and the lanterns atop the wall
reflected from the rippling waters. A creak and groan of timber
sounded through the night, wind in the tracework of rigging, call
of a watchman, the sound of waves slapping like wet hands at the
planking of hulls. There was a thick smell of the sea, of brackish
water and tar, bilges and cargoes. Most of the ships here were
large three-masters from the royal yards, well gunned, the ships
that had scoured the western end of the Middle Sea clean of
pirates and rivals and gone venturing to the ends of the earth.

Where the cursed Amurrukan don't forbid, he thought with a
scowl.

Who were the Nantucketers to declare whole continents taboo
to all but themselves? Before the war began their traders and



sailors walked through the streets of Tartessos in lordly wise,
looked down on his people's ways and customs, refused to trade
machinery and skills he needed to build the Kingdom. As if they
strove to make that lying history they'd shown him true, a future
in which Tartessos was forgotten, less than legend, a few broken
pots and shards. It was intolerable! He'd struck them a hard
blow this spring, come close to taking the Island itself, but they'd
beaten his force off with heavy losses. Now his spies said they
were planning a counterstrike of their own.

Let them come, and we'll give them a warm welcome—warm
as the Crone's boiling cauldron, he thought grimly. They were
strong in knowledge, but few in numbers. What was that saying
Will liked? Ah, yes: "quantity has a quality all its own."
Tartessos held most of Iberia now, and the lands south across the
Pillars.

Achaean guards waited at the gangplanks of the three big
eastern vessels that had brought Odikweos; they cried him hail,
raising their rifles. Isketerol looked keenly at those; they were the
new type he'd heard of, that took cartridges of brass instead of
paper and needed no flintlock or priming pan. The Greek
underking saw the direction of his eyes and smiled as they took
the ladder into the ship's hold.

It was a big vessel with three masts; they passed down
through the gun deck into the hold. That stretched dim and
shadowy as the guard lifted his lantern behind them, showing
boxes and bales piled high; the air was still, with odd metallic
scents under the stale odor of the bilge.

'Here," the Achaean said, and pulled back a tarpaulin.

Despite himself, Isketerol gave an exclamation of delight. The
cannon squatting in a timber cradle was of the type called
Dahlgren. They could take a heavier charge of powder, and hurl
a larger ball further and harder than simple tapered metal tubes
such as his makers had learned to fashion... as his fleet had
found to its cost, in the abortive invasion of the Republic. And
these were poured steel, lighter and stronger than the cast iron
his makers had been forced to use until recently.



"Eighty eight-inch steel Dahlgrens," Odikweos said. "Twenty
nine-inch, ten eleven-inch. Ammunition. And sample patterns
and molds for all, and for the boring and turning engines, and a
dozen technicians trained in the art."

He handed a printed book to the Iberian monarch. It was in
Achaean—mostly in Achaean, with many words from the
Amurrukan tongue of Nantucket, English. Isketerol spoke Greek
well, and had learned how it was written in the new Islander
alphabet. He flipped quickly through the volume. It held exact
instructions for steel converter work, and for pouring and
working heavy castings. Mingled gratitude and bitterness spread
through him. If he had had this years ago...

Odikweos might have read his thought. "Lord Cuddy, the High
King's Master of Engineers, says that much of this is the result of
his own seeking," he said. "To make the... what's the word...
Bessemer converter work properly required much experiment."
That last word was perforce English as well. "And our third ship
carries a hundred tons of the manganese you will need, from the
mines in Messine. Also a hundred tons of sulfur from Sicily for
your gunpowder mills. More of that will follow, as much as you
can use."

"That is good," Isketerol said. The sulfur will be very useful. It
is not necessary that William know that my spies in Nantucket
found out about the manganese, and the mines of it in my own
Black Mountains. "Of course, in return for such kingly gifts, I
will give royal gifts in return, for my honor's sake." What
hypocrites we Kings must be. "What is it that my brother
needs?"

"Quicksilver, as much as you can spare," Odikweos said. "If
you have the mines working again."

"Better than ever," Isketerol lied smoothly. After all, William
does not need to know where it comes from, so long as I can
deliver it.

"And more raw cotton."

"The harvest has been excellent—"



CHAPTER FIVE

March, 11 A.E.—Feather River Valley, California
March, 11 A.E.—High Sierras, California

The healer bowed deeply before Alantethol of Tartessos,
commander of the Hidden Fort of the West—in what the Eagle
People called California. He inclined his head slightly in turn; she
was a woman, true, but all healers were, and they were close to
the Lady of Tartessos—uncomfortably close to the Crone, as well,
the bright and shadow sides of the Divine.

"Will more of the ship's crew die?" he said, shuddering slightly
within.

They had found it in the river downstream halfway to the sea,
aground on a mudbank; only by the favor of Arucuttag had the
crew brought it that far, with so many dead or dying. Only by a
for-once-merciful jest of the Jester had the ones who lived
included the captain, with his knowledge of modern navigation
and this secret place.

"I am not sure, my great lord," she said, frowning.
"Twenty-one at least will surely live. Of the other eight, they are
still very weak—and badly scarred. Perhaps none will die,
perhaps half. The healer"—her tone was contemptuous; the
ship's medico was not one of the queen's true pupils, merely one
who'd had a few brief lessons—"did not recognize the sickness
quickly, and she was not skilled in the understanding of
inoculation."

Alantethol inclined his head again, in thanks for the
truthfulness not hidden behind honied lies. Best be respectful, if
she was in turn. And this healer had been a pupil of the King's
wife, Rosita, who had learned her art on Nantucket itself.

The commander ground his teeth at the thought. The
Islanders had humiliated him—taken his ships; in that skirmish
on the African coast, somehow turned his trap on him...

That had been before the war broke out openly, in the spring



of the year past; the King had to pay ransom and then publicly
upbraid him, dismiss him, lest the conflict come too soon. In
private he'd been more merciful, especially when he learned that
Alantethol had kept the secret of this outpost. The cover story
had held—if the captains told them it was Australia, how could
the men know otherwise? Only a few of the captives knew
English, anyway, and speakers of Tartessian were even rarer on
Nantucket, too rare even for detailed interrogation of the
officers.

Hence his appointment here. What better command to give to
one who must disappear from public view than one so secret not
a dozen people in the kingdom knew of it, save those sent here
for life? It put him out of the way, yes—this latest ship had left
the homeland only a month after the fall planting— but it was a
post of honor.

Nantucket was all things hateful and vile, a land on whom he
wished every revenge. Yet also the source of all power, of
knowledge beyond price. The King himself owed his rise to his
stay there and his alliance with the Nantucketer renegade
Walker. Alantethol himself had learned En-gil-its, and read
among the books copied from the King's treasure-store, the Art
of War and Celestial Navigation, things of deep wisdom.
Wisdom that had made the son of a fishing-boat captain a great
lord, one of the New Men of the King.

The Tartessian noble stroked his gold-bound tuft of
chin-beard. "So, you have this sickness of the small pockmarks
under control?"

"Yes, lord," she said, bowing again. "It was very lucky that the
queen's book contained that knowledge and that the cows here
have the little sickness which guards against the greater, or
many more of us would have died. I beg the noble commander
that word be sent to the homeland as quickly as may be—"

She paused to look around. Here was nobody to overhear, not
even a barbarian slave ignorant of their tongue. The
commander's office was on the third story of his residence, that
he might have solitude to ponder. As befitted his rank it was
lined with plastered walls, with bearskins on the floor and Shang



silk on the walls, and much raw gold beaten into sheets. The
workers came to clean and polish only under guard.

"... that this be done in the City and its tributaries as well, lest
this new pestilence spread to our land."

Alantethol considered whether he should reveal more, then
nodded abruptly. "That has already been accomplished, by

King Isketerol's wisdom," he said, bowing with hands to
forehead at his overlord's name.

The healer hastily followed suit; this was a new custom since
Isketerol took the throne.

"The sickness of the small pockmarks has been reported in
Babylon; this ship of ours called at Meluhha on its way here, as
part of keeping this base secret."

Meluhha, where traders came from all the eastern lands and
men mingled. As a sheep defecates, promiscuously, everywhere,
he thought. Undoubtedly that was where they had contracted the
disease.

"Best to take no chances with the Jester's jests," he went on, in
tribute to the King's wisdom.

They both made genuflection to a small eidolon of the Lady's
favorite son where it sat grinning in a niche. It was solid-cast in
gold, and nearly knee high to a man. That was an extravagance
possible only here, where gold was like the dirt of the streams.
Alantethol took a pinch of pine resin and threw it into a small
brazier at the feet of the statue so that aromatic blue smoke
coiled upward to please the God.

"But among the naked savages beyond our rule, the tiny
daemons of this illness will spread like fire in dry summer grass,"
the healer said. "It will reap them as the very knife of the Crone;
their flesh will seethe in Her Cauldron like a rich stew."

"This is not altogether bad," Alantethol said, pondering.
"Earth must be fed," he added piously.



The savages who infested these lands—otherwise so much like
home that even glancing out the window gave him a pang of
longing—were not numerous by the standards of the lands of the
Middle Sea, or even those of the yellow-haired barbarians of the
far northern lands. They could not be, living as they did by the
chase and gathering wild plants. But these were lands of amazing
wealth in more than gold; well watered by many rivers,
swarming with game and fish and flocks of birds, able to support
a denser peopling than he would have believed possible without
farming. And the Tartessians here were very few, even counting
subject-allies brought from the homeland to bolster them.

And I do so count them, he thought. This far from home,
differences that had loomed large in his youth became as
nothing, and all Iberians were kindred. Still...

"We do need some of the free savages," he said. "There are not
enough of us to do all the needful work, even with the slaves
we've taken. Hmmm."

He sent a small prayer to the Lady of Tartessos, and another to
Her brother Arucuttag of the Sea, who watched over Tartessians
abroad beyond the salt waters. Hungry One, I will give you a
strong warrior from among our captives, if you will show me a
way... yes!

"Let word be sent to the tribes around us," he said. "Tell them
that we will give this treatment of the cow... but only if they
cease stinting the tribute they pay for our protection."
Protection from us, he thought; but that was the usual way.
"This can be turned to much good use in subduing the savages,
this pestilence of the small pockmarks."

He grinned. "You say that this illness can be transmitted by
the clothing of the sick, as well as their blood and breath and
sweat?"

The healer nodded. "Unless such clothing is thoroughly
cleaned, with boiling water and strong soap, and exposure to
clean air and sunlight. The disease may lurk therein for years,
otherwise."



Alantethol laughed aloud. "Then let the blankets of those who
had the sickness be preserved, in a dark warm place," he said. "If
any chief is stubborn, we will send him a gift—a gift of good wool
blankets."

The healer's laughter echoed his own. "A jest fit for the Jester,
lord," she said. "So Arucuttag inspires the captains He favors in
cunning trickery; in killing by stealth and by bold manslaying."

She withdrew with another bow, and Alantethol sprang up
from behind his desk—the Eagle People word came so naturally
now that he did not feel any jar in the rhythm of his
thoughts—and paced. The King would be highly pleased if he
increased the profits of the settlement without demanding
expensive trade goods brought the long weary dangerous
distance from the homeland—voyages took a hundred days and a
score even when the winds were favorable, sometimes half as
much again. The King would be highly pleased...

No, this is not important enough for the magic talker, not in
time of war. I will send the report with the next shipment, in
code. Scarcely needed, given the odds of encountering an
Islander vessel, but the Tartessians needed no teaching from the
Eagle People in the difference between bravery and carelessness.

He stopped at a redwood sideboard and poured himself a
measured dollop of brandy, looking out the open shutters— even
the commander's house did not rate window glass yet; the very
goblet in his hand was a sign of privilege and luxury. Yet also a
sign of how far the kingdom had come; ten years before it would
have been an unimaginable extravagance even at Pharaoh's
court. The only glass in Tartessos then had been beads.

Yes, the King is as fierce as a lion, but also as cunning and
stealthy as a ferret, Alantethol thought with wholehearted
admiration. You could tell that he had spent his young manhood
as a merchant, not lolling in a palace.

Where better to hide a secret such as this than on the other
side of the Eagle People's own continent? And within that
wisdom, more wisdom to put it here so far from the sea. And to
arrange that the supply ships remain offshore, sending in a



boat to work upriver to set the rendezvous.

If a single Islander ship did put in at the great bay where the
river flowed into the western ocean, or even one did in every
year, they would see nothing except in the fantastically unlikely
happenstance that they came at just the same time as the
meeting between the Hidden Fort's barge and the Tartessian
vessel... and how likely were they to come far inland, up that
river and its northern tributary? Here he was midway between
the gold of the mountains and the cinnabar ore of the coast
ranges. Cinnabar, that precious stuff so necessary to make the
newest of the new weapons, and to refining ore, and to trade
with Great Achaea for powerful cannon.

He finished the brandy, relishing the bite of the spirits and the
cold fire running down to his belly, but he was reluctant to
return to the papers and ledgers just now. A thought tugged at
him—ah. He must fulfill his oath to Arucuttag, and soon. No
man was lucky who stole from the Gods, particularly that God.
He would go down to the pens, and select the sacrifice.

Ranger Peter Giernas of the First Trans-Continental
Expedition raised his bow, exhaling softly as he did. The arrow
slid smoothly back through the centerline cutout of the weapon,
wood and horn and sinew creaking slightly.

Cool morning air stroked his skin, throwing the shadows of
the tall ponderosa pines behind him out onto the intense fresh
spring green of the grass, starred with orange California poppies,
cream-colored pasques, pink bunchberry, lavender water-leaf,
golden asters, like a living Persian carpet swaying waist high.
The sappy resin scent of the pines was strong, mixed with minty
yerba buena, his own smells of woodsmoke and leather, and a

hint of snow and rock from the peaks of the Sierra Nevada
behind him.

The elk in the meadow before him raised their heads, ears
flicking and jaws working as they glanced around, a few raising
dripping muzzles from the little stream that ran through it. They
were big reddish-brown beasts like scaled-up deer, with a pale
yellowish patch on the rump and small white tails. The males
had shed their antlers a while ago—it was late spring now—but



they were bigger, with shaggy chestnut-brown hair on their
necks like a short mane.

About thirty, he thought.

No old bulls, it was too early in the season for them to stake
out breeding territories, this spring of the Year 11. A round dozen
cows with their calves, some of them newborns, none more than
a month or two, coming around to butt at their dams' udders or
frolicking clumsily. And the ones he was interested in,
adolescents of a year or two.

The whole herd was alert now, looking up into the wind from
the west and away from him. Then a bristling gray-brown shape
burst out of the cover at the far end of the oblong meadow,
followed by two more. They seemed a whole pack as they leaped
the stream and dashed about, growling, lunging, barking. The
elk milled backward in dismay amid high-pitched squeals of
alarm from the calves, sharp barking sounds from the cows. They
faced the dogs for a moment, waiting for a rush that did not
come, then turned about and surged through the flower-starred
grass that came nearly to their chests, their heads thrown high
and eyes wide with alarm. The pace was more a fast walk than a
run, though, and the predators made no effort to close or even to
cut out a calf, nipping at heels instead. One of the smaller,
younger canines rolled over yelping when a cow's hind hoof
caught it in the ribs with a painful, audible thump.

"Nice job, Perks," Giernas muttered, rising smoothly from his
crouch as the herd slowed; they were more confused than
frightened.

The bowstring came back to brush the angle of his jaw, and
the triple-bladed steel head rested above his thumb. The elk had
no time to react to his presence before he loosed, and the arrow
was a long arcing streak that ended just behind the shoulder of a
two-year-old cow. He could hear the meaty thwack of impact,
and the animal staggered, ran half a dozen paces, then collapsed
with frothy blood pouring out of its nose. The herd scattered in
genuine panic now, the more so as the dogs abandoned their
driving tactics and bored in, bellies to the ground, moving like
blurred streaks with teeth. Giernas laid down his weapon and



ran forward himself, drawing the long Seahaven bowie from its
sheath along his right calf. He bounded past the elk he'd shot;
that one was clearly dying fast. The dogs had another, a yearling
cow; one gripped its nose, another a hind leg. The third, largest,
had the neck, but it released its hold and backed away as Giernas
came up. The man dodged a flailing forelimb, got his left arm
around the animal's neck and neatly slit the hairy throat with a
looping motion of his knife before leaping back.

The elk collapsed to its knees, then to its side, kicked, voided,
and died. One of the dogs moved in and made as if to bite at the
invitingly pale stomach; its bigger companion shouldered it
away and gave a warning slash of fangs that didn't quite connect,
to remind it that the humans had precedence.

"Good boy, Perks," Giernas said.

The dog was a wolf-mastiff hybrid six years old, huge-jawed
and massive in a rangy long-limbed fashion; four parallel grooves
down the right side of his muzzle and a tattered ear marked an
indiscretion with a cougar.

And some of the other marks are from knives and spears, but
nobody's done it twice, he thought.

The ranger had been training Perks since puppyhood, and the
dog had walked all the way from the East Coast with the
expedition. Right now he gave a canine grin, then settled in to
lap at the blood pooling around the elk's throat.

Giernas turned and waved before stabbing his knife into the
ground, then wiping it on a handful of grass and carefully again
on the hem of his buckskin hunting shirt before resheathing it.
You had to be careful about that; if blood got under the tang it
could start rusting pretty fast and then snap on you at an
awkward moment. As he turned he was blinded for a moment by
the sun rising over the salt-white peaks of the mountains; he
flung up his hand against the light, grinning and waving a hand
in a beckoning gesture.

Giernas was a big young man in his twenties, deep-chested
and long-limbed. The knife-cropped mop of ash-blond hair on



his head was faded with sun-streaks, his close-cut beard a lighter
yellow with hints of orange; his eyes were pale gray in a
high-cheeked, short-nosed face tanned to the color of oak-wood
and roughened by exposure in all weathers.

Sue Chau led the three horses out from under the trees where
she'd been on bear-watch. Like him she was dressed in worn,
patched deerskin leggings, moccasins, and long hide shirt
cinched with a broad belt that bore cartridge-box, flask of
priming powder, knife, and a tomahawk thrust through a loop at
the small of her back. Her hair was long and jet-black, eyes tilted
and a cool blue; her father had been Eurasian, Saigon-Chinese
crossed with Ozark-Scots-Irish, and her mother
French-Canadian from a Massachusetts milltown.

In the crook of her left arm she carried a Westley-Richards
flintlock rifle, and despite the friendly grin that answered his her
eyes kept up their continual scan. There were a number of
unfriendly creatures in these woods on the western slope of the
Sierras. Locals sometimes; most tribes and bands were eagerly
hospitable to strangers, but fear or unwitting violation of some
taboo or simple human cussedness could make trouble. Wolves
and cougars weren't likely to be much of a problem unless it was
midwinter and they were very hungry, but Old Ep—the big
silvertip grizzlies that swarmed here in the Year 11—could be.
The giant omnivores were appallingly numerous, they had little
fear of man in an era of stone-tipped spears, and they'd far
rather steal someone else's kill than take the effort to hunt for
themselves.

"Good-looking beasts, Pete," Sue said, giving the dead animals
an expert once-over. "They'll dress out at a hundred, hundred
and fifty pounds each, easy."

"Ayup," he said. "Tender, too, and they had time to fatten on
this new grass."

The two Nantucketers set to work with a silent, easy teamwork
born of twenty months shared experience in everything from
running battles to crossing rivers in flood. Each unlooped a
rawhide lariat, snubbed it to a saddle horn, and used it to haul
the elk to the edge of the woods. A convenient black oak stood



there with a branch at just the right twelve-foot height; its
spring leaves were tipped with fuschia and pale rose, long
gold-green pollen-laden catkins hanging down from the
branches. Giernas took his own rifle from the saddle scabbard,
checked the priming, and leaned it within convenient reach.
Then they ran a thong between the hind legbone and tendon of
each elk, threw it over the branch, and used the horses to haul
the beasts upward until their heads hung at knee height. That
made the messy task of breaking the Kkills easier; they both
moved their firearms as they worked, never leaving them more
than a step and a snatch away.

"T hate it when I have to butcher on the flat," he said, drawing
his skinning knife from the belt sheath rather than the
bowie—for this work a five-inch slightly curved blade was best.
He tested his by shaving a patch of hair from his forearm, then
put his tomahawk within easy reach by flicking it into the oak
tree at chest height.

The clear thock of steel in wood echoed across the meadow...
for the first time ever, he thought with an edge of wonder that
never quite faded.

"The meat never drains really good if it isn't hung up," Sue
agreed. "Always spoils faster. Borrow your hone for a second?"

She spat on the stone and scoured a finer edge onto her knife;
for butchering it was better to use a soft low-carbon steel and
resharpen often. They stripped to their breechclouts before they
made the first long cuts from anus to neck, and they would have
shed those, too, if it hadn't been for the extreme difficulty of
getting blood out of pubic hair in a soapless wash. The dogs
waited, sitting panting with their tails thumping the forest floor,
then falling on their portions—stomach, gut, head—with happy
abandon. The major bones and the spines were chopped out with
tomahawks and discarded save for a few kept to roast for the
marrow; Giernas took a moment to crack the skulls so that the
dogs could get at the brains, since they weren't going to take
time to tan the skins with them.

A little less than an hour later the two elk were reduced to
bundles of hide wrapped around the ribs, haunches, loin, heart,



tongue, sweetbreads, kidney, and liver and lashed tight with
lengths of tendon. The rangers carefully rolled up the broad
white stripes of sinew that lay beneath the spine; it was useful
for a dozen things, from bowmaking to sewing. After that they
took a moment to strip off their breechclouts and wade into the
stream, scrubbing each other down with handfuls of silver sand,
squatting to work their hair clean and then standing hastily.
This river was so clear that it was nearly invisible where the
surface was calm, but it was cold, running down from snow-melt
and glaciers.

"All clean," Giernas said, resting his chin on Sue's head and
hugging her back to him with thick-muscled arms; she was
five-seven, which made his six-one just the right height for that.
His hands roved. "And since we've been good doobies and
worked real hard..."

Sue laughed, stirred her rump tantalizingly against him, then
broke away. "You're that anxious to get a grizzly's teeth in your
ass at a strategic moment?" She laughed. "Movement attracts
their eyes, you know."

"Ah, Sue, we don't have to actually lie down, it's such a
beautiful morning, wonderful time for it..."

The young woman paused on the riverbank, hands on her hips
and head cocked to one side. "Tell me something, Pete," she said.
"I've heard you use that line while we were holed up in a cave
with a blizzard outside and no firewood—

"Hell," he said, his tone slightly hurt. "I said it would keep us
warm, that time. It did, too."

"... in tents while it was raining, on days hot enough to melt
lead, and one time when we hadn't had anything to eat but grass
soup for three days... so we'd forget about how hungry we were,
you said. So tell me something... is there any time you don't
think is just a peachy-keen wonderful time to fuck?"

"Hmmm." Giernas pulled his face into a pondering frown and
stroked his chin in thought. "Now that you mention it... no."



Sue kicked a strategically aimed splash of ice-cold water
before she turned and walked back toward their clothes. Giernas
yelped, swore, and waded ashore laughing, scooping up his rifle
and belt from the edge of the brook. They tied on fresh
breechclouts; then they pulled on their hip-high leggings, tied
them to the waistband portion of their breechclouts, shrugged
into the buckskin hunting shirts, a little cold and clammy from
resting on dew-wet bushes, belted on their gear, loaded their
horses with the meat, and set off upstream. Giernas carried his
rifle now; the bow was back on the saddle, with the quiver. He
used it to hunt, saving the precious cartridges and powder, but
they weren't hunting now. What he was worried about now was
things trying to hunt them; the red-oozing bundles of elk meat
were perfect bear bait.

"Perks, guard," Giernas said, as they set out, rifles in the
crooks of their left arms and leading-reins in their right.

The wolf-dog was pleasantly full and plainly regarded it as
time to do the sensible thing and curl up in the sun to doze, but
he didn't need telling twice. A heavy sigh, and the gray shape
slipped into the underbrush, moving ahead and to the flanks.
The younger pair of dogs followed their sire obediently; Giernas
was the alpha of their pack, but Perks ran a close second.

Seen that often enough, Giernas thought—a punishing nip on
the nose, or a brief wrestle that ended with an uppity youngster
on his or her back, throat caught in a warning grip. With Perks
around we've got discipline, by God.

The camp was half an hour's brisk walk away, in a meadow
much like the one they'd found the elk in. They hadn't bothered
to set up a tent last night, no need when they had good fires and
sleeping bags lined with wolverine fur. He scrambled up a rise a
half mile away and pulled out his binoculars. The others had the
equipment packed and on the horses, all but one of the fires
extinguished and buried, their rubbish likewise. Dogs milled
around, woofing in excitement at the preparations for a journey
into new country.

"Everyone looks ready, except for..."



"Eddie. Bet he's waiting up for us?" Sue said.

"Do bears shit in the woods?" Giernas said, looping the reins
up over Kicker's saddle.

In his opinion horses were idiots every one, even by
grazing-beast standards, but if you kept at them long enough
they could learn. The horse rolled an eye at him, then kept
moving stolidly up their own back-trail. The others, as was the
nature of the tribe, followed the leader.

The humans split up, moving soundlessly into the shadows of
the trees, flitting from one trunk to the next. Nothing... but after
a moment Giernas caught a familiar sight; Perks frozen still as a
statue, with his nose pointing to a big sugar pine. He moved
behind the one at his back and poked the muzzle of his rifle
around it.

"Peek, I see you," he called out. Playing ambush kept you on
your toes. So far he was one five-gallon barrel of beer up on
points, and when they got back to Nantucket he intended to
collect. "Hi, Eddie. You're dead."

"It's a draw!" a man's voice said from behind the tree,
aggrieved.

"No it isn't," Sue replied... from behind him.

Eddie Vergeraxsson stepped around the pine, shaking his
head and glaring at Perks. "Not fair, when you two've got a
werewolf working for you," he said.

Not entirely in jest—the slender hazel-eyed man with the
queue of brown hair was a Zarthani chief's son from Alba,
brought over to Nantucket as a hostage/pupil after the Alban
War. He'd been a citizen of the Republic for years, but that
didn't mean he thought entirely like an Islander born. He'd spent
his teens in the Republic, and decided he liked being a ranger
more than being heir to the rahax of a Sun People tribe in what
a later age would have called Kent.

"Hi, Sue," he went on. "Hey, couple of elk, eka? I'll get it on the



packhorses."

Nor entirely a bad thing that he still thinks a little like a
charioteer down deep, Giernas thought. Eddie had a bad case of
what some of the older generation on Nantucket called the
Spanish Toothache, particularly during his frequent quarrels
with Jaditwara, but there wouldn't be any trouble over Sue. As
far as he's concerned, I'm his chieftain and she's my woman
and that's it.

Another woman ran over to him as they walked into the
clearing and threw herself into his arms. He grinned, clasped her
to him with his left arm, and swung her around until she
squealed with glee and her blue-black braids flung out like
banners. Spring Indigo was a full foot shorter than his six-one,
her skin a bronze-brown-amber color, with a roundly pretty
snub-nosed slant-eyed face. She was halfway to stocky... but I
have absolutely no complaints about that figure, nosireee.
Plenty to grab in all the right places, with the suppleness natural
to a nomad in her seventeenth year. Smart, too. She'd learned
English fast, and was picking up her letters quickly.

"Husband!" she said.

Her mouth lingered on his, tasting of acorn bread and berries.
Her people didn't do lip-kissing, but she'd decided it was a good
idea, during their long trek from the tall-grass prairies near
where Independence, Missouri, would never be. She went on:

"You are the rising stars in the sky of my night! I am the moon
to your sun! You are the greatest hunter in the world!"

"I must be; caught you, didn't I?" he said, laughing down at
her face. Some of the things she said sounded a bit funny in
English, but he'd learned to translate the sense of the words. "I
love you too, honey. How's Jared?"

"Fed, changed, and sleeping,” she said. "I think he may be
starting to cut another tooth, poor thing." She turned to Sue:
"Sister!"

That was a direct translation of what a second wife called the



first, among the Cloud Shadow People fifteen hundred miles to
the east, accompanied by an enthusiastic embrace and kiss-most
grown men in Spring Indigo's tribe had more than one wife,
because so many young men died early, hunting or in raids.
Some things just worked out for the best, if you had luck. He
seemed to have the keuthes where women were concerned, thank
God.

Absolutely no way I was going to leave Indigo back there,
with my kid. The expedition had rescued her people in the
middle of a last, lost battle with enemies out to destroy them,
and one of the Islanders had been injured badly enough that they
decided to winter there. The Cloud Shadow tribe had a lot of
amiable characteristics, one of which was that they really did
believe in gratitude. The outsiders had spent the fall and winter
and early spring with them, teaching much and learning a great
deal, too; two of the Islanders had settled down with them for
good—Kkeeping a third of the horse-herd, among other things.
Sometimes he wondered what would come of that, and of the
other things Henry Morris and Dekkomonsu would show them.

They're good people, Indigo's folk, he thought; he'd
considered staying himself. There were worse lives than being a
hunter of the Cloud Shadow tribe. They were critically short of
adult males, after their losing war, and they would have been
overjoyed to make him their leader.

Yeah, I considered it for about fifteen minutes, until I finished
listing all the reasons not to do it. First, no beer, ever again, he
thought. Or hot showers, and the thought of never reading
another book... Wilderness travel was great, if you could take
some time out now and then. But it's damned good luck Indigo
and Sue hit it off so well. A small party in the wilderness had to
stick together. When they got back to the Island... well, they'd
see. The arrangement was unconventional, true, but his people
were pretty good at minding their own damn business, most of
them.

Spring Indigo broke away and shoveled dirt over the last fire,
then brought him and Sue their belated breakfast, cakes of fresh
acorn bread and mountain trout grilled over the fire on a



framework of green sticks, with a slab of bark for a plate. He
squatted on his hams and ate, considering the day to come.
Chuckling a little as his son Jared woke on his rabbitskin
blanket—his diaper was more of the same, stuffed with soft
moss— pulled himself erect, tottered two experimental steps, fell
on his belly, and made a four-legged beeline for Perks.

"Perks!" It came out sounding more like Pewks; the boy was
still having trouble with "r."

"Perks!"

It was amazing what the great scarred mankiller thug of a dog
would put up with, including yanks on his fur and tail and small
chubby fingers poked in his ears. With no more than a look of
pained resignation, or sometimes pinning the boy down with a
paw and licking his face. He didn't even get up and walk away
unless it got unbearable. Not at all the way he acted with adult
humans who took liberties.

"Come on, kwas'yain-daz, strong little warrior," Spring Indigo
said, scooping the toddler up. Young Jared screwed up his
year-old face and reached back toward the dog. "Ai-a, this child
thinks he is a puppy, that Perks is his uncle! When his time
comes to be a man, he will dream wolf-dreams and travel the
Other Country on four legs. His spirit animal will be the Wolf."

"He could do worse," Giernas said.
"Dada! Dada! Fly!"

The infant scowl changed to a smile, accompanied by babbling
sounds that were almost words, in three languages, and he
reached for his father instead of the dog. Mixed in were real
words, also in three languages, of which his father spoke only
one; they'd made a campfire game of keeping track of how many.
The latest tally had thirty-two in English learned from the
rangers, four in Sue's occasional Cantonese, and twenty-one in
Cloud Shadow dialect. Giernas took the child, snorting when
small fingers grabbed at his nose and beard, and whirled him
around to cries of fly! fly! He fluttered his lips against the bare
pale-amber skin of the boy's stomach and then handed him back,



wiggling and squealing. Spring Indigo efficiently transferred him
to a sling across her back, and he yawned and went to sleep with
a sudden limp finality, his cheek pressed against the back of her
neck, utterly relaxed in the warm comfort of contact with his
mother's back.

"He can ride in the horse-basket later."

Giernas nodded. Hmm. We ought to make the next settlement
by sundown. He splashed his face and hands with water from
the stream and dried them on grass, took up his rifle, and walked
to the head of the column. With the elk meat for a gift.

Most of the bands hereabout were hospitable and friendly, but
an excuse for a barbeque never hurt, in his experience. They
could lie up there for a couple of days, fix their gear and trade for
some more acorn-flour, and then another week ought to bring
them down into the lowlands and nearly to the coast. If he'd
calculated rightly, there ought to be an Islander ship down on
the coast of Peru trading for cotton and saltpeter about now; if
the radio hadn't gone on the fritz, they could have called—but it
would check in at San Francisco Bay anyway. Once a year in
spring, starting last year and continuing for four more, if there
was no word. His eyes went to the packhorses. One of them
carried that equipment; there might be usable parts,
irreplaceable pre-Event stuff, so they had to lug it along. Others
bore carefully prepared hide sacks, ready to be filled by panning
the foothill streams near what the pre-Event maps called Suiter's
Mill. He didn't intend to be greedy; just four... or five or six... or
maybe a dozen... horseloads of two hundred pounds each.
Enough to pay for the expedition, the way he'd promised the
chief, and enough to give everyone who returned a good solid
grubstake; that had been attractive before, and doubly so now
that he wasn't a bachelor anymore.

The doing, though, the doing, that was the thing...

The things we've seen and learned. My journal, Jaditwara's
sketches, Sue's botanical stuff, the plants and animal specimens
— He'd stood in one place on a knoll and rough-counted ten
million buffalo going by, once. A single passenger-pigeon flock of
a million and a half, crossing the Ohio...



The fourth member of the expedition was sitting cross-legged
and leaning against a tree, sketching with charcoal on a flat
piece of white pinewood. Their local guide, Tidtaway, stood a
little way away from her, posing.

At least we actually know he's called Tidtaway now. Since
he'd been visiting them for months in their winter camp and
traveling with them for weeks. The name probably translated as
something like "Quick Tongue."

Half the time they couldn't be sure if what a local said when he
tapped his chest was really a name, or meant something like
"That's me," or "I am your guide," or "Hi, and who are you?" or
"Wow! Funny-looking foreigners sitting on weird deerlike
creatures!"

Or a phrase might be the name of his tribe or clan or whatever
they had... just as the "names" of local features might mean
"that's a lake" or "why are you pointing at the mountain?" It was
frustrating, not being able to stay in one spot long enough to get
past gestures, grunts, and a few elementary words. But there
were so many languages here, sometimes changing from one
little band to the next, particularly up in the mountains; they'd
barely got to an elementary-conversation level with Tidtaway.
The ranger thought that the guide's tongue might be ancestral to
the Penutian family of languages, but he couldn't be sure; the
sources on the Island had been frustratingly general, and he
himself was no scholar. He wished it had been practical to bring
one of the pre-Event tape recorders along, so that students back
on the Island could hear the actual sounds.

The Indian was a short dark man, muscular and strong, with
an engaging smile showing a gap in his white teeth. Giernas
suspected it was something of a salesman's smile; certainly
Tidtaway had been trying to bargain with the strangers from the
moment they arrived, and hadn't stopped since they decided to
winter near his band last fall.

Jaditwara of the Teluko lineage of the Fiernan Bohulugi
finished the drawing and shook back her long yellow mane,
slipping on a beaded headband she'd gotten in trade for another
drawing six months before, and picking up her rifle. Giernas



chuckled silently to himself; among other things, the guide had
tried to buy Jaditwara with three strings of oyster-shell beads, a
volcanic-glass pendant, and a bundle of wolverine pelts. Now he
exclaimed in wonder at the drawing, wrapped it carefully
between two pieces of bark secured with thongs, and added it to
his bedroll—a large woven mat that also served as a poncho or
cloak at need, rolled into a tube with a bearskin lashed around it.
The lashings also held one of the grooved throwing-sticks with a
hook at the end the Aztecs had called—would have called—an
atlatl, and four feathered darts with wickedly sharp obsidian
points that must have come from far away in trade. For the rest
he wore sandals, a breechclout with panels falling fore and aft,
and a belt that carried a steel trade knife and a stone-headed
hatchet; his hair fell to the shoulders, confined by a headband
sewn with plaques of bone.

"Let's go," Giernas said.

Tidtaway picked up a quiver of arrows and a short recurve
bow; that had been a major part of his pay, that and showing
him how to make and repair and use it. He trotted up to take
point with the Islander leader, making a respectful circuit
around Perks, who didn't like him. Eddie fell back to walk
rearguard; Jaditwara led the horses, all traveling single file. After
the first mile or so Spring Indigo judged Jared asleep enough
and transferred him to a fur-lined wicker basket on one of the
pack saddles. It was shaped like a recliner version of a child's car
safety seat, complete with leather crossbelts; versions of it had
held the boy for better than two thousand miles of travel. She
shrugged into a haversack arrangement that put another
openmouthed basket on her back and ranged alongside the
pathway with a digging-stick, stopping now and then to collect a
handful of clover or bulbs, or early flowers gone to seed, and toss
them over her shoulder. When she saw something unfamiliar
she'd call Sue over, and the handy little Field Guide to Western
Plants would come out. Once or twice what they saw wasn't
listed at all, and a specimen would be carefully transferred to the
drying press. The only problem were the colts, who had a
tendency to wander and dash about. When

Jared woke up, he'd point and say dis? dis?, his current



all-purpose word for "information, please."

The pace was easy enough, easier on the humans than pack
animals still a little out of condition from winter idleness; all the
rangers were in hard good shape, and he'd found that Spring
Indigo could walk any of them tired. If it weren't for the needs of
a nursing infant they could have made the West Coast before
snowfall last.

But we did have Jared along, and weren't in a hurry, he
thought.

They'd taken the crossing of the Plains in slow stages and
made frequent long stops at campsites with good water and
game, particularly when they got up into the high basin desert
country of Nevada. It had been late September by the time they
reached Tahoe, far too late to risk the Donner Pass route. Yet
still plenty of time to build good tight log cabins, cut meadow
hay for the horses, and lay up supplies. They'd discovered that
there were few things that ate as well as a fat autumn grizzly
weighing in around half a ton—if you were carefully unsporting
about shooting from a place they couldn't get at— and the
brain-tanned pelts made superb coats and blankets.

He smiled reminiscently; they'd also made skis, which had
been fun and had impressed the hell out of the surrounding
tribes, visited far and wide to trade or for feasts and ceremonies
and study, hunted, chopped holes in the ice of streams and lakes
to fish, spent hours cutting wood and hauling it on improvised
sleds, sometimes had daylong games of snowball ambush.
Periods when they were snowbound with weeklong blizzards
outside were spent resting, catching up on their notes and
journals and specimen collections, playing with Jared and
whittling toys for him, mending gear, entertaining visiting
tribesfolk, singing, storytelling, playing chess, making love... not
a bad winter, all in all. They'd all been glad for spring and
snowmelt, though.

Today the path lay westward and downward, through pine
forest and meadow, with an increasing share of black oak as they
dropped, and then an occasional blue oak as well. The mountains
still stood snow-fanged at their backs, but now and then the way



ahead gave a clear view, and he could see down and west toward
the green-gold foothills and the long blue line of forest along the
rivers of the Sacramento Valley. The stream whose course they
were more or less following gurgled and leaped to his right, and
sometimes the foot trail was close enough that drifts of spray
came through the thick growth of ferns and drifted across their
faces. Near a stand of sequoia they stopped for lunch—grilled elk
liver and kidneys, wild onions, and more of the acorn-meal
bannocks.

"God, but this is pretty country," Giernas said, looking up into
the swaying tops two hundred and fifty feet above and breathing
in the cool scented air of their shadow. The thick straight
ruddy-brown trunks of the grove were thirty feet around and
more; he knew, because Sue had gotten out her measuring rope
and sampled half a dozen. Above a pair of condors wheeled,
winged majesty, their unmoving pinions spreading the width of
a Coast Guard ultralight as they rode the foothill thermals.

"Rich, too," Eddie mused, biting the last of a kidney off a stick
and then prying at a fragment between two teeth with a
fingernail. "And I don't mean the gold; gold is good, but you
can't eat it or ride it. This would be a stockman's paradise, and
it's getting better as we get lower. Even better than the plains
east of the mountains, more sheltered, not so cold in winter—
wonderful, wonderful, wonderful grass, Hepkonwsa hear my
word. The horses are putting on flesh, even as hard as we're
working them."

Giernas snorted. "You know, back when I was a kid, before the
Event, I read about a party coming west—this was long before
my time, a hundred and fifty years—who starved near where we
wintered."

"In the Donner Pass?"

"Yeah, the place was named for them. The Donner Party."
Donner, party of sixty-seven, your table's ready, he quoted to
himself; it would take too much effort to explain it to the
ex-Alban.

Eddie looked baffled. "Starved? Even in deep-snow winter...



that would be like starving in a stock pen."
"Natural-born damned fools can do that anywhere—

They shot to their feet at the dogs' baying and Tidtaway's
shout, wheeling and crouching. The horses began to snort and
back, working their feet against the picket ropes and hobbles.
Giernas snatched up his rifle and thumbed back the hammer;
the others did likewise, except for Spring Indigo, who grabbed a
Seahaven crossbow they had along, with a bow made from a
cut-down car spring. He'd adjusted the stock for her smaller
arms. The pawl-and-ratchet cocking lever built into the
fore-stock was easy to handle, and since bolts were reusable she'd
practiced enough to be a clout shot. She pumped it six times and
slotted a short, thick bolt into the groove, moving with
businesslike dispatch.

"Old Ep, sure enough," Giernas said grimly. "Perks, Saule,
Ausra—back and watch! Stand!"

The humpbacked bear walked into the open shade of the great
trees with a shambling arrogance, his silver-tipped cinnamon
hide moving on the great bones like a loosely fastened rug. The
big-dished muzzle lifted, sampling the air with its strange,
tantalizing smell of cooking meat and undertone of raw bloody
flesh, and then he reared to his full twelve feet of height with a
grumbling bellow.

Four .40 bullets and a crossbow bolt designed to punch
through armor might be enough to take him down; or they could
just make him very, very angry. Since there was very little apart
from another grizzly that could meet a charge, Old Ep didn't
have much of a run-away-when-hurt reflex. Giernas swallowed
past a dry mouth, watching the bear, watching his reaction to
the unfamiliar scents and sounds, to the three dogs making little
snarling rushes and bouncing about just out of range of the
piledriver paws. Sometimes grizzlies ran a wolf pack off its Kkill...

Dane Sweet ought to see this, he thought. Hell, we're the
endangered species, hereabouts.

"I don't think he's angry, just curious," he said finally. "We'll



try and see him off. Jaditwara, you and I'll fire over his head.
Everyone else, yell. Sue, Eddie, Indigo, keep him covered."

Crack. Crack.

The shots blasted out, jets of off-white sulfur-smelling smoke
rising from the rifles. The butt thumped his shoulder with a
familiar blow. Giernas's hand went to the knob on the top of the
rifle's stock, pulled it up and the lever with it, and the brass
plunger attached to the underside that filled the breech. That
was blocked by the greased wad from the base of the nitrated
paper cartridge; he dropped a fresh round into the slot and
pushed it forward with his thumb, driving the spent wad ahead
of it. A quick slap of the hand brought the lever back down; he
pulled the hammer back to half-cock, brought the priming flask
up and thumbed the catch to drop a measured pinch of
fine-grained powder into the pan, used the flask-head to knock
the frizzen back to cover it, then dropped it to dangle on its
shoulder cord while he brought the weapon to full cock.

That all took ten seconds, the fruit of endless practice.
Meanwhile he could see and hear the others yell, jump, howl,
shriek. The bear started violently at the hammer noise of the
firearms, and more at the unfamiliar scent of burned powder,
falling to all fours and roaring with wide-stretched mouth,
showing long wet yellow teeth in a pink cavern of mouth.

Tidtaway surprised him, turning to snatch the ends of burning
sticks from the campfire in both hands. Whipping them into
flame he ran forward, waving them aloft and screeching. The
bear began to back up, waving its dish-faced head from side to
side on the long snaky neck.

"Sue, Eddie, more shots in the air," Giernas shouted, keeping
the bear's right foreleg in his sights—he was pretty certain of
breaking the bone, there.

Crack. Crack. A frenzy of reloading.

The grizzly flinched, and Tidtaway ran toward it, throwing a
burning stick pinwheeling through the air. It landed in dry pine
duff not far from the animal. Sparks flew out, caught, and turned



into crackling fire and smoke. The bear visibly decided that food
wasn't worth all this trouble no matter how good it smelled and
turned, hurrying away with a shambling gait that covered
ground faster than a man could run, then breaking into a slow
gallop, complaining gutturally. Giernas worked his mouth,
whistled on the second attempt. The dogs halted, despite the
almost irresistible attraction of the retreating grizzly's rump; the
last thing they needed now was the bear enraged by a mouthful
of fangs in the ass.

"I must be getting old," Giernas muttered. "I'm learning to
leave well enough alone."

And the adventures had been a lot more carefree before Jared
was born. Not just the danger of the child being injured, first
and foremost and bad though that was. He found himself
worrying about getting injured or killed himself and not being
there to protect his son. If it hadn't been for good friends who he
knew would pitch in, it would have taken all the fun out of
things.

Eddie came up, laughing as he eased the hammer of his rifle
back to half-cock, the safety position. "Pete, that was one
beautiful rug we lost there. Did you see the size of him! That hide
would be perfect for in front of the fire in the place I'm going to
build back home on Long Island."”

That was Eddie's particular dream, land of his own and fat
herds and tall horses and strong sons; in that, he was still
Zarthani. When the gold was in the saddlebags he could do it,
and quickly, although Giernas suspected he'd be bored. The
other ranger went on:

"And after I'd told her how I killed the beast single-handed as
it charged, roaring like thunder, what girl could resist getting
laid on it?"

Sue came up beside him. "Plenty, when they saw the scars
where your face used to be before the bear ate it," she said dryly.
"You're going to raise horses, so use a horsehide rug."

He glared at her for an instant, genuine horror in his look.



"Kill a horse to make a rug! Are you crazy or..." He caught the
half wink she gave Giernas. "Oh, the Lady of the Horses give you
both arse-boils and bleeding piles, you scoffers!"

She shook her head as he stamped off; however assimilated in
other ways he remained an obstinate pagan, convinced that
Christian scorn for his tribe's ancestral gods was both blasphemy
and likely to bring bad luck to boot, at least for him personally.
Sue enjoyed ribbing him about it occasionally, and it usually
stayed good-humored enough.

"Let's get moving, people,” Giernas called, in what he thought
of privately as his head-of-the-expedition voice. He chopped his
right hand westward and downslope. "Yo!"

Tidtaway resumed his position after they'd extinguished the
fire with earth and water, and the party passed through a rocky
field of boulders, over a ridgeback, down further on the westward
path.

"Good, with the fire sticks," Giernas said, in what he hoped
was the guide's language. He spoke Lekkansu fluently, the tongue
of the tribes who lived along the New England coast near
Nantucket. That had about as much relation to the languages
hereabouts as English did to Babylonian. "Strong heart." He
thumped the fist of his free right hand on his hunting shirt.
"Guts" didn't usually translate well.

Tidtaway shrugged. "Bears... with long time," he said, in
atrociously accented English, and held his own hand out at waist
level.

f think he means he grew up around 'em, Giernas decided.
Since he was knee high to a hopper.

The ranger nodded; the smaller black bears were worth
treating with respect, but these Western silvertips were a lot
bigger and meaner. Most of the time they'd leave you alone
unless you provoked them. Then again, they might suddenly
decide you were edible, or just slap out at you like a man at a fly.

He snorted softly. The Lost Geezers, the way they talked about



animals... Hell, I like animals. Wouldn't want to be in a place
where they were scarce. But Jesus, they're not all little fluffy
bunnies that'll die if you think mean thoughts! Time to get to
business, though.

He pointed westward. "Your friends?" he said.

Tidtaway looked around at the landscape, then up at the sun
that was sinking before them. When he spoke, Giernas sighed
and gestured to him to slow down. After half an hour, he judged
he'd gotten a confirmation of previous conversations, if they
weren't just misunderstanding each other in the same way every
time. The band ahead weren't of Tidtaway's people, and didn't
speak his language although it was related to his. But he'd visited
years ago to trade obsidian and quartz for shells and salt, and he
spoke their tongue a little, and they were hospitable to traders
and travelers.

Hmmmm. Tidtaway's getting to the edge of his useful range.
Should we give him his stuff and pick up another guide for the
rest of the way to the coast, or just pay him off and wing it?

The trail was widening, and they were in the real foothills now,
growing less rocky and steep as the land flattened. The Indian
looked around, increasingly puzzled.

"Where people? See hunter here, see woman here—crazy,
where people?" he bust out at last, then a long sentence in his

own language, and back to English: "Bullshit, man. Fuckin'
bullshit."

They crested a rise and looked down into a valley bright-green
with spring grass, streaked with orange-yellow drifts of
California poppies. It was broad, opening out to the west into the
Sacramento plain, with a river fringed by big live oaks rushing
over rocks to their right, falling to a pool and then meandering
down the middle of it. Here and there it spread out in shallows
that reflected blue from the cloudless sky overhead, great flights
of wildfowl taking off and landing as he watched. The hills to
either side were low and smooth, open savanna studded with
round-topped trees, huge valley oak lower down and black oak on
the summits. He unlimbered his precious pre-Event binoculars



and scanned; at the far western edge of the valley he could see a
herd of pronghorn antelope cantering, a hundred or so of them.

Wait a minute, he thought. They shouldn't be that close to a
lair of humans. H. sapiens was the top predator in any area,
even one infested with grizzlies. Game should be a little wary, at
least.

The glasses swept back to the Indian settlement in mid-valley.
There were ten dwellings built amid the valley oaks for shade and
shelter, circular domed huts of overlapping reed bundles bound
on bentwood frames, with low doors closed by hide curtains on
the southern side and smokeholes at the tops. Fairly small
dwellings, six to twelve feet in diameter, easy to throw up in a
few hours—the inhabitants would probably move on a set round
with the warmer seasons, and shift these semipermanent winter
quarters whenever the surroundings got too noise-some. One hut
was larger, and thickly plastered with clay over the reeds,
probably a sweat house. The site was a good one, dry even during
the winter rains but near good drinking water and fishing, with
marshes for wildfowl, grassland for elk and mule deer and
antelope, and it looked to be good gathering country, too.
Certainly there were a clutch of acorn granaries, like huge
man-tall baskets woven around stout poles at their corners.

Where the hell are the people, though? There ought to be fifty
or sixty in this band, from the buildings. Women grinding
acorns, cooking, weaving baskets, out in the land about
gathering fresh spring greens; men toolmaking, hunting,
working on hides; both sexes teaching older kids by
demonstration; younger children running about at simple chores
or play. There isn't even any smoke, goddammit. Locals never let
all their fires go out—it was taboo, and just too much of a pain in
the ass to relight, when all you had was a hand-drill. They
couldn't all have gone up into the Sierras already, it wasn't quite
the season, and even then some of the older folks would remain
at the winter base to look after their stuff.

"Doesn't look right," he said, and handed the binoculars to the
guide.

Tidtaway was worried, too; he simply took the binoculars and



used them, without any of the usual fulsome wondering
admiration. Among his people, if you praised something highly
the owner had to give it to you. He still had trouble really
believing that Nantucketers didn't operate that way.

"Nobody," he said after a moment.
"War?" Giernas asked. Not likely, but...

Tidtaway made a gesture of negation, tossing his head, then
remembered to shake it in the manner of Western civilization.

"War, kill one man one time, steal one woman one time out
alone. Not whole bunch. Nobody here." His face screwed up in
bewilderment.

You look just how I feel, Giernas thought. A suspicion moved
below the surface of his mind. No. Not here.

"Sue, you come with me," he said. "Eddie—" he unhooked the
binocular case and handed it over. "You're in charge here; keep
watch. One shot for come running with fangs out and hair

h on fire, two for danger and stay put, three for run like hell.
Perks, heel! Saule, Ausra, stay."

The three of them set out at a steady loping wolf-trot, slowing
a little as they came down into the valley flat. Giernas kept his
eyes moving; there was nothing except the usual bugs and birds,
small animals; once a startled cougar standing on a rock that
took one look at them and fled. The wind was steady at his back
as they approached the Indian settlement.

Perks had been loping not far ahead with his usual casual
alertness, panting a bit as the day grew hotter. Now he reeled in
his tongue, slowed, stopped, and stood stiff-legged, growling
slightly, the thick ruff of fur around his shoulders and neck
bristling. Giernas stopped himself, flinging up a hand, conscious
of more sweat running down his face and flanks than a mere
couple of miles' run on a spring day should have brought.

"I'm going in alone," he said slowly. Sue cut off her protest at



the chopping gesture he made. "Tidtaway, wait here. Same
signals."

The ranger walked forward, rifle in his hands—although he
had a sickening suspicion that there was nothing ahead that a
bullet could protect him from. Even against the wind, the
oily-sweet stink of corruption warned him at ten or twenty yards
out, and the buzzing of innumerable flies. He swallowed,
clenched teeth, made himself move forward at a cautious walk.
The first body lay in the shadow of one of the great oaks, feet
pointing at one hut and head at another. Small scavengers had
been at it, and the flesh seethed with maggots, but from the
dress—skirt of raven feathers, wand with a ruff of eagle feathers,
necklace of bear claws centered on the skull of a falcon— this had
been a shaman. He looked back along the trail; you could still see
that the man had dragged himself along until he collapsed.

Probably trying everything he could to save his people,
Giernas thought with a deep sadness underlaid with anger. He
slung the rifle over his back and moved through the settlement,
careful to touch nothing. Many of the bodies were fresher than
the dead shaman; he pushed his head into one hut, then another,
forcing himself not to gag, looking closely.

"Jesus," he said softly, then spat to clear his mouth of the cold
gummy saliva of nausea. He raised his rifle, fired, reloaded, fired
again.

Then he found an empty basket, tore it into strips, built a little
tipi of dry branches, then crouched over it with the fire-maker
from his belt pouch, winding its spring and checking that the
flint was fresh and unworn. When he thumbed the release catch
the mechanism whirred and a torrent of sparks flashed into the
pan with its dried tinder. He blew softly on it, then tipped it into
the basket shreds and blew again, glad of a mindless familiar
task that let him distance himself from what lay about. When the
fire was well set he put the ends of thick branches in it, then used
more to move—scrape would have been a better term—all the
remains outdoors into the huts. Then he set those on fire and
stripped himself naked; everything went into the blaze that was
not wood or metal, even the precious ammunition pouch and the



sheaths of his weapons, even the leather sling of the rifle.

He might easily have missed the last sign as he left, skin
roughened with fear. But his eyes had been trained to watch for
patterns all his life since the Event, and those skills unmercifully
honed as the expedition traveled west across the continent. He
stopped, went to one knee, peered incredulously. The mark was
old, in the shadow of a clump of knee-high bunchgrass, and
nearly obliterated by the wind; a single footstep would have
wiped out all trace of it. But there was no doubt of what it was.
No other animal left that mark, the arched shape of a horse's
hoof. His fingers brushed over it lightly. A shod hoof at that, he
could see the marks of the nails. The expedition's horses weren't
shod—carrying that many blanks would have cut too far into
their useful loads, so they'd just been careful. This—

Sue and Tidtaway watched him wide-eyed as he approached,
naked save for the rifle and blades he carried in both hands.

"Stand back!" he called, from twenty feet away, then thought
of the flies. Unlikely that they could come upwind, but... "Get
back—get back a mile, then wait for me. Do it! Now!"

Neither hesitated. Giernas turned and ran for the river, found
a spot where water curled clean over rocks and sand, checked
carefully that no victim had crawled this way in the grip of fever,
then washed himself and his tools again and again, gripped
Perks by his ruff and forced the dog through the same despite
whinings and squirmings and the occasional growl.

I hope this works, he thought desperately. God, I wish I knew
more about smallpox.

All he knew for sure was that if it hit people who hadn't been
vaccinated, most of them would die. That was what the books
said, and he'd seen far more proof than he ever wanted.

CHAPTER SIX

September, 10 A.E.—Babylon, Kingdom of
Kar-Duniash



September, 10 A.E.—O'Rourke's Ford, east of Troy
October, 10 A.E.—Westhaven, Alba

King Kashtiliash—Great King of Babylon, King of the Four
Quarters of the Earth, King of the Universe, viceregent of the
great god Marduk, overlord of Assyria by right of conquest and
of Elam by treaty of vassalage, and ally of the Republic of
Nantucket in this the Year 10—slept with a Python revolver
beneath his pillow.

His hand clenched on the smooth checkered wood and metal
of the butt as he woke. The gesture was instinctive, although for
most of his twenty-seven years it had been the hilt of a dagger he
grasped on waking. It was no less necessary this last year since
his father died and he took the throne; more so, if anything.

The royal bedchamber was large and dim, and thick brick
walls and cunningly contrived vents in floor and ceiling kept it
cool even in the summers of the Land Between the Rivers. That
slight breeze sent a ripple through the rich hangings on the walls
amid a scent of musk and incense, as well as a welcome breath
across sweat-slick skin. For a moment his sleep-dazzled eyes
thought that that was what had awoken him. An animal
alertness brought him fully alert. A shout would bring guards
with sword and rifle... but if an intruder had come this far, it
might well be that the guards had been corrupted. He did not
think so, but he did not intend to risk his life on the question,
either. And Ku-Aya was gone from her place beside him... His
thumb drew back the hammer of the weapon, softly, slowly, still
beneath the muffling pillow, all to mute the distinctive click.

The bed was raised on a low platform, with tables of inlaid on
either side. One of those held a kerosene lantern, its flame turned
down to a slight red glow. He let that be, and took instead a steel
fighting knife of the kind his Nantukhtar allies called a bowie in
his left hand. The pistol in his right felt absurdly light after the
bronze swords he had borne since toddlerhood, but intensive
practice had made him adept with the Islander weapon. His bare
feet touched silently on the tile and soft rugs of the floor—an
advantage of royal rank, for mats of reed or straw would have
made a sound, rutching under his weight. Kashtiliash son of



Shagarakti-Shuriash was tall for a man of Kar-Duniash,
broad-shouldered and thick-armed, his hairy muscular body
compact and strong, tanned to bronze on face and limbs, fading
to his natural dark olive on his torso. Waving blue-black hair fell
to his shoulders, loosed for the night from its usual bun at the
nape of his neck, and his curled beard was thick and dense,
growing up to the edges of his high cheekbones, framing a
beak-nosed, full-lipped face and eyes of a catlike hazel.

They quickly found the source of the disturbance that had
troubled his sleep, and grew wide at the sight. A sliver of light
was showing beneath the doors that led to the private rooms of
the Lady of the Land, Queen of Babylon, Lieutenant Colonel
Kathryn Hollard. Who was hundreds of miles away this night—

His feet moved with a hunter's silence, despite the solid weight
of muscle and bone they upbore. Slowly, carefully he moved his
left arm until the knuckles of the hand that held the knife
touched the slick inlaid cedarwood of the door. He slitted his
eyes—it would not do to be blinded by the sudden wash of
light—and pushed sharply, wheeling to bring the Python up.

He froze, as astonished as the figure in his sights—more so. It
was his concubine Ku-Aya, naked as he, her plumply pretty face
going slack in astonishment, then pasty-white with terror. She
cowered back against the spindly dressing table, nearly
overturning the lamp. Then she dropped to her face on the
carpet; her hand moved, until he put his foot on it.

"Do not stir," he said harshly.

This was forbidden ground to all save him and a few servants.
Something dark had fallen from the woman's hand. He bent and
picked it up. His hand jerked as if to throw it away again when
he realized what it was; a little folded tablet of lead, with a figure
scratched on it, and some lines of writing.

A cursing tablet! Kashtiliash thought, stomach crawling with
the sickness of horror.

He recognized the scorpion-tailed, four-winged, lion-pawed
drawing. In his studies in the House of Succession he had read



the mighty collection of incantations known as Utukku Lemnutu,
The Evil Demons. The lines pressed into the lead were crude, but
there was no doubt that they showed Pazuzu, the Lord of the
Demons of the Waste—master of sandstorms and bringer of all ill
fortune for travelers. But the words inscribed below were not a
prayer or spell to foil the demon's wickedness. They were an
invocation, a summoning.

"The punishment for sorcery directed at the King's person is
flaying alive," he grated.

"Not you! My Lord King, your handmaiden lies at your feet—it
is not against you! Look inside the lead, and my lord will see!"

She did lie at his feet. He carefully bent the soft metal back,
and a fine dusting of hairs fell into his palm. They were the color
of desert sand, light and fine—hair such as was almost never seen
in the land of Kar-Duniash. Cropped short, in the manner of the
Nantukhtar warriors; Ku-Aya must have plucked it from a
hairbrush of the queen's. He raised the pistol then, rage washing
red across his vision. A curse against someone traveling... as the
queen did this night, in the Nantukhtar ship of the air, over the
deserts where Pazuzu had most power. Memory made him lower
the pistol; Kathryn would not thank him for such a deed. She did
not believe any curse of this land held power over her, either.

"You conspire against the queen, the Lady of the Land," he
said. "For that also the punishment is death."

Ku-Aya surprised him, wrenching her wrist free and hunching
backward, hissing like an Egyptian cat. "The queen! The
sorceress who has bespelled our lord!" Her voice rose to a shriek.
"The unnatural bitch, not even a woman, a man with
breasts—the doer of evil, they plot against my lord and he will
not see—

"Silence!"

Kashtiliash controlled himself with an effort, his breath
slowing. He dropped the knife and pistol on the table, grabbed
the woman by her neck, and pitched her into the royal
bedchamber. Then he belted on a light kilt—it was unlawful,



unlucky, for ordinary men to see the King's nakedness, at least
here in the palace—and shouted for the guards. They came, along
with a sa resi, an eunuch chamberlain.

The armed men bristled at the sight of the anger on his face,
facing outward and bringing their rifles to port-arms as they
glared about for intruders.

"Stand easy," Kashtiliash said, gesturing impatiently. "There
is no enemy here." He nudged the woman with his toe. "Captain
Mar-biti-apla-usur."

"Command me, King of the Universe!"

"This woman has gravely displeased me," he said. "She is to be
expelled from the palace. As she is, taking nothing."

The guard captain bowed. "What shall be done with her
then?" he asked.

"I do not care. She is become a weariness to my spirit."

The guardsman bowed again, grabbed the blubbering woman
by her hair, and pulled her out of the chamber as she scrambled
to rise. The officer would probably add her to his household, or
sell her—Kashtiliash had spoken truth when he said he was
indifferent.

"Oh King, live forever," the eunuch said, rising from his
prostration. "Do you wish another woman?"

"At this hour? Leave me, go, go," Kashtiliash said.

His sigh was half groan in the silence as the chamber
emptied. There is only one woman that I wish were here, and I
am angered with her. Or at least with her brother, the general of
the allied Nantukhtar forces here in Kar-Duniash.

Raupasha had claimed Kenneth Hollard for her consort. Did
that mean a plot to seize Mitanni from his control, or could it be
only the foolishness of a besotted girl?



"Officer on deck!"

Private Kyle Hook swung his legs down from the bunk and
came to attention. Sick call beat lying on the hospital bunk
looking out the window—though it was pleasant enough to watch
everyone else working for once. The colonel had arrived,
red-haired little I-am-at-God's-Right-Hand O'Rourke himself,
and everyone was running back and forth like ants in a hill
someone had poked with a stick.

Prancing around on that fancy horse of his like he's
something special, Hook thought. Dumb mick was working as a
fucking waiter when the Event happened. I should be out there,
not him.

The doctor made her rounds, small and neat in a blue Coast
Guard uniform and white coat; most of the ones in this room
were ambulatory cases, but there were a few pale and drawn
with fever that she stooped over as they lay. Her face hardened
when she came to Kyle Hook.

"So," she said, looking him over. She was a slight gray-haired
woman with pawky blue eyes that made nothing of his extra
inches of height. "Malingering again, eh, Hook?"

"No, ma'am," he said, working his left arm slowly and
cautiously. "Shoulder hurts something awful, ma'am."

"Take off your shirt, then," she said briskly, and put her black
bag down on a window ledge.

"I'm not well, Dr. Wenter, really I'm not, ma'am," Hook said,
muffled by the T-shirt he was cautiously removing.

"You're a malingerer, a liar, and a thief, Hook," the doctor said
briskly, yanking it free and bringing a yelp from him.

He kept himself meek; if you shaved a gorilla and stuffed it
into a blue sailor suit, it would look a lot like the orderly behind
the medic.

"Turn your ugly face to the wall, and shut up. How you ever



made it through Camp Grant mystifies me. Even the Marines..."

Because I didn't have any choice, bitch, he thought, bracing
his hands against the mud brick.

It had been Camp Grant or Inagua Island Detention Center
and shoveling salt for five years. He'd thought the Marines would
be a better choice, seeing as he was an Islander born; thought
he'd be sure of promotion, maybe a commission. But it was
always the same story, persecution wherever he turned. Nearly
washed me out to Inagua anyway, the motherfuckers. He'd had
to bust his balls just to end up a rifleman here in the ass-end of
nowhere, after a reaming-out full of threats he knew were no
bluff. If there hadn't been a war on, he would have ended up
shoveling salt.

"Ah," the doctor said, after a probe brought another yelp out
of him. "As I thought, nothing but a boil. Well, I can lance it for
you and the fever'll be down in a day or two."

"Lance—" he began in alarm, catching the glint of the blade
out of the corner of his eye.

"This will hurt you a lot more than it will hurt me," the doctor
said cheerfully. "Hold still."

He did, while the cold sting of the metal made equally cold
sweat start out on his torso. Call me a thief! Well, yes, he'd taken
things now and then, but he needed them. Mother and father
dead right after the Event, murder-suicide, foster parents the
Town assigned him doddering oldsters busy with four young
Alban brats... what did they expect? A good dutiful student and
then a good dutiful fisherman or potato-grower. Not Kyle Hook,
no indeed. He remembered what life had been like in New York,
clung to it when others let themselves forget. His father had told
him he'd go to Princeton or Yale one day... Then the Event had
come along and taken away his youth, the best years of his life;
nothing but blister-hard work and school and endless boredom
left.

He stifled a scream as the wound ointment was irrigated into
the opened boil like burning ice over the raw flesh. You couldn't



let something like that show in the Corps; too many Alban
bastards who'd despise you if you did, and life would be even
more hellish without some respect. Stinking savages, but there
were a lot of them—and he had to kennel with them. The doctor
applied a dressing and stepped back, wiping her scalpel with
disinfectant.

"You'll be fit for duty in four days, Hook," she said. "You'd
never have been unfit if you'd reported that immediately."

"Well, I couldn't see it there, could I? Ma'am," he said
reasonably.

A few of the others laughed when the doctor had gone. Hook
glared them into silence; he was a big young man, six feet, and
strong in a lanky long-muscled fashion; few cared to meet his flat
hazel eyes for long. Unarmed combat had been one of his better
specialties; that and marksmanship had saved him from
washing out after repeated "marginal disciplinaries" on his
Recruit Evaluation Forms. When everyone was quiet he swung
back onto his pallet and lay on his stomach as he looked out the
window again.

"Lucky... the boil wasn't on your ass... Hook," a voice said from
the lower bunk, with a strong choppy Sun People accent. "Then
everyone... would see... you're a half-assed... excuse for a
Marine."

He leaned over, glaring at the sweat-wet face of the sick man
below him. "Get off my case, Edraxsson!" he said. "You've been
biting my ass for a year now, and I'm fucking sick of it, you
hear?"

"That's because you're... a disgrace to my beloved... Corps," the
noncom said. "But I'm going to make a Marine out of you... yet,
Hook," he said, eyes beginning to wander and then brought back
by an effort of will.

"Shut the fuck up, Edraxsson," Hook barked. "You're just a
useless cripple here, not a fucking noncom, so shut up!"

Edraxsson smirked, despite the fever from his infected foot— a



pack mule had stepped on it, and driven filth into the wound
while he was out on patrol. Hook felt something spark behind his
eyes, like a small white explosion, and reached for his webbing
belt where it hung on a wooden peg driven into the adobe wall.

Right across the face, he thought. That'll shut him up, I'll give
him the buckle—

"Hey, heads up!" one of the other patients said, craning her
head to get a better view through the narrow window and the
thick mud-brick wall it pierced. "Something going on out there!"

Hook had a better view. The Gatling was crewed up, and the
colonel leading it out at a gallop. His eyes went wider;
something was up. When he heard the crackle of shots and then
the ripping-canvas sound of the machine gun in operation, an
icy trickle reached up from groin to stomach and cooled the rage
there the way salt spray would a candle-flame on deck.

"Something's going down."

Marian Alston-Kurlelo ate slowly, with conscious pleasure. She
loved the sea, but there were things you just couldn't expect on
salt water, and a good ham-and-eggs breakfast was one of them.
They were due to leave Westhaven today; touch at Portsmouth
Base, and then south with the fleet. At least they'd be sailing out
of Alba's late fall into the Mediterranean's mild winter...

She ignored the occasional courier who came in to drop off a
written message or consult in whispers with her hostess; the last
thing a busy subordinate needed was their elbow joggled.

There was even tumeric for the scrambled eggs, and acorn-fed
Alban hams were better than anything Smithfield, Virginia, had
ever turned out. They were going to be far foreign for a good long
while soon, probably eating hardtack—what the enlisted ranks
called dog biscuit, with reason—and salt cod.

"What's the status on the Merrimac?" she asked, in a quiet
moment.

"The dockside people were working all night in shifts,



Commodore," Commandant Hendricksson said. "They're putting
the finishing touches on stowage now, completing her
provisioning."

That had had to wait until the cargo from Irondale was
loaded, since stores needed to go on top to be accessible during
the voyage south. Which they wouldn't, under tons of rolled steel
plate, boiler, engine parts, and cannon.

"Talbott and the Severna Park finished their loading
yesterday, so that's six hundred tons of coal along with it—yah,
should be ample."

Alston nodded, calculations running through her head.
"Plenty, if we whip the coal ashore and send the ships back for a
second load as soon as we're set up," she said. "Very good work,
Greta."

Hendricksson nodded; she was a tall fair woman, in her late
thirties now, built with a matronly solidity and usually showing a
calm, stolid reliability. "It may not be spectacular, but we do get
things done here," she said.

The commodore inclined her head. The ex-Minnesotan had
been an officer on Eagle before the Event. She didn't have quite
the touch of the buccaneer you needed for ship command in this
era, more of a routiner. Thoroughly brave, of course. She'd been
one of the commando of five who went with Alston into the
Olmec city-fort of San Lorenzo in the Year 1, when Martha
Cofflin had been kidnapped and taken south by Lisketter's band
of Save the Noble Native American imbeciles. At least, San
Lorenzo was what the archaeologists would have called it, in a
history where its lords hadn't sacrificed most of Lisketter's crew
to the Jaguar God, and where it wasn't burned and abandoned
after the Islander punitive expedition and the unintentional
plague of mumps that followed. The jungle was growing back
over the temple mounds and giant stone heads now, though the
other Olmec centers were flourishing.

Martha's back in Nantucket Town... Pulakis is farming on
Long Island, Alonski drowned on that fishing boat, poor
bastard, and Greta's been in charge here since the Alban War.



Hasn't been back to the Island more than a couple of times.

She'd done well, though; it was a post that suited a lover of
schedules and lists and procedures. Her husband was a civil
engineer of like outlook, out since the crack of dawn supervising
the laying of a new water main.

"In fact, you've been doing a damned good job here overall,"
Alston went on, and Hendricksson glowed. The commodore
didn't give praise lightly.

They were breakfasting in the commandant's residence. Fort
Pentagon was garrison and civil headquarters here in
Westhaven. The commander's house was inside it, built around a
courtyard of its own, mostly cobbled, but with a small rose
garden and a wooden jungle gym set amid grass with trampled
bare spots here and there. A groom led a horse by, sparrows
hopped about picking oats from the cracks between stones,
someone went through the courtyard gate with a basket of
laundry on her hip and laughed with a Marine who'd leaned his
rifle against a wall to offer her a hand. This kitchen looked over
the yard, flooded with light from the big south-facing windows;
it had a pleasant austerity of flagstones and scrubbed oak, stone
countertops and big cast-iron stove from Irondale. Pans and
dishes were racked on the walls, sacks of onions hung from the
rafters with bundles of herbs, and the ham stood in carved pink
glory near the big black frying pan. The air smelled of sea and
cooking.

Swindapa looked up from where she'd been dandling the
commandant's youngest. "I'll go see about getting our dunnage
and files down to the ship, then," she said, handing the toddler
back to the housekeeper; it gurgled and stretched chubby arms
at her, and she paused to give it a kiss on the nose. "It won't be
in the way, now. And I can check that the briefing papers are
ready, and get the requisition chits from the Pacific Bank
people.”

"Thanks, "dapa," Marian said. "I had some stuff with the
armorer, too—see to it, would you, sugar?"

Her Python, specifically; her katana and wasikashi she looked



after herself, but something had been rattling in the pistol last
time she had it on the firing range. Coin' to need that, she
thought, with grim resignation. You wanted your tools in good
shape when your life depended on them, and Westhaven had a
first-rate firearms man, trained at Seahaven Engineering back
on the Island.

"Let's go take a look at things in general," she went on,
throwing down her napkin.

She and Hendricksson went out the front, returning the
salutes of the Marine sentries, then up the brick staircase to the
gateside bastions and above that to the grass-grown roof of the
gun gallery and the small paved stand around the flagpole; the
Stars and Stripes flapped above them in the brisk onshore
breeze. Fort Pentagon's walls were sloping turf above a brick
retaining wall and dry moat, and the fall wildflowers that starred
them contrasted oddly with the black snouts of the cannon. She'd
put the fort in on the highest ground available on the south
bank, and it gave a good view.

From here she could see the whole stretch of the docks along
the Avon's south bank, a dozen long rectangles stretching out
into the river. Low tide left a stretch of smelly black mud
between the corniche roadway with its log seawall and the
deeper water where the ships rested. It also left the great timbers
of the wharf exposed, black with pitch and trailing disconsolate
green weed, overgrown with mussels and barnacles. Gull-wings
made a white storm out over the blue-green water, stooping and
diving; one let an oyster fall not far away, then flapped down to
plunder the broken shell. Some of the ships were only the tips of
masts over the oak planking of the warehouses stretching
upstream; the wood was weathered brown near here, rawly fresh
further away. Oats poured in a yellow-white stream from a grain
elevator into the hold of an Islander barque as they watched, and
workers with kerchiefs across their faces toiled knee-deep in the
flood to spread it evenly with long-handled rakes.

"It's like watching a stop-motion film, every time we visit
here," Alston said quietly.

"Damned right, Commodore," Greta said. "Even living here,



it's almost like that for me—Ilike waking up in the woods and
finding a fairy ring of mushrooms."

Out in the blue-green waters was a lighthouse on a rocky little
island, built of concrete at vast expense. A big metal windmill
whirled atop it, doing duty as a wind sock and charging banks of
lead-acid batteries in the structure below, handmade copies of
pre-Event models from trucks. Inland from the docks was a
checkerboard of tree-lined streets and squares with small green
parks, shading out quickly into truck gardens and farms and
round huts; she'd based the design on the original street plan of
Savannah, Georgia. The public buildings were grouped around a
larger central square, mostly in reddish sandstone or brick; a
modest Ecumenical Christian cathedral—this had been the first
bishopric off the Island—the Town Hall, half a dozen others.
Between there and the docks were workshops, small factories,
sailors' doss-houses and a tangle of service trades.

Form followed function; between them Bronze Age peasants
and late-twentieth-century Americans had managed to
spontaneously re-create most of the features of a classic North
Atlantic port town.

Alston chuckled quietly at a memory; those functional features
included a fair number of hookers. Until she actually went up
and asked one of them, Swindapa had thought her partner was
pulling her leg about that. Like most Fiernans, she found the
whole concept of prostitution weirdly funny in a creepy sort of
way; as she put it, it was like paying someone to have dinner
with you.

All in all Marian Alston-Kurlelo liked Westhaven, though,
more than any of the other outports of the Republic. Fogarty's
Cove, for instance, tended to be a little too consciously the haunt
of bold pioneers, given to hitching their belts, spitting, and
noting the crops look purty good this year, ayup. The older ones
were probably modeling themselves on secondhand memories of
Last of the Mohicans and Frontierland, and it was contagious.

"How's morale?" she said. "The civilian population,
particularly." Westhaven was under Islander law and had a Town
Meeting of its own, but the situation was a bit irregular,



constitutionally speaking.

"Excellent, so far," Hendricksson replied. "Those posters
Arnstein's Foreign Affairs people sent over really whipped up
feeling. I had to have our resident Tartessians put under guard
for their own protection."

Alston nodded impassively, hiding an inward wince. There
were times when she felt... not exactly guilty... more like uneasy...
about some of the things they'd been forced to introduce to this
era.

Potatoes are fine, antiseptic childbirth is wonderful,
democracy and womens' rights are excellent. I'm not so sure
about the levee en masse, the Supreme General Staff and
systematic propaganda, she thought.

"I'm surprised they were quite so effective," Hendricksson
mused. "I mean, yah, yah, they were all true, but it was pretty
blatant stuff. Maybe because they didn't grow up with TV
commercials?"

"Mmmm-hmmmm. People here aren't... immunized," Alston
said.

It wasn't that the folk of this era were inherently gentler than
those of the twentieth; what they didn't have was the
accumulated experience and examples and recorded thought of...

Sun Tzu, Caesar Augustus, Han Fei-Tze and the Legalists,
Frederick II, Machiavelli, Elizabeth I, Maurice of Nassau,
Shaka Senzagakhona of the Zulu, Timur-I-Leng, Catherine the
Great, Napoleon, Marx, Mao, Bismarck, Nguyen Giap, Lenin...
and a lot more, Alston thought. War and politics are
technologies, too. They evolve, in their Lamarckian fashion.

She remembered how amazed she'd been to find that the
Romans had no real concept of intelligence work—it just didn't
occur to them to keep contact with an enemy, or set up a
network of scouts and spies and information analysts. There
were a thousand examples like that...



"Good," she said aloud, putting a hand on Hendricksson's
shoulder for a moment. "Gerta, this whole campaign depends on
Westhaven. I can't operate in the Straits of Gibraltar with a
logistics train stretching all the way back to Nantucket Town.

Portsmouth Base doesn't have the facilities or the hinterland
to supply the fleet."

Hendricksson nodded in her turn. "The salt beef and dog
biscuit will keep coming, Commodore, and the powder and
shot." Then she shrugged. "Everything takes longer and costs
more, yah?"

"You said it, woman." Alston smiled crookedly. The makeshifts
they had to use were so damned frustrating at times. On the
other hand, she thought snidely, the squids always got the fancy
stuff up in the twentieth; the Coast Guard got used to
hand-me-downs and making do.

"We'll manage here," Hendricksson repeated.

"Excellent, but keep alert." Their eyes both went up for a
moment to the orca shape of the observation balloon that floated
over the town on the end of its long tether. "Isketerol isn't afraid
to gamble. That attack on Nantucket in the spring was a bold
one... and just between me 'n' thee, Greta, it came far too close to
success for comfort. A little less warning, or if we hadn't had the
Farragut nearly ready to go, or if the weather hadn't turned wet
and drenched their flintlocks—it would have hurt us much more
badly. I wouldn't put it past him to try something else,
particularly if he's desperate."

"We'll manage here," Hendricksson repeated, her face taking
on a bulldog look as she glanced around the town whose building
had been her lifework. Marian recognized it; people got attached
to what they made themselves.

She sighed; now she had to go tell the captain of the
Merrimac what they had in mind for his ship. "Speaking of
which, now I've got to go and give Mr. Clammp the bad news."

CHAPTER SEVEN



September, 10 A.E.—O'Rourke's Ford, east of Troy
September, 10 A.E.—Babylon, Kingdom of
Kar-Duniash October, 10 A.E.—Westhaven, Alba

Colonel O'Rourke had to admit that Barnes and her people
didn't waste time. The frenzy of work around the little base had
died down by the dawn, barely fourteen hours after his arrival.

O'Rourke joined the line of Marines waiting for their
breakfasts; regulations were that officers ate the same food as
the troops in the field. For that matter, they ate much the same
food at a base, save for social occasions, but in a different mess,
for discipline's sake.

He took a small loaf of fresh barley bread and a chunk of hard
white cheese, and held out his mess tin. The cook scooped it full
of barley porridge; they'd managed to find raisins for it, and
some honey for sweetener. His nose twitched at the smells; it had
been a long time since dinner, and that had been a couple of
hardtack crackers and a strip of jerky with everyone busy
pitching in to get the defenses ready. The outer wall made a good
perch; he straddled it and set the food down, tearing the loaf
apart. Steaming hot from the improvised clay ovens, it was good
enough to eat without butter and went well with the cheese. He
spooned up the porridge, washing it down with draughts of cold
water; a good tube well had been the first thing the combat
engineers had put in here.

The smells went well with the fresh clarity of early morning,
and he watched the purple shadows running down the slopes of
the hills and lifting from the dark pines on the higher shoulders.
Now, wouldn't this be a terrible day to die, he thought.

Captain Barnes and Hantilis came to join him. The Hittite had
joined in the work readily enough, which did him credit.

"I am puzzled," Hantilis said, between bites of porridge.

"You work side by side with common soldiers, yet they obey
you more promptly than my own warriors would—my real



warriors, I mean, not those Kaska dogs. How can soldiers obey
you, if they do not fear you as one placed on high above them, a
man favored of the Gods?"

Cecilie chuckled. "Oh, they're afraid of their officers, all right,"
she said. O'Rourke helped with the translation; Barnes had no
Hittite and very little Akkadian. "And even more, their
sergeants."

"We're Marines," O'Rourke amplified. "We're all a band of
brothers..."

"And sisters," Barnes put in.

"And sisters. But some of us are elder brothers, as it were.
Everyone works, everyone fights, and everyone does what their
superiors tell them to do."

Hantilis shook his head in puzzlement. They finished and
scoured their pannikins gleaming clean; the noncoms were
checking that everyone did likewise, which was one important
way to avoid food poisoning and assorted belly complaints.

"I'm off to sluice down while I have a chance," Barnes said.

O'Rourke nodded distantly. He was going to feel rather
embarrassed if nothing happened... but it was better to be
overprepared than under.

Hantilis's head came up. A moment later the Nantucketer
heard it as well.

"That can't be a steam engine," O'Rourke said. It was too far
away, and too big. His head turned toward the lookout post
higher up the mountain slope to the south.

"I don't think much of the soil here," Private Vaukel Telukuo
said. He dug his bayonet into the turf beside him and ripped up
a handful, looking critically at the dry reddish dirt that clung to
its roots. "Too dry—not much weight to it, if you know what I
mean."



He was a tall sallow young man, dark of hair and eye, with a
big nose and long bony jaw. His companion's name on the rolls
was Johanna Gwenhaskieths. He doubted that was anything her
parents had given her; gwenha simply meant "woman" in the
tongue of the eastern tribes, and skieths was "shield."
Shield-woman probably meant something like female warrior,
which was odd when you considered that among the charioteers
such weren't merely rare, as they were among the Earth Folk, but
except in stories virtually unknown.

Unknown until the Eagle People came, he corrected himself.

Johanna was peering down the huge sweep of hillside below
them, occasionally raising the field glasses they'd been issued
when they were put on outpost duty; she was several inches
shorter than he, her cropped hair so fair it was almost invisible,
narrow eyes a cold gray.

"Nothing so far," she said, and then dug a heel into the ground
to reply to his first remark. "Not much like the fat black earth
where I was born either... but you don't have to farm it, Vauk."

"Ah, well, I thought I was tired of farming," he said mildly.
"Boring I thought it was, you know? But this soldiering, it's
boring too. And I miss my cattle."

"I can stand boring," she said; where his voice gave English a
singsong burbling lilt, hers was choppy and hard. "They were
going to bury me facedown in a peat bog, with a forked hazel
branch over my neck to keep my ghost from walking. So walk I
did, by night, to the Cross-God mission station. The priestess
there got me into the Corps." She crossed herself. "Honor to Him
of the Cross, and His Father and Mother."

"Now why would anyone do such a thing?" Vaukel said
indignantly. "Drown you in a bog, that is."

Johanna chuckled. "For spreading my thighs for a fine young
warrior rather than a fat old man who had seven cows to give my
father," she said. "And here I am, with all the fine young warriors
I could want, being one myself, and nobody to send me to the
bog... what's that?"



They both frowned and looked westward. The sound was a
deep rumbling beat, echoing off the hillsides and cliffs about
them. "Sounds like..." Vaukel said slowly. "Sounds like a drum,
doesn't it?"

"The drum of a God," Johanna said. "Or one of those
machines of steam." She brought the glasses up again, then
blurted out a half sentence in her birth-tongue. In English:
"Message to the base-When it was over and the reply came they
snatched up their rifles, then the tripod with its tilt-mounted
mirror that flashed coded sunlight. Vaukel put it over his
shoulder, and they bounded and ran and tumbled down the steep
slopes and then across the flat, running for the barley-sack
ramparts of the little outpost.

"What's up?" one of the pickets called to them.

Vaukel pointed westward. "Here they come!" he yelled.
"Spears like stars on water, and thicker than the grass!"

* ¥ %

"I wish we could just elope," Justin Clemens said, dodging a
rush of liquid garbage from a narrow second-story window.

The movement was a little jerky with nervousness. He
consciously controlled his breathing; meeting prospective
in-laws was bad enough, worse when they were foreign, worse
still when you knew they and your fiancee had been feuding for
years.

"Then we would not be married—not by the laws of the Land
of Kar-Duniash," said Azzu-ena.

He knew that brisk tone fairly well, by now. It was eighteen
months since she'd talked him into taking her on as an
apprentice, and two since he'd convinced her to marry him.

And ten years going on eleven since the Event. Focus, you fool
! he thought. She went on:

"I will not let my uncle and his she-demon grasp everything



that was my father's in their claws; their children I would not
grudge it to, the little ones who love their cousin, but f will settle
what they receive. And those two would neglect the funerary
offerings for my father. Bad enough that he had no sons to make
them. Come, betrothed, come."

"Oh, all right," Clemens grumbled, wiping his face with his
bandanna; weather on the banks of the Euphrates was not easy
for a man inclined to plumpness, even getting on toward winter.
This sun wasn't easy on the naturally pink, either; his floppy
canvas campaign hat was welcome, and so was the shade of the
blank-walled two-story buildings that lined the narrow twisting
laneway. It didn't help that he'd had to leave off shaving for the
last two weeks, but everyone told him that it would be impossible
to go into a marriage-contract discussion looking like a
smooth-cheeked eunuch. The resultant growth was a bit lighter
than the cropped sun-streaked brown hair on his head, which
made him even more conspicuous. Plus it itched and caught
sweat.

Nantucketers were no longer so rare in the streets of Babylon
that they attracted a crowd—small children following along, yes,
and stares, pointed fingers, more than a few gestures to avert the
Evil Eye and baleful magic, hands gripping amulets or small
images of the gods. Clemens looked about as he walked; he was
more familiar with the everyday city than most of the Islander
expeditionary force, since he'd been in charge of stopping the
smallpox epidemic. This was still very different from the palace
quarter where he spent most of his time when not in the field or
down at the Republic's outpost, Ur Base, near the mouth of the
Euphrates. The street was narrow, twisting, deep in shadow and
in dust at the tail end of summer, doubtless a quagmire of mud
in the infrequent winter rains. An irregular trickle of sewage ran
down the middle and insect-buzzing heaps of rubbish lay
wherever a householder had dumped them.

Skinny feral dogs wound among the crowds, and an occasional
pig even more lean and savage rooted among the offal; most
Semites of this era had no taboo on hog products—though
considering what the beasts ate, the Nantucketer very much
wished they did. Most houses had a drain through their front



walls, adding their trickle to the mess; Clemens hopped or strode
over the rivulets as he walked, brushing at the omnipresent flies.
The stink he'd gotten used to, mostly, but his doctor's skin
crawled at the thought of the germs swarming around him like a
host of the invisible fever demons the locals believed in.

Which, come to think of it, is a pretty good metaphor for the
disease environment here, he thought. That was what happened
when you crammed two hundred thousand people and a total
ignorance of public hygiene together in a few hundred stagnant,
blistering-hot acres.

The smell wasn't as bad as the horror he felt every time they
brushed past a water-seller, though, bulging goatskin slung over
one shoulder, cups on a bandolier over the other, crying his
wares in a nasal falsetto. That water came from the canals that
bisected the city, drawn directly from the same river that
eventually swallowed what was running down the center of the
streets.

Azzu-ena strode along nimbly beside him, one hand holding
the hem of her robe up out of the road and the other pulling her
shawl up beneath her chin; once she stopped to drop a packet of
dried dates in the bowl of an emaciated blind beggar leaning
against a wall—with no equivalent of small change, food was
what you gave if you were feeling charitable. She smiled and
nodded and answered greetings from passersby that were shy
and awkward only because of the foreigner beside her. Her father
had lived all his life in this neighborhood, the babtum
—city-ward—of Mili-la-El, near the Eastern Gate of the great
city. She'd earned most of her living in the palace, where her sex
made her a favored medical attendant among the King's women,
but she also tended to the needs of many of her neighbors, as her
father had done before her. His ancient assistant tottered at her
heels with the basket of healing tools.

So respect for his bride helped to clear a path for Clemens, as
much as his alien features and uniform and the dreaded
fire-weapon at his belt. Everyone knew where they were bound
and why; apart from the rumor telegraph, there weren't many
other reasons for a man and woman to head for the woman's



relatives with a scribe in tow. Murmured good wishes followed
them, and good-natured jibes at the scribe and the scribe's
assistant; the portly man with the jointed waxed boards and
bronze stylus of his craft nodded benignly. The skinny apprentice
carrying the heavier clay just sweated.

When a train of loaded donkeys came by, everyone had to
crowd the walls; their panniers nearly brushed the buildings on
either side. Swaggering thick-armed toughs with cudgels and
jutting curled beards flanked the robed merchant, who rode with
his feet nearly touching the ground at the head of the line. When
the animals passed the jostling crowd returned—pushing,
chaffering, shouting, here a snatch of nasal twanging song, there
a storyteller squatting at an intersection reciting the deeds of
Gilgamesh and pausing until the audience tossed bits of metal or
beads or handfuls of dried fruit into his bowl; a public writer
waving his reed stylus above a bucket of damp clay and shouting
of his skill; a hideously deformed beggar showing his sores and
whining for alms...

Every few hundred yards the blank housefronts gave way to a
clutch of tiny shops, their fronts spilling into the streets and long
narrow rooms stretching back into mysterious gloom. Despite
his jangling nerves, Clemens halted for a moment to watch a
jeweler at work, hands tapping out a thing of beauty in gold leaf
and carnelian amid trays that displayed silver cuff-bracelets,
bangles, earrings, and necklaces. Terra-cotta figurines on either
side of a doorway marked a chapel, where you could stop for a
moment in the courtyard to pray and scatter a handful of flour
for luck.

The roar of noise held few wheels or hooves in these narrow
ways. Most of it was human voices, breaking into arm-waving,
shouting argument and dying away into equally quick laughter,
calling for alms, screaming out the virtues and incredibly low
cost of their wares; near-naked laborers grunting for passage as
they bent double under huge burdens of cloth or flour or cakes of
dried dates, or a barefoot slave with his hair in the distinctive
topknot required by law asking his way with a strong foreign
accent. A drunk reeled by making attempts at song that would
have been hideous even if Babylonian music didn't sound like a



cat in a washing machine, priests in tassled cloaks chanted,
housewives balanced the day's shopping or a water jug on their
heads, scarcely a one not chattering and gesturing as she walked,
squealing children ran in packs...

Dress for both sexes was a short-sleeved wool tunic, anything
from knee to ankle length for men but always long for women.
Working men wore theirs just above the knee, girded about with
a beltlike sash; the odd man of wealth went robed to his sandals,
with a fringed cloak wrapped about his upper body, the length of
cloth and the embroidery and fringe of tassels being a mark of
rank. Women always covered their legs, and the more
respectable their heads as well, usually with a long cloak or shawl
that might be drawn across the face. Most cloth was faded,
muted grays and browns, but the exceptions were gaudily
flamboyant in blue, crimson, yellow, stripes and dots and bands;
jewelry was frequent, a family's store of wealth as well as display;
hardly a free woman went without a clutch of lucky silver
bracelets in groups of six.

And not a street sign or house number, Clemens thought,
thoroughly lost. f suppose you have to be born here to really
know it. An eeriness went beneath everything; he was
watching—walking through—scenes dead and dust three
thousand years and more when he was born. And without us, it
would have gone on like this for thousands of years to come.
Now in a century or two, who knows?

"This is my uncle's house," Azzu-ena said. Eyes peered at them
over the high blank wall, then vanished hurriedly.

"Go, go, knock and require them to open," Azzu-ena went on
with a shooing motion, smiling indulgently at him.

He smiled back. God, you could drown in those eyes, he
thought.

"Go, knock," she said again, starting him out of a happy daze.

She's all ears when I'm teaching, Clemens thought ruefully.
But a lot of the rest of the time, you'd think I wasn't fit to be let
out without a keeper. Of course, he wasn't, when it came to the



intricacies of law and custom among a people wholly foreign.

A Babylonian would have used his walking stick to knock.
Clemens rapped with his knuckles on the plain rough poplar
wood of the doorway, swallowing through a throat gone dry.

"Hi, I'm—

"This is the servant of the doorway," Azzu-ena hissed in her
thickly accented English. "Remember!"

"Oh, yeah," Clemens muttered.

The doorway gave into a small vestibule, cool and dim; it was
a relief when the doors swung shut behind them, closing out the
noise and much of the stink of the city streets. The servant—a
slave, actually, from his topknot—knelt and removed the sandals
of the guests, bathing their feet in a clay basin and wiping them
clean before fitting straw slippers. That was a luxury, but guests
got the best any household had.

Clemens's issue boots stopped him cold, and the boy gave a
shy smile when the Islander demonstrated how to undo the
lacings. The socks beneath caused exclamations of wonder; he
had to admit that the cool water felt good on his feet after the
walk. Then the boy bowed them through another door, into the
central courtyard of the house.

Hmmm. Not bad.

Uncle Tab-sa-Dayyan was a wholesale dealer in copper and
other goods, who also owned houses in the city and land outside
it—upper middle class, by local standards, much more
respectable than his scapegrace brother the doctor had been.
Asu—physician—wasn't a particularly exalted trade among
Akkadians, although it did require literacy and hence wasn't
common labor.

The house had a first story of baked brick set in asphalt
mortar, and a second of adobe laid in clay; both were plastered
and whitewashed. More brick paved the courtyard around the
central drain. Around the walls ran a yard-wide gallery on



wooden pillars, date-palm wood from the look of it. The family's
chambers were on the second floor; this ground level held utility
and servants' quarters, together with the little family shrine at
the back—he was uneasily aware that the family's dead would be
buried beneath that—and the diwan where guests would be
entertained and spend the night, and the ablution room. These
Babylonians weren't a dirty people, really. Everything was swept
and tidy.

And there are my prospective in-laws. He swallowed again.
Come on, Justin, you're marrying her, not all of them. Buck
up, man. Show some backbone.

Tab-sa-Dayyan himself was a man of fifty or so, plumply
healthy and looking to have most of his teeth, in flowerpot hat
and densely embroidered robe, his sandals studded with bronze,
his curled hair and beard mostly gray. On a family matter such
as this his wife stood beside him. Her robe was even more
elaborate, and she wore a heavy broad necklace and a headdress
of silver and faience on her grizzled black mane; she was mostly
toothless, and her lips worked over the gums as she glared at him
out of beady black eyes. Beside them stood their children, from
the eldest son—a solid family man himself— down to a
six-year-old peeking out shyly from behind an elder sibling. Four
living, which probably meant the wife had born eight or ten;
infant mortality here was dreadful. Azzu-ena was the only
surviving child of four herself.

"Come, be a guest beneath my roof," Tab-sa-Dayyan said, after
they had invoked the gods and inquired as to each other's health,
the health of their relatives, and the other matters the manners
of the ancient East required; the tone was much less friendly
than the words. "You will eat bread and drink beer with me, and
we will speak."

The guest room was about ten feet by fifteen, undoubtedly the
largest in the house; the furniture consisted of low built-in
benches against the walls covered with rugs, cushions, and a low
table of inlaid wood; it looked almost as pretty as the ones in the
palace, except that a corner had been broken off and patched
back on. A middle-aged woman brought in jugs of beer, straws



to drink it with, rounds of flat barley bread like a coarse pita and
bowls of oddments. Clemens found the sour coolness of the beer
welcome and the fermentation ought to take care of the bacteria
in the water, at that. Azzu-ena broke off a piece of bread,
scooped up a paste of ground chick-peas, sesame oil, and garlic,
and handed him some.

He nibbled. Now I'm officially a guest. That ensured at least a
certain degree of courtesy.

Tab-sa-Dayyan rested his hands on the knees of his crossed
legs. "So I had not expected to see this day." He shook his head;
he also spoke slowly and a little loudly, evidently making
allowances for the barbarian wizard's limited Akkadian. Clemens
shoved down a slight irritation; he'd spent endless months
drilling, and Azzu-ena told him that he was fully fluent, if weirdly
and thickly accented. At least the Babylonian wasn't making
protective signs.

"Irregular, most irregular. Mutu-Hadki my brother was not a
wise man," the merchant said. "He should have arranged the
matter of my niece's marriage and dowry before his death— she
was already of marriageable age," he added sourly. A glint of
hope: "You do know, honored Clemens son of Edgar, that
Azzu-ena is well beyond the usual age of a bride? Most of her
best childbearing time is past. She has twenty-six years—nearly
twenty-seven..."

"Yes, I am aware of that," Clemens said dryly.

Azzu-ena tugged at his sleeve, and he cleared his throat and
turned to the scribe who sat silent, smiling faintly. Scribe didn't
mean just clerk; the scribal schools taught law, literature,
architecture, and mathematics as well. A scribe was also the
closest thing the kingdom of Kar-Duniash had to a notary public.

"Yes," the scribe said, and held out a hand without looking
around. His assistant-apprentice stopped wolfing the
refreshments and fumbled in his basket, handing a clay tablet six
inches by four to his master. The older man took it and scanned
the chicken-track rows of cuneiform, holding the tablet at a slant
so that the light from the door would hit the edges of the



wedge-shaped marks.

"Yes," he said again, then cleared his throat and read in a
singsong, listing the regnal year at the top of the document— the
second year of Shagarakti-Shuriash—and continuing:

"one sar sixteen gin of built house, in the Street of the
Diviners near the temple of Lugalbanda and between the
houses of Igmilum the silversmith and Sallurum the
leather-worker; one sar waste ground, one cow called
Taribatum, if surviving; one chest of healer's tools, marked
with the sign of Ninurta, one chest seven jars of herbs, labeled;
three bushels of dry bitumen; one wooden door, of cedarwood;
one wicker door; three bolts cloth

of-

The list went on; all that her father had acquired in a not
particularly prosperous lifetime. It ended with: "—all the goods
to be inherited by my daughter Azzu-ena as hers for her life
and as her seriktum-dowry in the day of her marriage; to
descend to her children or on her death childless to pass to my
brother Tab-sa-Dayyan and his sons. Sworn in the temple of
Ishtar, witnessed by Ah-kalla, cultic official; Lu-Nanna, priest;
Uselli son of Ku-Ningal, Sig-ersetim son of Silli-Ema; and the
judge Ellu-musu; 23rd day, Month of Sabatum, year
Shagarakti-Shuriash King of Kar-Duniash smote the hosts of
the Subartu."

The faces of her uncle and aunt had grown longer and longer
as they listened to the catalog of property they had confidently
expected to inherit themselves, or at least pass to their children.
At the end of the discussion they glanced at each other.

"Still, most irregular," Tab-sa-Dayyan said. "Where is the
go-between, the negotiations between myself and the groom's
family, the—

"Excuse me if I, an ignorant foreigner, offend," Clemens cut
in. By local standards, he has a point. Marriage here was a link
between kindreds, not just individuals. "My parents are dead,
and none of my kin reside in this city. In my own land I am an



awelum"—which was as close as you could get to citizen in this

language; it had originally meant nobleman, and had worked its
way down to "mister," just as "mister" had—"and of age, and so

authorized to deal in this matter."

The scribe nodded. "There is precedent. The law-stele of
Hammurabi—

Clemens thought for a moment as the man went on that his
own Akkadian wasn't as good as he thought, until he saw that
the locals were equally baffled; evidently legalese was another
universal constant of civilization.

"—and so, as long as the marriage follows form, in this case
the parties have the right to act for themselves. I will admit that
it is unusual, most unusual, but not unprecedented, no, not by
any means. Not unknown for a widow to do so, for instance." The
scribe's eyebrows rose. "Unless the worthy awelum
Tab-sa-Dayyan son of Aham-Nirsi knows of an impediment?"

Tab-sa-Dayyan's wife spoke, a minor breach of protocol in
itself:

"A bride who is not a widow or divorced must be a virgin!" she
said triumphantly. "If a bride is not a virgin, a contract of
engagement may be broken! Is it not so? This woman"—she
pointed at Azzu-ena—"it was bad enough before, when she dwelt
alone like a harlot save for those useless lazy slaves of her father's
that should have been sold for what they would fetch years ago
and she should have lived here, respectably, weaving for her kin.
But for the past year and more, she has been traveling,
unescorted, in the company of this man, like a public woman of
the streets!"

Clemens felt a sudden hot jet of anger, until he realized that
Azzu-ena was shaking with suppressed laughter. The scribe's
assistant chortled audibly, Azzu-ena's father's helper hooted
toothlessly, the scribe smiled, and Tab-sa-Dayyan turned an
interesting shade of angry purple.

"Worthy wife of the awelum" the scribe said gently. "That
argument is usually raised by the groom's relatives who wish to



break an engagement, not thrown at the bride by her kinfolk."

The woman gobbled, and Azzu-ena leaned aside to take a
tablet out of the satchel of the helper who had served her father,
where it lay atop the bundled herbs and tools—those including a
stethoscope, now.

"Most learned one, if you would read this?"

"I, Habannatum, who am naditum—nun, roughly—of Marduk
in the City of Babylon, in the first year of King Kashtiliash of
Babylon, the year after the plague of the small pockmarks,
swear by my Lord, with my hands clasped, that the woman

Azzu-ena daughter of Mutu-Hadki is batultu, a virgin who
has not known man. I swear this by my own testimony on
examination, and by that of Sin-nada the midwife, in the
presence of Ninurta-ra'im-zerim the judge."

Tab-sa-Dayyan's wife sank back, glaring again. That gambit
for disallowing the marriage wasn't going to work, obviously.
Azzu-ena smiled sweetly and returned the tablet to her doctor's
basket.

Her uncle spoke gravely: "I must know that this foreign
gentleman is able to properly care for my niece. Has he no wife of
his body in his home country, no children or household?"

Clemens sighed, and settled down to work. Yes, I have no
other wife. Yes, I am chief physician to the great general Lord
Hollard—whose sister married King Kashtiliash, may the Gods
grant him many years and the increase of his realm—and my
wage is so-and-so many shekels weight of silver every month.
In my homeland I own a house and land—

When they got to that stage he noticed a sudden perking of
ears in the Tab-sa-Dayyan family. That turned into outright
respect when he mentioned that his elder brother owned six
hundred and forty acres of farmland in the Republic; when you
translated that into Babylonian iku, it sounded formidable; the
sort of holding a solid minor member of the landed gentry would
have; a class at least one ratchet up from Tab-sa-Dayyan's.



He didn't feel he had to mention that most of it was uncleared
temperate-zone climax forest on the Long Island frontier, and
that his brother and family were working it with their own four
hands and an occasional hired immigrant when they were lucky.

Tab-sa-Dayyan clapped his hands. "Woman! Bring date wine
and strainers!"

Oh, Lord Jesus, Clemens thought as the middle-aged servant
scurried back in—the stuff tasted like alcoholic cough syrup.
Still, it beat the earlier hostility. f suppose he isn't such a bad
sort. A man has to look out for his own, here. Apart from the
charity of relatives, there was no safety net short of selling
yourself into slavery or starving.

The scribe opened his set of jointed waxed boards. Those
could be smoothed down and overwritten, which was why they
were the medium used for first drafts of documents. "This is the
riskatum," he said. The marriage contract. "I will read the
terms."

He did. Clemens swallowed, feeling his mouth dry again, and
took a long gulp of the thick sweet drink. I'm doing it, I'm
actually going through with it. Remarriage; the triumph of
hope over experience. And I'm marrying another doctor again.
Enough people had told him he was being an idiot, for those and
a dozen other reasons.

He glanced over at Azzu-ena. Her eyes shone in the dimness,
and he fought down a grin; that wouldn't be seemly, to local eyes.
He fought down an impulse to grab her and kiss her as well; that
really wouldn't be seemly. The scribe cleared his throat, and
Justin Clemens jumped.

"Oh, sorry," he said. "Here. The, ah, the terhatum, yes." The
bride-price.

The little chamois bag was heavy, and it clinked. Azzu-ena's
uncle took it, weighed it in his hand, took out one of the coins.
Coined money was a novelty here, but the Republic's
expeditionary force had been paying in it since they arrived. The
local merchant community was thoroughly familiar with it now,



and with the fact that Nantucket's money was exactly as
advertised in weight and fineness of precious metal.
Tab-sa-Dayyan smiled broadly as he let some of the dime-sized
silver coins trickle into his palm. It was more than enough to pay
the groom's share of the marriage-feast, considerably more.

"I see that my prospective nephew-in-law is a man of
substance, a man of honorable means," he said. "Indeed, it would
be a sad thing if my brother Mutu-Hadki's seed were to
altogether vanish, or live only in his brother's sons. May you live
many years, with many children—the bride-price is accepted."

"Good," the scribe said dryly, shaking the cloth back from his
right arm and taking up his stylus. "My clay would be spoiled if
we waited much longer."

His assistant took out a board with a slab of wet clay on it, its
surface kept damp by a sodden cloth. He held the board up,
turning it deftly as the scribe wrote with a wedge-headed bronze
stylus. When the writing was done the scribe ran his seal across
the bottom as witness and handed it to Tab-sa-Dayyan; the
Akkadian merchant did the same, and handed it to Justin
Clemens, who nearly dropped it. Then he fumbled in a pocket
and brought out the seal he had commissioned for the occasion,
a winged staff with a snake twined about it, the same as the
branch-of-service flash on the shoulder of his khaki uniform.

"This is a duly executed contract," the scribe said. "My
apprentice will make a copy—" The skinny youth had already
formed a new tablet of clay and was writing with fluid speed,
using a cheaper stylus of cut reed. "Yes. Here, we will seal this as
well. Compare them, that you may swear each is identical."”

Clemens could no more have read Akkadian cuneiform than
he could have flown to the moon, but he examined the
chicken-track patterns of wedge-shaped marks gravely. One of
the few advantages of clay tablets was that they couldn't be
altered after they dried; they made perfect legal documents.

"The contract is good," he said, echoed by Tab-sa-Dayyan. "I
swear so, by the lives of the Gods Shamash and Marduk and
Ishtar...



"—and Jesus," Clemens added on impulse. —and by the life of
the King."

Then the Nantucketer took the tablet of Azzu-ena's dowry and
tucked it into the haversack attached to his webbing belt,
wrapped in cloth beside his copy of the marriage contract. He
turned to Azzu-ena, lifted the shawl from her shoulders, draped
it over her hair, then took her hand between his.

"I will fill your lap with silver and gold. You are my wife. I am
your husband."

She blinked back tears; even then he was astonished, a little.
He'd seen her calm while they were doing triage sorting, with an
occasional stray rocket-bomb landing near the hospital tent. Her
voice was steady as she replied:

"I will do you good and not evil all your days. I am your wife.
You are my husband."

The witnesses cheered. The scribe nodded and quoted, this
time from memory:

"If a man hold a feast and make a contract with her father
and mother—or other Kkin, in this case—and take her, she is a
wife." He smiled benignly. "So is the law laid down, from the
days before the Flood. He is her husband. She is his wife."

The skipper of the Merrimac had guessed what was intended
for his ship from the cargo delivered to her in Westhaven, the
armor and steam engine and cannon. He was part-owner—
about a one-sixteenth share—but from his expression it would
take more than compensation money from the government to
make up for what was going to happen to her. The coal smoke
from the side-wheeler tug towing them out into the Severn
estuary was no blacker than his mood, and the mournful steam
whistle no gloomier than his tone.

"I hope you didn't pick her because of her name," he said to
Marian Alston, after he'd introduced his first and second
mates—son-in-law and nephew respectively. Formally, they were
Reserve Lieutenants Stendin and Clammp, now that the ship and



crew had been called up for military service.

"No, it wasn't the name," she said, feeling a sympathy that it
would be patronizing to show. "If anything, the reverse." At his
look she went on: "Macy consulted with us on the design for this
class."

Historic marine architecture had been a hobby of hers before
the Event; afterward it was useful in the extreme. Nantucket had
also held plenty of documentation, plus experienced
boat-builders whose skills could be scaled up with a little
experimentation—and a few embarrassing, expensive failures.
The craft that followed the fuming steam tug away from the
squared-log piers of Westhaven's harbor, under the guns of Fort
Pentagon, was the latest fruit of that ongoing collaboration.
Alston's eye swept her long sleek lines with a pleasure that held
more than a tinge of sadness, knowing her fate.

Only a single voyage across the Atlantic for you, poor bitch,
she thought; the slight working of the hull against the tug's pull
seemed to bespeak an eagerness to be away.

The design wasn't quite as sleek as the Guard's frigates; it was
still long and lean, a smooth curve two hundred and forty feet
from rounded stern to hollow-cheeked knife bows and long
bowsprit, forty foot in the beam amidships, with three towering
masts square-rigged save for the jibs, staysails, and a gaff
mizzen. The long sweep of the ninety-foot poop was unbroken
except for a low deckhouse before the wheels. In the waist were
four cannon on a side, eighteen-pounders sold as surplus by the
Guard when Leaton started delivering his cast-steel Dahlgrens,
just the sort of thing for convincing a Bronze Age chief not to try
ripping off the foreign merchants. The hold was twenty feet deep.

You can go anywhere with a ship like this, she thought.
Anywhere, with over a thousand tons of cargo—the Merrimac
displaced fourteen hundred tons—and fast, as well. Four hundred
miles a day with a strong following wind, and careful design had
made her an economical ship. Twenty-five hands could sail her
'round the world, or fight her if some local Big Man in an
outrigger canoe decided to get unpleasant, or repair any but the
most extreme damage anywhere there was wood and a quiet



cove.

And I feel like a murderer, knowing what they're going to do
to her. Her mouth quirked in an expression that was half
bitterness; sending beautiful youngsters into harm's way wasn't
anything new, at least.

"Carry on, then, Mr. Clammp," she said, feeling the swell of the
river mouth giving way to the harder chop of the Bristol Channel.

"Aye aye, Commodore," he said. "We'll be joining the Fleet in
Portsmouth Water before the end of the week.

He turned to the rail. "Prepare to cast off," he said quietly.
Then, louder: "Lay aloft and loose all sail!"

"John Iralinanasson," the rahax of the Iraiina said in English,
extending his hand. "An honor, Commodore Alston-Kurlelo.
Lieutenant Commander Kurlelo-Alston."

"The Republic thanks you for your people's cooperation,”
Alston said politely, taking the hand. It was strong but soft
against the sword-callus on hers, the nails neatly trimmed and
clean.

Inwardly, she blinked a little. The mannerly smooth-shaven
young man with his spectacles, brown crew-cut hair, pants and
jacket, laced shoes and tiny silver crucifix on a chain around his
neck, faint smell of soap ... is Daurthunnicar's great-nephew,
she remembered. A boy of eight or so when Eagle had arrived in
Alba, right after the Event, and "guest"—hostage— in Nantucket
Town for three years after that.

Invaders from the mainland only a year before the Event, the
Iraiina had lost most of their land except for a patch around the
Base in the post-war settlement. They'd put the advice of their
mentors to enthusiastic use, though.

Now the land outside the five-sided fort that guarded
Portsmouth Base was a checkerboard of neat fields colored
straw-yellow, furrow-brown, pasture-green. They were divided by
good graveled roads and surrounded by hedges, well-tended



woodlots, houses of white-painted frame and plank or dark
brick, and red hip-roofed barns. They centered on a thriving
hamlet built in New England style, steepled church and
foursquare Meetinghouse and school around a green, houses set
among gardens beside a grid of streets, workshops and
warehouses under the gates of the Base and down by the docks.

In fact, the shrunken teuatha of the Noble Ones had become
the most eager of all the Sun People tribes to learn the new ways.
They'd converted en masse to the Ecumenical Christianity—not
being pleased with how their own Gods had treated them—and
in recent years had produced a number of homegrown priests
and missionaries for the Church, often of a terrifying
earnestness. The Iraiina had contributed more than their share
of recruits for the Guard and crewfolk for Nantucketer vessels,
too, and many did stints as temporary workers back on the
Island. According to the Intelligence reports they'd even taken to
holding Town Meetings, conducted in English with clerks of their
own writing down the minutes and women allowed to vote.
Perhaps the thoroughness of their defeat had helped. The Iraiina
had lost most of their fighting-men during the Alban War; they'd
been Walker's first followers here when he arrived in the autumn
of the Year 1, and suffered cruelly for it. A fair number of the
survivors had fled with Walker and his Tartessian ally after the
Battle of the Downs, and some of the remainder had ended up in
Nantucket, children particularly. A leaven of those had returned
to settle here after years in the Republic, like yeast in bread.

Slightly to Marian's surprise, Swindapa willingly shook the
young chief's hand. Only someone who knew her well could have
detected the chilly edge to her smile.

"That was good of you," Marian said softly, when they'd
walked past the local welcoming party and were among the
uniformed Islanders beyond.

"No, it wasn't. It was cruel," Swindapa said.

Marian made an interrogative sound, and the Fiernan
continued: "The men who hurt me are dead; how could hurting
their children soothe my heart? But in a generation or two the
Iraiina will be gone, as if they had never been—they'll be Eagle



People—and they will have done it to themselves. I am well
avenged."

There are always new depths to you, Alston thought, shaking
her head slightly, then turning to look out over the base.

The tented camps were mostly down now, and there were a
good thirty sail riding at anchor in Portsmouth Base's harbor.
Five of them were major warships, Lincoln-class clipper frigates,
just under a thousand tons, with twenty-four eight-inch
Dalghrens each, and half a dozen smaller armed schooners. They
rode at anchor in deeper water, decks shining and sails furled,
the diagonal red slash and fouled-anchor symbol of the Coast
Guard bright on their sea-gray sides. Beside them was the
Farragut, the newest addition to the Republic's fleet. It was
slightly smaller than the frigates, lower-slung, also with three
masts but with a long slender smokestack forward of the
mainmast. On either side were boxes for the paddle wheels,
armored to the front by wedge-shaped timber frames sheathed
in bolted steel plates, and more of the same on her ax-shaped
bows; her armament consisted of two four-inch rifled cannon at
bow and stern, mounted with pivots to the rear and wheels
forward running on circular steel tracks set into the deck. That
let them be turned rapidly in any direction.

Good ship to have in a fight. It was a pity that she sailed like a
pig of cast iron, but you couldn't expect every design to work
perfectly the first time, the more so as this was something
genuinely new, not working to a pre-Event historical model.

The rest of the fleet were civilian ships mobilized for the war,
or hired transports for hauling troops and equipment. The
Marines had gone aboard the troopships in neat files, packs on
their backs and rifles slung, gear boxed to be swung from dock to
hold. Embarking the native irregulars was something else again.

Marian Alston-Kurlelo clasped her hands behind her back and
rose slightly on the balls of her feet. Southampton Base was
nearly as old as Westhaven; this was near where the Eagle had
landed on that first trip to Alba, better than ten years ago now.
Her head turned right, northward, remembering that day. That
had been early spring, cold and windy like this, but sunny rather



than overcast. She'd been heading into the beginnings of a war
then, too, only she hadn't known it. Her eyes sought a tall fair
head among the throngs along the brick-paved waterside;
Swindapa was holding a checklist, issuing curt orders to several
chiefs. One of them bridled, a backwoodsman from the northeast
by the look of his pyrographed leather kilt and forked beard. A
comrade grabbed his arm, whispered urgently, led him aside.
The rest of them nodded and scattered to obey.

Marian allowed herself a quirk of the lips, remembering how
the chief of the Iraiina hadn't even realized she was a woman,
back when the Eagle made its first trip up the Southampton
Water. She remembered the chaos of the Iraiina camp she'd
found, as well. The noisy sprawl of pushing and shoving around
the docks here was order itself compared to that, although it was
loud enough to scare flocks of wildfowl from the marshes across
the harbor, where Gosport would have been in the other history.
Even the Sun People could learn...

She watched one war band filing up a gangplank in excellent
order, the tough wood bending a little under their feet, the
sideropes moving under their hands and prompting uneasy
glances downward—few of that breed were seamen yet. They
were in no uniform, but most of them wore trousers, jacket, and
boots of Islander inspiration. The webbing harness, packs, and
bayonets were Nantucket-made, and so were the Werder rifles
slung reverently over their shoulders—the bandoliers were going
to stay empty until they arrived at their destination, of course.
Most of them had long tomahawks thrust through the straps of
their knapsacks, a few still bronze-headed. Their leader might
almost have been an Islander himself, though, a young man with
cropped hair, clipped mustache, shaven chin, polished boots, a
new Python revolver at his waist. And a list in his hand, from
which he was obviously reading...

Hmmm. On the other hand, not all progress is
unambiguously positive. Not every Sun People warrior who
enlisted in Guard or Marines took citizenship and stayed in the
Republic after his hitch was up. Those who came back to Alba
and their tribes brought their knowledge with them; many of
them were the sons of chiefs, and all of them became influential



men, with the skills and prestige and gold they'd earned.

Nothing like getting the hell beaten out of you to provide an
incentive for learning, she thought uneasily. The Fiernan
Bohulugi were genuine allies; the Sun People were that in theory,
and a resentful protectorate in fact.

Teaching a barbarian can make him civilized ... or just a
more dangerous savage. You did what you had to do in the
short run, but the long-term worries were Kkillers.

CHAPTER EIGHT

September, 10 A.E.—Babylon, Kingdom of
Kar-Duniash

September, 10 A.E.—O'Rourke's Ford, east of Troy

September, 10 A.E.—Babylon, Kingdom of
Kar-Duniash

September, 10 A.E.—O'Rourke's Ford, east of Troy

September, 10 A.E.—Babylon, Kingdom of
Kar-Duniash

September, 10 A.E.—Walkeropolis, Kingdom of Great
Achaea

September, 10 A.E.—Babylon, Kingdom of
Kar-Duniash

Lord King, your armies are victorious!" the officer the New
Troops said, rising from his prostration and snapping off a
salute he'd learned from his Nantucketer instructors.

Kashtiliash leaned back in the chair of state, elbow on the arm
of the chair and jaw resting on thumb and forefinger. The officer
was dressed in something similar to the Nantucketer uniform as
well, boots and breeches and loose jacket with many pockets,
with webbing harness of coarse double-ply canvas. He'd added
an ostrich plume to the front of the cloth-covered steel helmet,



though; Kashtiliash decided to check to see that nobody was
wearing them thus in the field. It had been hard for him to grasp
that firearms made it essential for soldiers to skulk like hunters
or bandits. It would not do for them to acquire bad habits that
would turn lethal when they met enemies armed likewise.

"You drove the Aramaeans before you?" Kashtiliash asked
skeptically. That wasn't particularly difficult.

Even without firearms, it was seldom a problem to beat the
Aramaeans... if they would stand and fight, which they almost
never did unless they vastly outnumbered the force sent against
them. Aiming a blow at the sand thieves was like driving a
chariot wheel through a mud puddle; the contents spattered and
flew apart in tiny globules, then ran together again and all was
unchanged. So the nomads were, striking at defenseless peasant
hamlets or the donkey-caravans of merchants, then fading back
into the endless wastes to the west. Sometimes a King could
frighten them into meekness by occupying water holes, or going
after their women and sheep, but even that was difficult. Every
year they grew bolder and more numerous. Villages had been
abandoned in the areas most subject to their raids, and canals
left to silt. Yet if the edge of cultivation moved back, then the
herdsmen took those fields over and districts further east
became exposed to raids.

The chronicles said the Amorites had come likewise from the
western deserts long ago, and ended by ruling all the Land—
Hammurabi had been of that blood. His own ancestors had been
herdsmen from the other quarter, in the mountains to the
eastward. The Aramaeans were only a minor nuisance so far, but
a great sandstorm began with a single gust of wind.

Thus had he sent a unit of his elite, the New Troops armed
and trained by the Nantukhtar, against them.

"No, King of the Universe! We did not merely chase them, we
slaughtered them. We Kkilled over a thousand; I have the ears in
sacks, O Viceregent of Marduk. A thousand strong warriors
alone; and we took over three thousand prisoners, mostly women
and children, and ten thousand sheep and goats, hundreds of
donkeys. The Subartu-tribe of Bit-Yakin will never again trouble



the Land, for it has ceased to be—its flocks and its herds, its
tents and its clans and its nasika-sheiks."

"How?" Kashtiliash asked. "I wouldn't have thought they
would stay to face our new fire-weapons."

"It was the camels, King of the Four Quarters of the Universe.
The beasts are possessed of devils, but they can travel like devils.
We went three days from water—

"Here, show me," Kashtiliash said eagerly. There were times
when he felt trapped here in the palace, but the King could not
take the field for a minor punitive expedition, as a prince of the
House of Succession might.

The small audience room had changed somewhat since the
Nantukhtar came. The throne was the same, but one wall had
been stripped of tapestries and murals and whitewashed. On it
was drawn a map of the Land, as the Gods might see it. The
officer took up an olive-wood pointer.

"We swung out into the deep desert—as Lord Kenn'et of the
Nantukhtar did against the Assyrians, when he pursued them
north last year. I bethought myself of that, and took the two
hundred men trained to ride the demon-beasts. While the others
came in on foot from the east, and the Aramaeans retreated
before them. Even the nomads do not go so far into the sands.
They were taken wholly by surprise, between the hammer and
the anvil—and we could pursue their bands faster than they
scattered."

Kashtiliash nodded thoughtfully. The camels came from the
desert peninsula to the southwest of the Land Between the
Rivers, brought north by Nantukhtar ships. The southernmost
nomads had begun to use them, these last few generations, but
they knew little of saddling and harnessing them as yet, and the
northerly Aramaean tribes didn't use them at all, traveling on
foot with their possessions on donkey-back. A donkey had to be
watered every day, and could carry barely more than a man, and
no more quickly. A camel could travel up to a week without
water, eat anything that grew, carry three times the weight of a
grown man, and cover many times the ground men or horses



could. Kat'ryn had told him of how that would change this part
of the world, in the centuries to come. In her histories, it had
benefited mostly the sand-thieves themselves, the ones who came
after the Aramaeans—the Arabs, they were called, still hundreds
upon hundreds of miles to the south, in this age.

That shall not be so, here, he thought.

He had grasped whence the Nantukhtar really came, their
island adrift on the oceans of eternity. Few others in this age
could, he thought, even shrewd men, learned men. The
Nantukhtar hadn't made any particular secret of it, but most
dismissed the thought with a shudder as merely more of the
eldritch air of magic that surrounded the strangers.

But I am lucky in that my mind is supple. Perhaps because I
am young yet. It is a mighty thing, a fate laid on us all by the
great Gods, whether for good or ill.

Aloud: "You have done well, and I say unto you well done; the
King's heart is pleased with you, Awil-Sin. Nor shall you and
your men be without reward."

Awil-Sin prostrated himself again, then bowed backward out
of the audience chamber past the motionless Royal
Guards-standing to attention was another art which the
Nantukhtar had brought. Kashtiliash glanced aside at
Kidin-Ninurta, formerly his father's chief superintendent of
matters dealing with Dilmun and Meluhha, now in charge of
dealings with the Nantukhtar. And in their pay, of course, but
his ultimate loyalty was to the kingdom. Beside him sal
Bahdi-Lim, the wakil ol" the karum, the king's overseer of trade.

"You hear?" he said.

"I hear, O King who is without rival. Shall the prisoners be
sold?"

"Mmmm, no," Kashtiliash said. For one thing, his allies would
object, starting with his wife. "We shall settle them on the
Elamite frontier—on the new lands watered by the canal cut by
the steam-dredges. Well mixed with prisoners from the Assyrian



war and with our own people. I have some men it is in my mind
to favor with kudurru-grants; Awil-Sin, for one."

The two officials nodded. Land, even land next to an irrigation
canal, was valueless without tenant-farmers to work it.

Kidin-Ninurta went on thoughtfully. "These camels could be of
much use to us."

"Indeed. Bahdi-Lim, see that we acquire more—as many as the
southern tribes will sell; inquire among the merchants who deal
in Dilmun and send agents there. See that more men are trained
in their handling, and see that a breeding program is put in
hand." The King owned vast estates, many of them dedicated to
the breeding of horses for the royal chariot corps; camels
couldn't be impossibly different.

Kidin-Ninurta bowed over folded hands; he was a plump man
in his middle years, beard shining with the oil of prosperity.
"And when there are enough, our merchants will be greatly
aided, thus bringing more wealth to the Throne. With strings of
camels rather than donkeys, they could cross the wastes bearing
greater loads at lower costs. Yet another thing from which we
may draw wealth!"

"Yes... speak your thoughts, both of you."

The two bureaucrats were bubbling over with schemes to take
the New Learning and make the Land rich, not to mention
themselves. Kashtiliash didn't mind that; if you used oxen to
tread out grain, they took an occasional mouthful. If he was to
build a new standing army equipped with fire-weapons, with
rifles and cannon, he would need much wealth. Even more, if he
was to lift his kingdom to equality with the Nantukhtar. That
would be a work of generations, though.

"It is good, and more than good," he said at last. "You will
prepare a list of these projects, from the least difficult to the
most, with the costs and difficulties of each. This you will bring
before me, and soon. You have the King's leave to go."

His next audience would be less pleasant. He looked at his



watch, also a gift from his queen's people. The flying ship would
be here late in the day. Perhaps tomorrow morning...

"I wish we were on higher ground," O'Rourke murmured, as
the first of the enemy came into sight far down the road. They re
not wasting time; twenty-four hours after I got here. "Or that
things were more open here."

"If we were on higher ground, we wouldn't have water," Barnes
replied.

The alarm had caught her washing off under the pump, and
she'd come running with towel in hand; Hantilis kept sliding his
eyes toward her and then away until an orderly came up with her
uniform. Some corner of O'Rourke's mind not preoccupied with
matters professional smiled amusement. Functional needs and
Fiernan influence had more or less killed the nudity taboo in the
Republic, most particularly in the military, but it always caused
at least some friction when they ran into cultures that did have
that sort of prohibition. He suspected that Hantilis’s
subconscious hadn't been registering Barnes and the others as
really female in his brief exposure to the Nantucketer military,
and was disconcerted when the visual evidence was
unmistakable.

"Bugler, sound stand to," Barnes said, buttoning her tunic and
swinging on the Sam Browne harness that held pistol, sword,
and belt pouches.

The clear sweet notes of the bugle sounded; few of the garrison
had far to travel. Most of them had already taken up the rifles
that had rested in neat tripods overnight and dashed to their
posts on the walls. Others trotted out of the sunken bunker that
held the explosives, each pair carrying an ammunition box by
the rope handles on each end. They plumped the boxes down at
intervals along the fighting platform, then used their bayonets to
pry open the lids with a screech of nails.

Each lid had a label burned into its surface: Werder .40 1000
rounds. Within the ammunition lay in ten-round packets. The
Marines on the fighting platform around the wall buckled back
the covers of the bandoliers that hung from their webbing belts,



revealing the neat brass rows of shells in the loops within. Barnes
looked over at him, and he nodded with a slight jerk of his chin.

"Company—" she called, in a high carrying voice.

"Platoon—" It echoed through the subordinate commanders.
"Squad—

"FiX_H
"Fix—" "Bayonets!"

There was a long slithering rasp and rattle and click as the
twenty-inch blades came free and locked to the ring-and-bar
fasteners under the muzzles of the rifles. One fumbled and
dropped the weapon halfway through the procedure, and caught
a hissed "Sharpen up, you sloppy excuse for a Marine!" from his
corporal.

"Load!"

The same relay, and another series of clicks as the grooved
breech-blocks were pushed down, a round was shoved into the
breech, and the arming-piece in its curved slot at the right side
of the weapon was thumbed back to full cock. A murmur, as the
noncoms repeated: "Eyes front. Set your sights at two hundred
yards. Wait for the command."

O'Rourke glanced around. Ready for the dance, he thought.
Rifles to the walls, the Gatling between the two overturned
wagons that made up the gate—that faced roughly southwest,
covering the largest area of open ground. Far too many stone
walls, olive groves, and shallow ravines round about otherwise,
and the steep hills that pinched the valley were far too close, but
that was God's lookout. Speaking of which:

"Praise be the Lord God who trains my fingers to the bow
and makes my hand strong to war—"

Chaplain Smith was at it again, not a bad text. Even if the
man was an Iratina convert and therefore a bit of a fanatic, with
a taste for the bloodier Psalms.



The enemy were coming up the road and through the fields to
either side; far too many of them for comfort. O'Rourke licked
sweat off his lips and took a thoughtful swig from his canteen
before picking up the binoculars he'd laid on a barley sack.

Couple of thousand, at least, he thought. Five thousand if
we're unlucky. Two, three days travel from the coast—they
might be able to keep them supplied, at that. But I don't think
they've got the patience for a siege of the camp.

They obviously weren't Walker's regulars; just irregular clots
of footmen following chiefs in chariots. A few mounted scouts
came galloping closer; and the glitter off the weapons of the host
was as much steel as bronze. Presumably some of them would
have learned a bit about modern warfare at Troy...

The noise started again, like a giant drum, or the chuffing of a
monstrous steam engine. This time he could see what it was,
thousands of them beating the flats of their weapons on their
shields in ragged unison. The sound boomed back from the rocky
slopes on either hand as well...

"Oh, for a couple of rifled cannon," Barnes said.

"Or a heavy mortar, or some rocket launchers," O'Rourke
agreed.

That was a distance problem, though. Ur Base's armory down
at the top of the Persian Gulf could make small-arms
ammunition and some replacement parts for rifles. Every single
heavy weapon and every round for them had to come by ship
from Nantucket or Alba, down the Atlantic, around the Cape of
Good Hope, up across the Indian Ocean, up the Gulf, unload at
Ur Base, go up the Euphrates by steamboat and barge, then
hundreds of miles more to the Anatolian plateau and westward
to here by wagon and camel and pack mule.

Great Achaea, now... their factories weren't as many or as
good, but being ten thousand miles closer covered a multitude of
sins. Better to have a second-rate weapon that was here, rather
than a first-rate one that hadn't arrived yet because the ship
bringing it was becalmed in the doldrums.



The sound died out and the enemy began to spread; the nobles
were getting out of their chariots, too. Too bad. I wish they were
more conservative about that. Most of the men squatted or sat,
leaning on spears or rifles. Horns blared, long upright bronze
trumpets with the mouths of wild beasts, grouped around a knot
of men in bright gear: gilded bronze armor, helmets topped with
boars and wolves and ravens, chain mail and steel swords, guns.
The knot eddied, then moved southward and up the slopes of a
fairly steep hill, threading their way through terraced vineyards
to the clear rocky summit. O'Rourke moved his binoculars and
found himself staring at the doll-tiny figure of a man in a
raven-crested helmet with long gray mustaches putting an even
longer brass spyglass to his eye and looking right back at the
Nantucketer. Great minds thought alike...

"Hmmm... I think the laddie with the bandaged arm beside
him is the gentleman with the spear I had a bit of a brush with
yesterday," O'Rourke said lightly.

The chief with the spyglass took it down from his eye and
waved. Spears repeated the gesture down the hillslope, and a
band of warriors five hundred strong rose and moved forward.
They weren't moving in ranks, but there was an unpleasant
steadiness to the way they came forward, flowing into dead
ground, the shelter of groves or walls, up a long gully that
sheltered everything but the tips of their spears.

"This bunch won't be spooked the first time they see guns go
off," Barnes said thoughtfully. "Mother."

"This won't be the first time," O'Rourke said. "We managed to
get a fair number of firearms into Troy, one way and another,
and these lads have been on the receiving end."

Hantilis nodded. "I, too, was put in fear, the first time I saw
the fire-weapons work their slaying," he said. "After that, I saw
also that the men they killed were no more dead than those fallen
to a bow or spear. Guns are better than any spear or bow, yes.
They kill further, faster, more surely, yes. Still, these guns are not
the thunder-club borne by Teshub of the Weather. They are only
weapons. And a man with a knife or even a rock from the fields
may slay a man with sword, spear, and armor, if he be brave and



very lucky. A score of men with knives or rocks against one with
a sword..."

Barnes and O'Rourke glanced at each other and nodded very
slightly. You didn't have to have a modern education to be able
to put two and two together, if the native cleverness was there.

The Hittite confirmed their thought a moment later: "That
little ravine—it is a highway toward us. Only a little more than
long bowshot, and the... Gatling... does not bear on it..."

Damn, I do wish we had a mortar, O'Rourke thought.
Dropping shells right into dead ground like that was what they
were made for. Then: If wishes were horses, we wouldn't need
the Town Meeting to produce horseshit, would we, then?

"Here they come!" someone shouted from the walls.

"People can get used to anything," Kathryn Hollard said,
looking down from one of the slanting windows in the airship's
passenger compartment.

They'd come down the Euphrates, endless miles of irrigation
canals lined with date palms, long narrow fields—about half of
them flooded to soften the earth for the fall plowing, half
fallow—and villages of dun mud-brick shacks. Now the shadow of
the Emancipator passed over Babylon, slipping over square
miles of flat roofs and courtyards and narrow twisty streets, cut
here and there by the broader processional ways.

The sight of the dirigible overhead no longer made men
scream in Babylon, or women cast themselves down in prayer.
Even the donkeys had stopped bolting. Usually the craft came
into a field by the river outside the northern wall; the engineers
of the expeditionary force had put in basic support facilities,
tanks of fuel—the engines burned a mixture of kerosene and
hydrogen from the gasbag—a small steam-powered generator to
crack lifting gas from water, stores of spare parts. Today the
airship was coming into land at the square that surrounded the
great ziggurat Etemenanki, the House That Is the Foundation of
Heaven and Earth, near the northern gate of the city. That was
the only open space in Babylon that could accommodate the



Emancipator's more than five hundred feet of length; it was also
convenient to the main palace-administrative complex just
inside the Ishtar Gate.

"Kash is not happy at all, and this is one way of showing it,"
Kathryn went on.

"I'm not happy either," her brother replied. "To put it mildly."

"I'm not happy—the thermals here are a stone bitch," Vicki
Cofflin said.

They all glared for a second at the Princess Raupasha. That
young woman folded her arms and glared back. Seventeen going
on eighteen, she was tall by contemporary standards, which
made her average among Americans born in the twentieth; the
Marine khakis she wore showed smooth curves. Fine raven-dark
hair fell to her shoulders, framing an oval straight-nosed face
and dark gray eyes rimmed with green; her skin was a natural
pale olive tanned to honey-brown. It wasn't quite the physical
type common in Kar-Duniash, but she had been born further
north, under the Taurus range, in what would be Kurdish
country in the twentieth. Some of her ancestors had come from
much further than that, outflung spindrift of a migration that
had begun in the foothills of the Ural Mountains a thousand
years before. The main stream of it had driven their chariots and
horse-herds over the Hindu Kush and down into the Land of Five
Rivers, where her distant Aryan cousins were compiling the
Rig-Veda in these very decades. Raupasha's ancestors had
drifted westward, to become kings at the headwaters of the
Khabur and lose themselves among their Human subjects.

"I did wrong," she said, in English thickly accented with the
clotted sounds of her Hurrian mother tongue. "It— ' For a
moment a flicker of uncertainty made her seem her age. "It
seemed like a good idea at the time. You had told me, Lord
Kenn'et, that in your country women often take the lead in such
things..."

"Not without warning, not in public, not in front of an army,
not in a language the man doesn't speak so it looks like he's
agreeing with it, and not when it buggers up years of work!"



Kenneth Hollard barked.

My, what an interesting shade of red you turn when you're
angry, big brother, Kathryn thought irreverently. She and her
brother both tanned fairly well for blonds, but she could see the
dark blood rising over his collar.

"I did wrong," Raupasha said again, quietly. Tears welled in
the great gray eyes, but she blinked them away. "I have wronged
you, to whom I owe so much. Let King Kashtiliash have my head,
then, to appease the anger of his heart and bring his favor back
to you."

Kenneth Hollard sighed in exasperation. His sister answered
for him: "No, we won't do that. You're under the Republic's
protection, and we don't withdraw that. But that's protection for
you, as an individual, not for your people or their former
kingdom. You may have to leave these lands altogether."

"And we all have to strap in," Vicki Cofflin said. "Sir, ma'am,
we're coming in for a landing."

Everyone sat, in a stony silence. Kathryn Hollard swallowed a
bubble of anxiety. God, I want to see Hash again. God, I'm
nervous.

Neither of them was exactly afraid of the other but they'd both
found occasion enough for irritation, differences of custom and
outlook and belief that made a word or action sweet
reasonableness to one and intolerable to the other. And neither
of them was meek by nature.

I suppose we'd both find sweetness-and-light boring; that's
probably one reason why Kash fell for me in the first place, the
change from all these
I-am-your-handmaiden-great-lord-please-wipe-your-feet-on-m
e local bimbos. This time he's got every reason to be furious
with the lot of us, though.

The marriage contract specified she could leave anytime she
wanted to. The problem is, I don't want to.



"Prepare for landing," Vicki Cofflin said. "Alex, I'm going to
take her in heavy, on prop-lift. Landing crew ready on the
ground?"

The XO was peering through heavy pintle-mounted
binoculars. "Looks like it, Skipper... there's the signal."

"Helm, right thirty. Engines, all ahead one quarter."

The long orca shape of the Emancipator turned into the wind
blowing out of the deserts to the west. "Altitude one thousand
thirty. Off superheat!"

A hissing in the background cut off, only noticeable when it
was gone. The shadow of the airship passed over the flat rooftops
of Babylon, a maze of tenement and courtyard, dun-colored
mud-and-timber roofs above adobe buildings. The monstrous
step-pyramid shape of the ziggurat loomed ahead of them, its
cladding of colored brick, glazing, and paint a blaze three
hundred feet high, an artificial mountain looming against the
westering sun.

"Vent hot air! All vents full."

Crewfolk spun cranks. High above, rectangular portlids in the
hull swung up, allowing the heated air in the central gasbag to
escape. The airship's smooth gliding passage shifted to a
downward vector, and the ground swelled below them. The nose
of the great craft dipped, and the uppermost level of the
ziggurat Etemenanki rose above the gondola windows, gleaming
in gold leaf. That was the House of the God, where the priestess
called the Bride of Marduk awaited the pleasure of the Lord of
the Countries.

"Negative buoyancy! Ship is heavy!" came the crisp call from
the altitude controller. "Seven hundred pounds at ground level."

"Ballast, stand by," Vicki said. They could vent water from
tanks along the keel at need and come around again. "Engines at
ninety degrees."

Hands spun wheels, and outside the six converted Cessna



engines on the sections of wing turned until their propellers were
pointing at the ground. They were nearly over the courtyard now,
coasting slower and slower as the gentle west wind pushed at the
blunt prow of the vessel. Dust billowed up, and the robes of the
spectators fluttered. The ground crew were from the First
Kar-Duniash, the cadre unit Kathryn and a few other Islander
officers and noncoms had trained as part of the alliance between
the Republic and Babylon. They'd played this part before.

Emancipator's descent slowed. "Release ropes!"

Crewfolk opened ports along the keel. Dozens of ropes fell
loose, to be snatched up by the soldiers acting as ground crew.
They broke into teams as if for a tug-of-war, and pulled.

"All engines off!" Silence roared into the great vessel, the first
since the motors were started in Hattusas twelve hours before.
"Brace for contact."

The ground swelled beneath them, and a wailing chant went
up as three hundred men hauled the dirigible down hand over
hand and into the wind. More waited, and grabbed the oak
railing that ran along the gondola on either side of the keel as it
came within reach. Those ran the airship forward until it was
aligned with massive forged eyebolts whose six-foot shanks had
been pounded into the brick pavement of the square. Lashings
secured the Emancipator in place; this was as safe a mooring
site as any, with the bulk of the ziggurat and the enclosure walls
to break any sudden winds.

"Feather props all," Vicki Cofflin said. "Ramp down! Brigadier
Hollard, Lieutenant-Colonel, Princess Raupasha, you may
disembark."

The main entryway to the gondola was a ramp at the rear of
the hundred-foot room. It lowered with a creak of wicker and
wood. A chariot stood there, the horses sweating and rolling
their eyes as they shifted from hoof to hoof with a clatter of iron
against brick. Around it waited mounted guards, riding with
saddles and stirrups of Islander pattern, rifles in scabbards at
their right knees.



"The King awaits the Seg Kallui," their officer said,
dismounting and saluting, then going to one knee.

Kathryn nodded. "The queen hears the words of the King," she
said.

"So, bet you I can make five pat hands from half a deck,"
Private Hook said, shuffling easily.

They might be under attack at any minute; that was no reason
not to pick up a little extra cash. The best time for it, in fact,
with people nervous and wrought-up. The cards poured from
side to side temptingly on the gray blanket of the hospital bunk,
but there wasn't time to start a poker game.

"Twenty-five cards, no more."

"By the Horned Man, I think you can do it too—with your
deck," someone said sardonically.

"No, no," Hook said smoothly. "With your deck, and you get to
shuffle."

"Aw, and you'll fly to the moon by flapping your arms," a
Marine said.

Several who'd been recruited from the Earth Folk hissed at the
blasphemy, which the scoffer answered with a jerk of his middle
finger. Hook frowned carefully.

"Well, if you're not afraid of bad luck after dissing Moon
Woman like that, why not put some money on it?" he asked.
"Say, five dollars at five-to-one in your favor."

"T'll do that," the other man said brashly. "If you don't need
beer and girls when we get back to Hattusas, I do."

"And you'll never get laid without paying a local for it,
Haudicar," a female voice said.

The challenger scowled and pulled a Pacific Bank five-dollar
note out of his pocket; that took a little work, with his right arm



in a cast. Then he went over to his haversack and fished out a
pack of cards. Hook waited patiently while the mark shuffled; the
Fiernan woman who'd spoken caught his eye and winked behind
the victim's back, moving her fingers and lips silently in the
Counting Chant.

"Put up your twenty-five, Hook. Better than three weeks' pay,
a gift from the Gods."

A belligerent blue-eyed stare from Haudicar, as innocent of
mathematics as he was of molecular biology. Hook took the
greasy, limp pack and set it on the gray blanket that covered the
foot of his bunk, then split it evenly. A fair selection who were
mobile enough gathered around; not many went two months in
the pungent gloom of a troopship's hold outbound from
Nantucket Town without learning poker.

"Which one?" he said, and the mark tapped the pile of cards
on his left.

"Here we go—

Haudicar stared as the five pat hands flowed out beneath
Hook's nimble features. The onlookers yelped and hooted
laughter, and a slow flush went up from the collar of his T-shirt
to prominent pink ears.

"Care to try again, double or nothing?" Hook said casually,
scooping up the five-dollar bill. He winked back at the Fiernan
girl; he usually didn't need to pay a local when he wanted a
tumble—stupid to pay, when charm could get you better sex for
free—but even in the Corps it never hurt to set the mood with
some beer and fancy eats on the civilian economy. With two men
for every woman in most units, the competition could get a little
fierce at times. Besides that, he was saving for the end of his
hitch. Haudicar swore and pulled out another five-dollar bill.

"Anyone else want to go with the odds?" Hook said brightly.

A few bystanders did, but one insisted on using her pack, and
dealing out twenty-five cards at random. Hook grinned like a
shark as he arranged another five hands, ignoring the curses and



stacking the bills and coins.
"Now, who'll match this pile one last time?" he said.

It looked as if Haudicar would, until he looked around and saw
that all the Fiernan-born in the room were standing back, most
of them grinning. Then he made the sign of the horns.

"Magic!" he spat.

The girl who'd winked at Hook laughed aloud. "Arithmetic,
you dumb swan-eating sheep-shagger," she said. "The odds were
fifty to one in his favor!"

The roar of laughter that followed that was cut short when a
corporal looked through the door.

"You lot are pretty healthy, then," he said. A working party
behind him carried in rifles, bandoliers, and a thousand-round
ammunition box. Several entrenching tools were piled rattling
atop it. "Get busy—knock some more loopholes in the wall there,
it's only mud brick two stacks thick."

Those not too ill to work got to work, except for Hook.
"Nobody want one last bet?" he asked, riffling the cards.

"At a time like this?" someone said, digging at the wall with
the pick-spike on the back of the blade of the entrenching tool.

"Why not? No loss if we lose, we'll all be dead... oh, all right
then," Hook grumbled, and picked up a rifle, wincing a bit at the
pull of his lanced boil as he went to the slit window. "Holy shit!"

"So," Kashtiliash said, shaking back the sleeve of his robe and
holding out his cup. A servant slid forward silently and poured,
each movement as graceful as a reed. "You will not plead your
brother's case?"

"Nope," Kathryn Hollard said, reaching for a date. "He can do
that himself. You're the King here, Kash, and he's the
commander of allied forces. It'd be a good idea to hear him out,
but you decide, and I'll back you up whatever your decision is.



It's going on for God-damned November; it'll be the Year 11
before we get to Walker, if we keep dicking around with this
stuff."

The Kassite's thick-muscled shoulders relaxed slightly as he
sipped.

Kathryn gave him a slow smile, and went on: "Actually, I had a
different sort of discussion in mind for this evening."

Her eyes traveled to the arched doorway that led into the
bedchamber. Kashtiliash grinned back at her.

They were dining in one of the smaller chambers in the King's
private rooms—or as private as anything could be, in this ant
farm of a palace. One wall was carved cedar screen-work, giving
out onto a section of flat roof that in turn overlooked a courtyard
planted with palms and flowers. It was still warm but not
uncomfortable, especially with the overhead fan that swept back
and forth above, to the pull of a cord in the hand of someone
sitting in the corridor outside—she'd gotten the idea from
rereading a book of Kipling's short stories. A punkah, they'd
called it in the days of the Raj.

She and the King reclined on couches of carved boxwood,
cushioned in something remarkably like Moroccan leather, and
ate from a low table set between them with lion's-paw feet done
in ivory, its oval Egyptian-ebony top inlaid with lapis, ivory, and
semiprecious stones. The platters bore the remains of roast
chicken, a dish of beef and lentils with apricots, skewers of
grilled lamb, salads, breads, pastries, spiced steamed vegetables.
The palace artisans had learned to produce creditable
bronze-and-gold imitations of the plain metal fork in a Marine
field kit, too, which made eating a lot less messy.

"Makes a nice change from tents and dog biscuit," she said,
stretching and nibbling on the fruit.

They had been down to hardtack for a while, when the supply
lines up from the navigable Euphrates got shaky. Not to mention
the grit and dirt; nothing like a couple of weeks in the field in the
deserts of Mitanni—northern Syria, in the twentieth—to really



work up an appreciation for a good bath and a soft linen robe.
Gentle music tweetled from a corner, vivid tapestries billowed
slightly along the walls, curious beasts and flowers and scenes
from myths she hadn't had time to learn; the ceiling was smooth
plaster set with rosettes of burnished copper. The Islander
kerosene lamps made the room brighter than it would have been
a year ago, but the yellow light suited the room, turning it into a
fantasy of soft color amid the scents of cedarwood and incense.

"A king's wealth is some small compensation for being nibbled
to death by ducks," Kashtiliash said. "I would ten times rather be
in the field with my troops myself." He extended his hands.
"Yesterday the ashipu-diviners of Nabu said that my armpits
should be plucked with tweezers because a two-headed lamb was
born near Nippur."

Kathryn held out her hands likewise. Servants glided in, one to
pour scented water, another to wipe her hands with a towel, a
third to hold the basin beneath.

Still feels a little creepy having everything done for you like
this, she thought with a corner of her mind.

The rest of it was sympathizing with Kashtiliash. His
administrative duties were bad enough, but there was a whole
clutch of religious stuff that only the King could deal with. Kash
might be absolute monarch, but the priesthoods could still tie
him in knots by selective omen-reading—ignore them and the
whole kingdom from nobles to peasants would expect disaster,
which was a self-fulfilling prophecy if there ever was one. The
queen had equivalent tasks, but so far she'd been able to plead
off on grounds of military necessity and a foreigner's ignorance.

Once the war's over I'll have to settle down and plow my way
through this stuff, dammit. Oh, well, I can study up on the
religious twaddle while I'm pregnant.

When his hands were clean, Kashtiliash clapped them
together. "Leave us," he said.

"But King of the Universe—!" a eunuch chamberlain bleated,
from where he'd been standing to direct the choreography of the



meal.

Eunuchs still creeped her out more than a little, but she
ignored the plump shocked face. Usually the King's retiring was
an elaborate ritual, each undoing of sandal strap or sash a
jealously guarded privilege of some official or flunky or whatever;
it all reminded her of things she'd read about the court of Louis
XIV, only with oracles and diviners mixed in. At least
upper-crust Babylonians washed a lot more frequently than
eighteenth-century Frenchmen.

"Leave us! The King speaks!" Kashtiliash said, not taking his
eyes off her.

Everyone prostrated themselves and backed out. The King's
grin grew wider. "Good," he said. "It has been much too long, my
golden lioness. It would shock them, did I vault over the table
and ravish you upon the supper couch."”

"You couldn't," she said. "Because I'd meet you in midair."

She stood, reached down with crossed arms, and pulled the
robe over her head.

"Golden lioness indeed," Kashtiliash said, hoarse through a
throat gone tight.

"Let's see if you can catch me, Bull of Marduk." Kathryn
laughed.

"While I am at war, I leave the realm in the hands of
Odik-weos son of Laertes, Wannax of Ithaka among the Western
Isles and ekwetos in Mycenae."

Walker's voice rang out across the square. Odikweos went to
one knee and bowed his head before he held out his hand for the
signet ring that would make him Regent of Great Achaea while
the King of Men was abroad.

And I am a much safer regent than any of your own Wolf
People, he thought. They will watch me and I will watch them.



Then he walked beside his overlord down the marble steps and
waited while the King poured the incense into the coals that
smoldered in the bowl of the golden tripod. The translucent
grains fell on the low hot flames of burning olive wood and then
burned themselves in an upward spiral of blue smoke, sweet and
bitter at the same time. Walker lifted his hands, his voice rising
in the Invocation:

"Hear me

Lord of the battle-shattering aegis, whose power is set above
Olympos

Who are lord in strength above the countries, Father of All,
If you are pleased that I built your sanctuary

If ever it pleased you that I burn all the rich thigh pieces
Of bulls, of goats, then bring to pass this wish I pray for;
Let your almighty hand shield me in battle,

For when the bright bronze spear stoops like the
stallion-crested eagle,

Then safety is hard to find and only your hand ..."

White-robed priests then led a garlanded bull of sacrifice up
to the altar. Behind them came a chorus of handsome youths and
another of maidens richly clad, flower garlands on their brows,
singing as they came. The watching crowd—cityfolk, the ordered
ranks of the regiments, great lords and their retainers
summoned to follow the hegemon to battle—held their breath. It
was the worst of omens if the sacrificial bull should bellow or
fight. This one came unresisting, with a slow majestic tread. The
priests gripped its gilded horns; Odikweos had to acknowledge
that such things were done more neatly now, when priests were
full-time specialists paid by the Throne rather than men of rank
serving only for the God's honor and their own.

Behind the impassive mask of his face he shuddered. And the



King had pointed out—how casually, how easily!—that priests
appointed by the government could be relied on to get the omens
right.

An acolyte bore the sacred basket; each of the great men
taking part in the rite reached into it for a handful of barley to
toss at the bull. The animal blinked in curiosity, and its broad
pink tongue came out to lick up grains that stuck to its muzzle.
From the basket Walker also took the sacrificial knife, long and
curved and razor-sharp. First he cut a lock of hair from the bull's
poll and tossed it into the holy fire beside the altar. Then he
waited while Odikweos sprinkled water from the god-blessed
spring over the animal's ears and eyes. It tossed its head and
lowed, the symbol of its assent to the sacrifice.

The priests twisted their grip and exposed the neck. The King
stepped forward and swung the blade with fluid skill; the
strength and speed reminded Odikweos of his first meeting with
the future sovereign, in a dark alley below the citadel of Mycenae
where Walker battled assassins. He'd thought then that the
foreigner was a man of his hands to be reckoned with, and he'd
been right. His curiosity had led him to intervene, and that had
brought him Walker's favor. From that beginning he had gained
much, from that and his own wit that had also gained him
William Walker's regard.

Blood flowed out over the altar, startlingly bright, smelling of
salt and iron, and the bull went first to its knees and then to its
side. Women screamed at the moment of the kill as the rite
prescribed, long and shrill, drowning the death-bellow. A cheer
went up from the crowd, deep and rhythmic from the soldiers, a
chaotic wall of sound from the commons.

He felt another invisible shudder gripping his heart. The eyes
of his mind remembered Agamemnon holding out his hand, wet
with his own blood. "The blood of Zeus, the blood of Poseidaion."
Then leaping from the cliff, as if into the arms of the Gods his
ancestors. That blood still lay on the land.

Walker laughed at it, laughed at curses and death and fate—
in the secret places of his heart, laughed at the Gods. And yet he
won, and won, and won...



Athana Potnia, Gray-Eyed Lady of Wisdom, he prayed, in his
own innermost self. Did I do right when I gave Walker my aid?
It had raised the House of his fathers to the heights of wealth
and power, but...

When the ritual was complete and the fat-wrapped thighbones
smoked on the altar the square emptied, crowds surging away
and troops marching in rippling unison, another thing Walker
had brought to the Achaean lands. Odikweos put doubt from his
mind as the King's closest gathered around him.

"The omens were good," he said politely. "The sacrifice went
quiet and willing."

"Amazing what some poppy juice in the feedbag can do,"
Walker said dryly, and went on: "I shouldn't be gone long. I
expect Troy to fall before the winter solstice."

Absently, the Ithakan noted that the last traces of the nasal
whistling accent he'd once had had faded from the Wolf Lord's
Achaean.

"And I'm leaving you enough troops and ships, counting your
household regiment and the Ithakan fleet—keep a close ear out
for news of the West, and if Isketerol asks for help, send it."

Odikweos nodded. "The Gods send you victory, King of Men,
and spare your camp the arrows of far-shooting Apollo."

Walker grinned. "Thanks—and if I can teach the dumb
bastards not to crap anywhere they please, like sheep, maybe
they will."

The Ithakan blinked as a chuckle ran through the group. Yes,
cleanliness about dung did seem to have something to do with
the spread of sickness in a war camp, and he'd been glad to learn
the rites that kept diseases of the belly away; they killed more
men than bronze ever had, or bullets would. Still, it was not wise
to openly taunt the power of Paiwon Apollo.

He thought of the slopes of Olympus. And striding down them
a tall blackness edged with fire, like the shadow of falling night...



He forced a smile himself, lest he be singled out. The only
other in the circle around the King to be Achaean-born was the
chief scribe, Enkhelyawon son of Amphimedes; and he was a
man who'd been raised from a mere clerk to great power, not a
noble born or a fighting-man. Walker's man...

But remember that he has great power, Odikweos noted
mentally. There were records of everything, now. The chief
scribe's office could torment a man to death and destroy his
House with writs and forms. Paper is as great a power in the
land as bronze or steel, today. Greater than a bloodline
descended from the Gods.

"Helmut will keep you informed of any internal problems,"
Walker went on.

Odikweos bowed his head slightly. The pug-faced blond man
inclined his; his countenance looked as if it had been carved
from lard. And do not underestimate this one, either, the Greek
told himself. Mittler didn't fight with his own hands, but he'd
sent more Achaean nobles to the shades than a myriad of
warriors; and he killed men as a housewife might rabbits, with a
dispassionate briskness that ignored their squeals and kicks. In
the old days a noble or vassal-ruler could give the High King a
healthy piece of his mind when he wished, to his face. Now a
man had to watch what he said by his own hearthside, or in the
very marriage bed.

Walker's one green eye caught Mittler's. "And don't get
overenthusiastic, Helmut," he went on. "I know that deep down
you think corpses are the only politically reliable element in the
kingdom, but please remember that dead men are useless except
to the quartermasters, and mutton is much cheaper."

That brought a chuckle from Walker's closest followers, the
ones who'd come with him to Tiryns so many years ago. Alice
Hong's clear soprano laughter rang out, and she licked her lips.

"Oh, mutton is so greasy," she said. "Politically suspect pork
now, done with noodles, or sweet and sour... Ragout of Long Pig
a la Hannibal Lecter—even better, Long Pig veal steak . . ."



Odikweos looked at her and swallowed bile. She was not
making a jest, however rough; there was no depravity beyond the
Lady of Pain. About her, I have no doubts. If ever it is in my
power to slay that one, I shall. By the Kindly Ones, I shall.

A groom brought Walker's horse; it was a tall one,
three-quarter breed to the stallion he'd brought with him near a
decade ago. Bastard had been the name of the sire.

The flat gray stones of Mittler's eyes were on Alice Hong as
well. Walker noticed it. "My, what a happy little family," he said,
swinging into the saddle. "Hasta la vista, and if anyone kills a
rival without permission, I'll crucify them." His hand slapped his
mount's neck. "Come on, Sonofabitch. There should be a big
horse present at the fall of Troy, for tradition's sake."

Brigadier Kenneth Hollard drew himself erect, saluted, and
bowed. Beside him Raupasha daughter of Shuttarna was flat on
the ground, kissing the carpet. Even now, it still felt odd to see
his sister Kathryn sitting on a throne one step down from
Kashtiliash's on the dais, gorgeously robed and jeweled, a
silk-and-gold headdress covering her cropped hair. The
secondary throne was an addition to the room; ordinary
Babylonian queens didn't take part in royal audiences.

Part of Kat's damned marriage contract.

He wouldn't have thought her the type to do the
romantic-plunge-into-the-unknown thing, but then, she was his
sister. She'd been an annoying brat for most of his life, then
they'd become friends after the Event, but when he'd thought of
her love life at all, it had always seemed sort of comic. Until it
rose up and bit us all on the ass. Of course, it had been even
more disconcerting to the Babylonians to see their prince—who
then became their King—go head-over-heels for a bizarre
foreigner. They had a tradition of romantic love in stories and
poetry and suchlike here, but it wasn't supposed to get in the
way of marriages, particularly for monarchs. It did help that a
diplomatic marriage was the usual way of sealing an alliance,
but there were still rumors of witchcraft bouncing about. Kat
didn't have any intention of making much concession to ancient
Babylonian ideas of Woman's Proper Place, either, and made no



secret of it.

"Know that the King is not pleased. Lord Kenn'et,"
Kashtili-ash said.

Hollard inclined his head in acknowledgment. Kashtiliash was
making a concession by holding the audience in this lesser
chamber, without the whole court looking on.

"Lord King, if I were you, I wouldn't be pleased either," he said
frankly.

There were a few Babylonians present: guards, two scribes
taking notes—one on paper in the Islander-introduced Roman
alphabet, the other in cuneiform on waxed boards—and a couple
of courtiers. They looked a little shocked at the bluntness.
Kashtiliash nodded slightly; he didn't particularly mind, as long
as the allies from Nantucket were properly respectful.

In fact, I think he finds it refreshing, Hollard thought.
"Explain this matter to me, then," the King said somberly.

"Lord King, Princess Raupasha was carried away by the heat
of victory and misplaced gratitude," he said, feeling a trickle of
sweat running down his flanks under the uniform jacket. "She
begs the King's pardon."

Raupasha rose to her knees and threw herself down again;
Kenneth Hollard kept his face impassive, but his Yankee reflexes
couldn't help a small inward twinge. The Mitannian girl didn't
mind, she'd been raised by a retainer of her royal father and
taught the standard court etiquette.

"I most humbly throw myself on the mercy of the shar kirbat
‘arbaim, King of the Four Quarters of the Earth, descendant of
the Kings Who Were Before the King, Great King, Magnificent
King, the King of Kar-Duniash, King of Assyria, King of Elam,
King of Mitanni, Great Bull of Marduk, the giant unto whom the
Great Gods have given rule, the Mighty, the Colossal, the
Omnipotent," Raupasha said softly.



The Modest, the Humble, Hollard added to himself.

Raupasha went on: "With clasped hands, I beg that the King
allow his slave to serve him as she has before."

Kashtiliash looked as if he'd bitten into something sour for a
moment. Smart girl, Hollard thought, admiration taking the
sting out of his irritation. She'd just reminded Kashtiliash that
while the Nantucketers had helped him conquer Assyria—he'd
been Prince Kashtiliash last year, in command of the Babylonian
armies for his father Shagarakti-Shuriash—it had been

Raupasha's own hand that cut the throat of Tukulti-Ninurta.
Who, in the original history we showed him, defeated
Kashtiliash and brought him a prisoner to Asshur.

Plus she'd personally saved his father's life during an
assassination attempt last spring. Some monarchs would just be
angered by a reminder like that, but Kash...

The hard amber-brown eyes met Hollard's blue. "And if I
decide that the Rivers country should not be a vassal-kingdom
under Raupasha daughter of Shuttarna, but instead a province
under a sakkanakkum, a royal governor appointed by myself?"

he said.

Hollard nodded. "The land is the King's, to dispose as he sees
fit," he said steadily. "The terms of our treaty of alliance are
clear. The Republic of Nantucket seeks no territory in these
lands, but only to make war on William Walker, the rebel and
usurper who has seized the throne of Achaea."”

Kashtiliash continued relentlessly. "And if the Hurri-folk of the
north rise against me, on hearing this news?"

Raupasha's fingers clutched at the carpet, but she kept a
shivering stillness. Hollard answered crisply: "Then, as our treaty
states, we will fight at your side against all rebels until Walker is
cast down."

The Babylonian leaned back in his throne; chairs with backs
were a rare luxury here, and this was carved with figures of gods



and protective genii in ivory, its arms supported by gilded
lion-centaurs, its feet the paws of lions with claws of gold.

"And if I demand this woman's head?" he said softly, his
thick-wristed swordsman's hands gripping the carved ivory.

"That, Lord King, you must not do," Hollard said, standing at
parade rest.

There was a gasp from the Babylonians; "must" was not a
word used to the King of the Four Quarters, who held the life of
every man in his hand.

"Before this woman was known to the King, I extended the
Republic's protection over her," Hollard went on. "If her presence
is an affront to the King, we will, of course, remove her from the
Land of Kar-Duniash. Likewise, if my presence offends the King,
he may demand that the Republic replace me as commander of
allied forces here."

"You are a bold man," Kashtiliash said.

"The Republic honors its word, O King, and I am its
servant—we bow to no man, but to the Law we are obedient. If
the Republic broke its bond to this woman, whatever her faults,
could we be trusted to keep it with you?"

Silence stretched. Then the fierce hawk-face of the Kassite
monarch split in a harsh grin, teeth very white against the dense
black beard.

"You are also a man of honor," he said, his fist thumping the
gilded wood of the throne's arm. "Know that the word of the
King of Kar-Duniash is also something that is not dust to be
blown in the wind; it cannot be altered." His eyes went to
Kathryn. "And if my sons are such men as you, it will be well for
the realm. Approach."

Hollard did. Kashtiliash rose and gripped hands in the
American gesture, then offered his cheek. And while I
appreciate the gesture, the Nantucketer thought—it made him
technically one of the Royal Kindred—I still feel damned silly



kissing a guy on the cheek.

"There—we have regularized your bad manners," Kashtiliash
said; the Royal Kindred were not required to prostrate
themselves. It was a rare honor.

The Babylonian ruler sank back on his throne and fastened his
eyes on the Mitannian princess. "Rise, Raupasha daughter of
Shuttarna, and hear the judgment of the King." He leaned
forward, one elbow on a knee.

"The King's servant awaits his word," Raupasha said, rising
gracefully and standing with her head bowed under the metallic
glitter of a shawl sewn with golden sequins.

"You have served my House well," he said. "In the matter of
Tukulti-Ninurta my great foe, who you slew; in the matter of
Shagarakti-Shuriash my father, whose life you preserved.
Because of this, and for reasons of State, I am inclined to be
merciful. Once. Do you understand me, Raupasha daughter of
Shuttarna?"

"My Lord King's humble servant dares to think she
understands his thought, and will strive always to do his will in
the future."

Thank yoooou, Lord Jesus, Hollard thought, smelling his own
sweat. We don't have time for this sort of complication. Troy's
under siege already.

"Good," Kashtiliash said. He nodded regally. "You will both
attend the King's feast this night. Tomorrow we will begin to
plan the resumption of the war in the North."

CHAPTER NINE

March, 11 A.E.—Feather River Valley, California

"Why fire?" Tidtaway said suddenly, pointing to the columns
of smoke rising from the settlement; he'd been hanging back,
listening intently, but Peter Giernas had no idea how much he'd
followed.



"Fire to burn out sickness," he said, and the Indian nodded.

An hour after he'd burned the dead village the expedition
crouched by a fire on the ridge above. Dark smoke rose into the
air from the lovely valley, and Peter Giernas shivered again as he
thought of what the flames fed upon.

"Death like you can't imagine," he said. "Men, women,
children... death."

"You've seen it before?" Jaditwara asked quietly.

"Ayup, back East, among the Sea-Land tribes, the Lekkansu
and their kin, 'flu, in the Year 2—chickenpox the next year, and
again the year after." He shivered again, hugging his shoulders.
The soft leather of his second hunting shirt crinkled under his
fingers. "I wasn't there when the measles hit, thank Christ."

That plague had traveled from band to band as far as the
Great Lakes and Florida. His head came up, and his eyes caught
Sue's.

"This didn't look like any of them, though. Some of the bodies
were pretty fresh."”

He described the marks, the red pustulent sores, skin and flesh
peeling away in layers when the victims had tossed and writhed
in the delirium of high fever—and probably of thirst, for there
had been none to tend the last of the dying. From the looks,
everyone had crowded in around the sick to comfort them, at
first; most locals had that custom. Before the Event this had
been a continent without much in the way of epidemic disease.
Some VD, yes, and plenty of arthritis and whatnot, but not
contagious fevers.

"That's not measles or chicken pox," Sue said quietly. She'd
had some training, and was the closest thing they had to a
doctor since Henry Morris decided to stay with the Cloud
Shadow people after his leg healed. "I think... Pete, I think that
was smallpox.”

Giernas nodded, raised his eyes to meet Spring Indigo's; they



were huge pools of darkness holding a terror controlled by an
iron will. She hugged her child against the breast he fed from.

"I told you a little," he said. "About how our diseases can be so
deadly to the people of these lands."

She nodded. "But husband... you said there were medicines to
protect our son?" she said softly.

"And you, honey. There are in Nantucket. Not here."

They had vaccines for chicken pox and measles now, and there
hadn't been more outbreaks of influenza since the Year 3; the
doctors said the population wasn't big enough to keep it going,
and that new strains had mostly come from Asia before the
Event anyway. That didn't help people outside the regular
Islander contact points much, but he'd get Spring Indigo and
Jared done as soon as they reached Nantucket Town, and they
ought to be all right—especially if they settled off-Island, which
was what he'd planned. He'd lived in Providence Base on the
mainland since it was established, anyway, right after the Event.
Most of his family worked in the sawmills there.

And nobody has smallpox on Nantucket, for Christ's sake!
Nobody we've run into, either. That we know of. One thing that
this trip had driven home was how little they knew, though. The
ones who'd set out from the Island were vaccinated; otherwise,
they might have been nearly as vulnerable as the locals.

"Not everyone would have died," Sue said. "Ninety percent,
maybe, if they were unlucky, from what the books said and what
we've seen on the mainland near Nantucket. But not everybody."

Giernas nodded; that was the worst of it. In a virgin-field
epidemic a lot of people would be too weak to move within
hours, but some would be strong enough to travel for a week or
so, and at least a few would take the disease but recover. Those
who could run would have, run to neighbors and kinfolk, and the
same thing would happen there, and—

And half the humans living west of the Sierras could die in the
next six months. Maybe three-quarters or more. Nor was that



all.
"Don't forget that hoofprint," he said.
"Your people?" Tidtaway asked, his face unreadable.

"No." Giernas shook his head emphatically. "No, I know all the
outposts of our folk and there are none near here... bringing
horses here by ship would be hard. Not worth it for a brief visit,
and I don't think our ships have even done that." The Islanders
looked at each other. Not likely to be William Walker's men, for
which they all thanked their various Gods, not while he was
pinned in the Mediterranean. Isketerol's would be bad enough...

"Well, hell," Peter Giernas muttered very softly to himself, in
the topmost branch of the valley oak that would support his two
hundred pounds.

Valley oak ran to big branches; he was sixty feet up, lying on
his belly with his long legs wound around the limb below him,
screened behind a flickering barrier of green leaves. That was
distracting while he peered through the binoculars, but much
safer. He'd also taken care with the sun angles to make sure the
lenses wouldn't flash and betray him. Now he handed the
instrument up to Jaditwara, who could get a good deal higher.

She took them silently, sweat running down her face from the
fur cap that covered her buttercup-colored hair, hair that
nobody would think was a local Indian's if they saw it through a
telescope. The Fiernan woman raised them to her eyes, hand
moving slightly as she scanned, then let them drop to hang on
her chest, made a correction to the drawing on the big pad
before her, repeated the process with exquisite care.

Giernas stared in the same direction, although without the
glasses his target was simply a dark blur in the distance, north
beyond the river in the middle distance. It was the only break in
the dead-flat plain ahead, until the abrupt volcanic pimple of
Sutler's Buttes ten miles nortwestward, and unlike those it was
man-made. Every detail was burned into his memory.

The Tartessian settlement sat north of the point where the



Yuba River flowed down from the mountains and joined the
Feather. Everything looked normal on this side of the river. The
alienness started on the other shore. Furthest out from the
settlement were herds of sheep, cattle, horses, sounders of swine
rooting around in the tule-reed marsh by the water's edge.
Mounted herdsmen directed locals on foot, and he could see
enough of the riders to know that they were white men. The
fort-town stood well back from the river, on a natural levee. Not
very big, a couple of acres surrounded by a ditch full of
sharpened spikes, a turf-sided earth wall twenty feet or so high,
with corner bastions of squared logs snouting cannon—
twelve-pounders, he thought, though it was hard to be precise.
There might well be rocket launchers and mortars inside, of
course. There was certainly a wooden palisade all around atop
the wall, black-oak logs tightly placed and trimmed to points,
about twenty feet tall—probably the butts of the trunks were
rammed seven or eight feet deep, with bracing and a fighting
platform behind. He could see an occasional flash of metal from
along the row of sharp points. Soldiers with Westley-Richards
rifles like his.

All in all not very formidable, if there were any way for the
Republic's armed forces to get at it, which at present there
wasn't. Even in peacetime getting an expedition here would be a
stone bitch, assuming you could get the Meeting to put up the
money.

Against locals, this fortlet would be as invulnerable as steel
and concrete, and it looked formidably permanent. As if to
emphasize the fact, cultivated fields surrounded it, wheat and
barley waist high in the warm sun, only a month from harvest;
corn coming along well, alfalfa, vegetable plots, flax, a low
scrubby bush that he thought might be cotton. And small
orchards, vineyards showing long green shoots; they looked a
little odd, goblet-trained rather than on T-stakes in the Islander
manner.

Hmmm. The biggest of those fruit trees, I'd say they were
seven, eight years along. But could the Tartessians have done
this in the Year 3? Maybe, if they used the Yare and started
right after Isketerol's takeover, but that would tie everything



up for them... no, wait a minute. This is a lot warmer climate
than back home; trees grow faster if you water them. Cut that
estimate in half... yeah, they could managed it then, sure.

Unlike the Republic, Tartessos wasn't short of people, just
people with the more complex of the new skills. The major cost
for this would be tying up ships and navigators.

Hmmm. Lessee... The herds hadn't been very numerous,
except for the pigs, which bred like flies; the sheep were
in-between. So, ship in young pregnant mares and cows and
ewes, a few sows, with only a bull and a stallion and ram or two—

Ayup. Say eighty in the first batch, a medium-sized
square-rigger craft could do that, allowing for wastage. Two
round-trips in the first year, drop down to the Canaries and
across, then down the trades, and allowing for a hard time
around the Horn—three trips if you had good luck running your
westing down. That would give you useful locally reared numbers
of horses in four or five years. If you bred all the mares as soon as
possible, the herd would grow by a quarter to a third every year.
Likewise, make steers of most of the male cattle to use as oxen,
and in six years... In a generation, they'd have more than they
could use, even with cougar and bear and wolf to deal with.
Geometric progression started slow, but the curve went up fast.

So let's see, two hundred, mebbe three hundred acres under
cultivation all up. Enough to support three hundred people say,
with hunting and fishing as well.

Or to produce a surplus if there were less, but the Tartessians
most certainly hadn't come this far for food or farmland, no
matter how wonderful. Apart from sticking a thumb in the eye of
the much-resented Cofflin Doctrine, which banned outsiders
from trading or making settlements in the Western Hemisphere
without the Republic's leave, what point was there in all this?

Fact is, I don't know yet, he thought ruefully. Decision: We'll
have to do some scouting and sneaking and keyhole listening to
find out. Gathering information was a ranger's job.

"Jaditwara," he called softly. "I don't see any real buildings



outside the wall—do you?"

"Nothing but some sheds, haystacks, windmill pumps, that
sort of thing," she replied. "And the boatyard by the water."

That meant everyone came back inside the walls at night.
There was a jetty on the river, a mill with an undershot wheel
and a boat shed, with smaller craft and a big two-masted
flat-bottomed sailing barge that looked to be about eighty,
maybe a hundred tons burden. Supplies must come in through
San Francisco Bay, or more likely the barge took stuff out there,
after a ship's boat had come upriver to let them know, and came
back with the return load. A minimum inbound cargo, metals
and manufactures, the base as self-sufficient as possible. That
was crafty. Even if a ship was caught out, there would be no
evidence of anything but a casual visit.

"How many—

"Two hundred sixty-three horses, with one hundred seven two
years old or older. Four hundred sixty-two cattle. I couldn't get
all the sheep or swine, they're too small at this range. Lots of
them, though."

"Qlj "
.

Jaditwara hadn't had the full Grandmother training, but she'd
done enough that her ability instantly to count things at a
distance never failed to startle him. For that matter, she'd
memorized his journal and Sue's, sort of a living backup system,
and she had a couple of reference books stored in that long
shapely skull.

"Pete," the Pieman's soft singsong voice went on. "You notice
the flagpole?"

"Hard to miss," Giernas said. "Two hundred feet if it's an
inch."

"One hundred ninety-eight," Jaditwara said absently,
touching her fingers together briefly in the Counting Chant.
"Why so large?"



" 'Mine's bigger than yours,' " he guessed.

Tartessians thought that way, from what he'd heard of them
and the few he'd met. The flagpole was made out of a whole
old-growth Ponderosa pine, and the flag with the Tartessian
mountain in silver on green looked absurdly small at its top. He
didn't envy anyone who had to climb up the ladder of crosspieces
to fix a jammed pulley. There was a platform around the top just
below the flag, too. Hmmmm. It would make a crackerjack
lookout post.

They dropped down the sloping trunk. Perks rose from
concealment and came over, serious with the emotions he
smelled on the humans. Peter Giernas took his rifle in his right
hand and began to trot, careful to keep tree trunks between him
and the river, although his buckskins would fade into the
vegetation and all the metal on him was carefully browned. Once
there was a swell of ground between him and the enemy he
picked up the pace—lope a hundred yards, walk a hundred. The
horses and the rest of their party were with the locals they'd met
ten miles away; two hours' travel, without pushing it harder than
was sensible.

Then he'd have to figure out what the hell to do.
"This is frustrating as hell," Sue Chau said.

Giernas nodded. The dark somber face of the chief stared back
at him out of the night, from across the low embers of the oak
fire. The local leader was short and lean and walnut-colored,
with silver in the black hair gathered up on the top of his head
through a rawhide circle; he was either called Chief Antelope, or
was chief of the Antelope clan. Or "big man."

"important person" might be more accurate than chief...
Tattoo marks streaked his cheeks beneath a thin, wispy black
beard; four more bars marked his chin; bear teeth were stuck
through pierced ears, and a half-moon ornament of polished
abalone shell hung from his nose. He was quite naked save for a
rabbitskin cloak thrown around his shoulders, a belt, a charm
that looked like a double-headed penis on a thong, and several
necklaces of beautifully made shell beads. An atlatl and bundle of



obsidian-headed darts lay at his feet.

Tidtaway spoke a little of the chiefs language; about as much
as he did English. He'd been exposed to it far more often, but
only in brief spells years apart, as opposed to the continuous
months with the expedition. And the chief spoke Tartessian, a
little; so did Jaditwara... also a little. Sue had made the most
progress over the winter with Tidtaway's dialect, which by
happenstance was a tonal language like the Cantonese she half
remembered from her father's efforts to teach. Nobody was
talking their native tongue, and sometimes they had to go from
one badly learned foreign language through another to a third.
That meant mistakes, painful misunderstandings, endless
patient repetition, and no chance of conveying anything subtle or
abstract.

"I think he understands that we're not Tartessians," Sue said.

Giernas sighed and worked his fingers into the deep ruff
around Perks's neck. The dog was content enough, or as content
as he could be around strange-smelling outsiders; he gnawed at
a rack of grilled elk ribs that his master had finished, crunching
the hard bones like candy cane in his massive jaws but keeping a
sharp ear cocked for the start of trouble. Sparks from three
campfires drifted up toward the branches of trees whose leaves
were a flickering ruddiness above. Through them the stars
burned many and bright in the clear dry air, like a frosted band
across the sky.

"Okay, then does he understand that we can protect him from
the smallpox?" Giernas said. I hope, he added to himself.

Sue, Jaditwara, and Tidtaway went to work again, hands
moving, sometimes looking as if they were trying to throttle or
pound comprehension out of the air.

"I'm not sure," Sue said at last. The others seconded her. "I'm
really not sure that I got the idea of the percentage risk of the
inoculation process across. I do know he's disappointed that we
can't cure the ones already sick."

He nodded wearily. You couldn't get the idea of probabilities



over, sometimes—some peoples just didn't have the concept,
because they didn't believe anything happened by chance; if
someone got sick it was the will of malignant spirits, or
witchcraft, or the Evil Eye. Eddie'd thought that way as a kid; he
knew better consciously these days, but deep down his gut didn't
think that there was such a thing as coincidence.

The chief broke in with an impassioned speech, switching
from his own language to Tartessian now and then. Tidtaway
and Jaditwara translated, sometimes overstepping each other;
Jaditwara's singsong Fiernan accent grew much stronger as she
drew on words learned long before she came to the Island.
Giernas sighed and settled in to a job of mental cut-and-paste.

"The Taratusus came seven summers ago this spring."

God, Year 4, they got an early start, Giernas thought. Give
that bastard Isketerol his due, he's a planner. It took malignant
forethought, to start up something like this when Tartessos was
just getting its first home-built three-masters and using its new
guns to settle old scores with the neighbors. Or maybe he
thought of it as long-term insurance... And mebbe Walker gave
him the idea.

"At first they were very few. They gave wonderful things"-he
touched an iron knife at his belt—"and they helped my people in
their feud with the Sairotse folk who dwell downstream. All they
asked in return was help with hunting, some food, and a few
basketfuls of the heavy rock from the streams that they showed
us how to find."

He touched his necklace, which had rough-shaped gold
nuggets between the abalone beads, and continued: "They killed
many of the Sairotse men with their death-sticks and
thunder-making logs. They took all the others and made them
dig their ditch and build their wall, cut timber, haul earth and
wood to build their great houses, or took them downriver to dig
the red rock from the hills near the sea. They took the women of
the Sairotse, but few as wives—instead they make them work like
their Big Dogs."

Horses, Giernas translated to himself. It wasn't the first time



they'd run into that name, among peoples whose only domestic
animal was canine.

"We didn't like all that. We fought the Sairotse sometimes,
yes, but also they were our marriage-kin. It's a bad thing that
they are all gone, a whole tribe, a very bad thing. And so the
spirits became angry, we knew that because there were fevers
and sickness around the big houses. More and more of the
strangers came—now they are more than all the people of my
Nargenturuk clan. They rip up the ground to plant their eating
grass without asking our leave. They trade like misers, making us
bring more and more heavy rock for less and less; they make us
bring captives of other tribes, to dig the red rock and burn
it—those get the shaking sickness and die. Last year they told all
the peoples here that we must bring the heavy rock, and young
men and women, and furs, many other things, for nothing, or
they would destroy us!"

"Red rock?" Giernas asked.

"Cinnabar," Jaditwara said, after searching her memory for a
moment. "Mercury ore." She frowned. "The Tartessians had their
own mine for that, we bought it from them before the war, but I
think I heard it was damaged in a revolt just after they got it
going—I know the price they asked for it went, how do you say,
sky-high. The people who live near it are very fierce. The
Inquirer & Mirror had an article about it. They thought Walker
was also buying it from Isketerol."

"What's mercury good for?"

"Thermometers, barometers. Antifouling paint for the hulls of
ships. Tanning furs. Medicines. For refining many ores, silver
especially. Some chemical things I don't understand. And...
explosives. Blasting caps, percussion caps for guns."

"There's a deposit near... San Jose, I think was the name," Sue
put in. "Just south of the big bay."

Giernas grunted. Ok. That's why they came this far. And the
gold. Lots of silver in Iberia, but not much gold. The chieftain
waited out their interchange, and continued:



"And now they have brought this sickness on us. They boast
that only they can halt it, by a magic of their cows."” He used the
Tartessian word for the unfamiliar animal. "They say it shows
their spirit-allies are stronger than ours, their—Gods is the
word?"

"Vaccination," Sue murmured.

"And they say they will sweep aside any who will not be their
dogs. Our people who go to the big houses to trade now are
beaten sometimes, kicked aside like dirt. They give us the
water-of-dreams, then laugh when we drink it and act foolishly,
when we give all our trade goods for another flask. When they
think we do not hear, the outlanders boast that one day they will
sweep aside all the peoples of this land, take it for their own! And
they have some magic, that their women bear many children and
all live, so they grow fast even without new ones landing from
their great canoes with clouds to push them." He shook his head.
"I do not understand this magic. But I can see that soon they will
be too strong for us, even if all the peoples united against them."

Giernas nodded sympathetically. Hunter-gatherers like these
usually had ways of keeping their birthrates low—low by the
standards of the ancient world, of course. They had to, since a
woman couldn't handle more than one child too young to walk;
not when she had to hunt edible plants every day, and move
camp, too, and carry gear besides. So they made sure she had
three or four years between kids; via a low-fat diet that lowered
fertility, prolonged breast-feeding that did the same, taboos on
sex for nursing mothers, sometimes abortion or infanticide, or a
lot of kids just plain died of one thing or another in the hungry
parts of the year.

The Tartessians had been peasant farmers for thousands of
years. They bred a lot faster, since they lived in settled villages.
Before the Event they'd also died a lot faster than hunters,
particularly their children. Now they had lots of food, and pretty
good preventative medicine, thanks to Isketerol and Queen
Rosita, who'd been Registered Nurse Rosita Menendez before the
Event. Not many of their women died of childbed fever any more,
and ninety percent of their kids were going to live to have kids of



their own. When the average woman had eight or nine, that
added up pretty damned fast. The same thing was happening in
Alba, and in the Republic. Even if they didn't get any more
people from their homeland, the Tartessian settlement here in
California could double in numbers every twenty years, while the
locals declined.

"Tell him again that we can do something about the
smallpox,” Giernas said.

The chief grunted, thought for several minutes in stony
silence, absently scratching at his head. Giernas sighed mentally;
there would be another long siege against lice. What was the old
joke? At least our fleas and nits will mourn the passing of the
human race...

"Will you fight for us?" the chief asked.

"Pete, I don't think we've got any choice," Sue said. "Unless
we're going to turn around and run like hell, right now."

Giernas swallowed. Leaving most of the people in this part of
the continent to die off, and a nest of Tartessians here where
nobody suspects. We might not make it back to tell anyone,
either. He looked over to where his wife and child sat.

"Honey?" he said softly. "What do you want to do?"

Spring Indigo gripped her son tightly, but her voice was
steady. "The Tartessians are Eagle People enemies. How could I
not stand beside my man, as my sister says?" A smile: "I know
you will fight with a strong heart, Pete."

Giernas nodded. A Cloud Shadow woman adopted her
husband's feuds as her own; and Spring Indigo was just plain
brave besides. Throw that into the scale, then. He just plain
didn't want to look into those dark lioness eyes and say he was
going to skedaddle.

"Eddie?" he asked; no doubt there.

"I say fight, if there's anything we can do." A shrug and a grin:



"They've got to have more gold in that fort than we can carry.
You're the boss here, though."

Hmmm. Eddie's shed a lot of that bull-at-a-gate berserker
stuff. Prudence rubbed off, evidently.

"Jaddi?"

The Fiernan-born girl nodded crisply. "Fight," she said. "It is
evil, what they do here. I don't want Moon Woman to turn away
from me when I ride the Swan."

Giernas sighed. "Okay, let's see what we can do. For starters,
we have to make Spring Indigo and young Jared safe." As safe as
we can, gnawed at him.

The chief spoke. Sue and Jaditwara and Tidtaway consulted.

"He says the Tartessians come to collect their tribute soon, so
we have to make up our minds, or some tribes at least will be
their dogs for the sake of the cow-medicine they bring with
them."

Giernas started to nod, then froze. A thought struck him, like
the sun rising early over the low distant line of the Sierras to the
east. Slowly, he began to grin.

CHAPTER TEN
September, 10 A.E.—Troy
September, 10 A.E.—O'Rourke's Ford, east of Troy

October, 10 A.E.—Bay of Biscay

September, 10 A.E.—near Hattusas, Kingdom of
Haiti-land

October, 10 A.E.—Bay of Biscay
September, 10 A.E.—Hattusas, Kingdom of Haiti-land

October, 10 A.E.—Off the coast of northwestern



Iberia

In the long run, I think Mesopotamia may be our Japan," Ian
Arnstein said into the microphone.

He was a very tall man, towering for this era: four inches over
six feet, still lanky in late middle age, with a bushy beard turning
gray among the original dark russet brown—one that he'd worn
before the Event, when he was a professor of classical history
from Southern California. What hair was left on the sides and
rear of his head was the same color. By a sport of chromosomes,
his face was of a type common in Anatolia even in the twentieth;
beak-nosed, rather full in the lips, with large expressive dark
eyes.

"Ian?" his wife said, through the earphones he was wearing,
asking for clarification.

Doreen Arnstein was hundreds of miles away in the Hittite
capital of Hattusas. Ian Arnstein listened to the boom of a
cannon in the not-too-distant west, outside the walls of Troy, and
thanked the notional Gods for that. Now, if only I was there in
Hattusas, too. They'd about exhausted their official business,
and it was a relief to talk of matters not immediately practical.

"I think I may have been too sanguine about the Babylonians,"
Ian said. "Yeah, it's going to handicap them not having much in
the way of timber or minerals besides oil, but neither does
Japan—and look how fast they picked up Western Civ's tricks.
They've got a big population, a fairly sophisticated culture of
their own, they're organized, and now they're run by a really
smart, determined guy with a wife from Nantucket, whose kids
are going to be educated in our schools. That means for the next
two generations, they're going to make a really impassioned
effort to catch up with us."

"We can worry about that after we've won this war," Doreen
said. "They'll be aiming at a moving target anyway. How are
things going?"

"Not so great," Ian said. "King Alaksandrus is holding
steady—well, he doesn't really have much choice, now—but



Major Chong isn't sure how much longer we can hold out."

"I told you you should have gotten out on the last flight,
dammit, Ian!"

Ian sighed and shook his head. "Alaksandrus might have given
up if I'd done that," he said. "Then Walker and his Ringapi
would be whooping their way to Hattusas by now. You've done
fine handling the Hittites." Who fortunately had institutions that
didn't make dealing with a woman disgraceful. "Anyway, is
David there?"

Their son was. When he had concluded the personal matters,
the Republic's Councilor for Foreign Affairs sat back with a sigh.

"Bye," he said at last. "Stay well."

A hesitation at the other end of the circuit, and his wife's
voice: "You too. The children need their father."

"I know—" he began; then his voice rose to a squeak. "Children
? Plural?"

"If everything keeps on track... about nine months after that
last evening before you got yourself trapped there in Troy VII.
Serendipity."

"Why the hell didn't you tell me earlier?" he said, fighting
down an irrational rush of anger.

"I didn't want to joggle your elbow with worries. Then. Now I
don't want you feeling free to be a martyr."

He sighed. "Martyrhood doesn't attract me," he said. "Love

"

you.
"You too, Ian. Come back to us."

I fully intend to do my best, he thought as he took off the
earphones. Then:

"World's too damned big," he muttered to himself, pushing
away personal considerations and looking at the map pinned to



the wall beside the small square window. "And there's too
damned few of us."

The square of heavy paper showed what would have been the
Middle East and Balkans in the twentieth. Here it bore names
that had once been familiar to him only from books. Most of
central and eastern Anatolia was the Hittite Empire, and points
west and south were vassal states linked to it by treaty. The
domains of Pharaoh Ramses II sprawled up from Egypt through
what he knew as Israel and southern Syria to meet those
governed from Hattusas. To the southeast was
Kar-Duniash—Babylonia, an Islander ally and now including
Assyria, which meant northern Iraq and chunks of the adjacent
mountain country. Babylonia's a firm ally, the Hittites a new
one, Egypt's neutral... although there's that man of Walker's
there. The problem lay to the west.

He scowled at the black-outlined splotch on the map labeled
Meizon Akhaia. Greater Greece, roughly translated; or Great
Achaea. It left a mental bad taste; something like
Grossdeutschland.

That hadn't existed in any of the histories he'd studied. Ten
years ago it had been simply Achaea, part of it a loose
confederation of vassal realms reigned over lightly by the Kings
of Men in Mycenae, the rest independent minikingdoms, tribes
and whatnot. Walker had been at work there for a long time
now, first as henchman and wizard-engineer to Agamemnon
King of Men, then as puppetmaster, for the last few years as
ruler himself. Now it was a tightly centralized despotism, tied
together by armies and roads, telegraphs, bureaucrats armed
with double-entry bookkeeping. It had grown, too. Besides the
whole of Greece proper, Walker's satraps ruled most of the
Balkans up to what would have become Bulgaria and Serbia, plus
Sicily, Italy, the Aegean islands. The American renegade had
built up a terrifying degree of modern industry, as "modern"
went in the Year 10, and as long as his Tartessian ally held the
Straits of Gibraltar, the Achaean navy dominated this end of the
Mediterranean.

Of course, he thought, it's a spatchcocked modernization so



far, mostly confined to a few centers. A thin film of literacy and
machines pasted over a peasant mass dragooned into labors it
doesn't understand by terror and the whip. Stalin's methods.

The problem was that, at this level of technology, those
techniques worked.

The longer we leave Walker alone, the stronger he'll get.

"The world's far too big," he muttered to himself, tugging at
his beard. "And everything takes so bloody long. Sailing ships
and marching feet, over half the world."

The Republic of Nantucket was trying to conduct a struggle on
a geographic scale about equal to World War I, but the forces
involved were ludicrously tiny. Great Achaea probably had about
a million people; Babylonia and the Hittites two or three times
that each; the Republic was a couple of small towns and a fringe
of farms haggled out of wilderness. Neither of the "advanced"
powers could field more than a few thousand men with firearms,
a few dozen cannon-armed ships, but those were the fulcrum the
whole thing would turn on.

"Sure, we know the history," he mused. "Walker too—
surprisingly well-read, for a complete swine. But there's nothing
in the original history that jumbled up eras and technologies and
methods like this."

He poked the headphones with a finger and sighed; they were
an example. They had some pre-Event shortwave sets, all
transistors and synthetics, none of which could be allowed
anywhere as dangerous as Troy. What the Republic's engineers
and artisans could make instead was this 1930's-style
monstrosity—five times as big and with five times the power
consumption and half the effectiveness of pre-Event electronics.
But they could replace the handblown vacuum tubes, which they
couldn't do with the modern equipment. Meanwhile, the
electricity came from a windmill, or squads on bicycle generators
during calms.

The sound of cannon came again, louder than before, a huge
heavy dull sound, like an enormous door shutting in the far



distance. He rose and hurried through the corridors of the
palace. They'd been opulent not long ago, before the siege;
smooth gypsum floors, walls painted in a fanciful
half-naturalistic style, costly embroidered hangings. The
building itself was made of timber and mud brick on stone
foundations, flat-roofed, two-and three-story blocks built around
courtyards, all rather like a Southwestern pueblo. Now it was
crowded, like the whole of the small city inside Troy's walls; here
it was mainly gentry from the countryside and their immediate
retainers. Most were relatives of the King, bunking in rooms
normally used for storage or weaving or kept empty for guests.
They looked at him with an awe that hurt, the foreign magician
who would save them from the Wolf Lord of the west; a granny
hunched over a piece of sewing, girl-children playing a game
remarkably like hopscotch and giggling as they skipped, a proud
black-haired woman with a huge-eyed child on her lap, a tall
cloaked man, white-bearded, who bowed gravely. The smell
wasn't too bad overall; the Republic's military medics were
enforcing sanitation with fanatical determination backed up by
their reputation as wizards, but there was a sour undertone to it.
Those sanitary regulations were the only thing that kept this
whole city from going up in a pyre of epidemics; out in the lower
town below the citadel the peasant refugees were crammed in
like sardines, even many of the streets turned over to makeshift
shacks.

There weren't many men of fighting age in the palace. They
were on the walls, or working. Ian kept his face solemn, as local
manners required, and returned the greetings. Inwardly he
winced a bit. They would fight to the end, now. They didn't have
much choice. The original terms for surrender Walker had
offered had been relatively generous, and he'd probably have
kept them.

But I convinced them to fight. That was certainly to the
advantage of the Republic and its Hittite and Babylonian allies.
It's only to Troy's advantage if the relief force gets here in time.
If it didn't, this whole people would be blotted off the face of the
earth.

A few minutes brought him to the place he sought, the main



courtyard, which had been taken over by Major Chong of the
Marine Corps for his weapons, a battery of heavy mortars. Their
snouts showed above the lips of the berms below, each dug into a
cell of earth; for a brief moment he felt an illogical sorrow for the
gardens that had given air and sweetness to this section of the
great building. Now that air was heavy with the stink of burned
sulfur from the black-powder propellant. The loading teams
sprawled, resting. Most of them were Trojans, in tunics and Kkilts
much like their Achaean cousins. Over the weeks of the siege
there had been time to train them for most of the work, each
team under a Marine or two, while the rest of the crews acted as
officers elsewhere.

Ian waved to them, and turned through what had once been
the queen's audience chamber. The palace and the citadel
around it were on the highest ground available, and Trojan
architecture ran to exterior galleries on the higher stories. Chong
was there, and King Alaksandrus of Wilusia—Ilios, Troy—in full
fig of bronze armor, boar's-tooth helmet, horsehair plume, the
rifle across his back looked a little incongruous. Ian exchanged
solemn greetings.

It's a matter of morale, he thought, feeling a melancholy
amusement at the Trojan's finery. Like a Victorian Englishman
changing into formal wear for dinner in the middle of some
godforsaken jungle or a residency besieged by mutinous sepoys.
Stiff upper lip and all that.

"How's it going, Major?" he asked the Marine officer.

Chong's family had been Realtors on Nantucket,
ethnic-Chinese refugees from Vietnam originally. There was a
slight tinge of Yankee drawl to the man's vowels, and his
handsome amber-hued face was drawn with fatigue as he
shrugged.

"Exactly the way I anticipated," he said—in English, but
Alaksandrus had grown resigned to his allies using their
incomprehensible tongue when they wanted to leave him out of
the conversation.

"That bad?"



"Take a look, Councilor."

He bent to the heavy tripod-mounted binocular telescope. The
scene that jumped out at him was wearily familiar. The enemy
vessels were further up the coast, just barely visible to the north,
unloading new devilments; the bay that reached nearly to the
wall was too close to Chong's mortars. Around Troy stretched a
semicircle of siegeworks, trenches, and bunkers cut into the soft
soil of the coastal flats and then over the rocky heights behind
them. Beyond them stretched camps, orderly rows of tents for
the Wolf Lord's men, a sprawling chaos of brushwood shelters
and rammed-earth huts and leather lean-tos for his barbarian
allies.

"The Ringapi don't look too happy," he said. Misery hung over
those encampments as palpably as dust haze and smoke.

"Should they be?" Chong said.
"No," Ian said.

Prisoners had brought in tales of disease and hunger. He could
fill in the rest for himself; the chieftains were probably wishing
they'd never left the middle Danube. So far they'd gotten scant
loot, and having plundered the countryside bare they were
utterly dependent on Walker for their daily bread. Apparently he
was doling it out in lots only slightly more generous than his
allotments of second-rate firearms. You needed a long spoon to
sup with that particular devil.

"Still, he's getting the work done," Chong said. "Herewith
expert help, Ian could make out the zigzag covered ways thrust
out from the encircling walls. Here and there, men toiled with
pick and shovel and woven baskets full of earth to extend them,
and others hauled timber and dirt forward to provide overhead
cover. From two such bastions the slow bombardment came,
heavy shells thudding home into the hastily heaped earth berm
that the Islanders had shown the Trojans how to pile against
their vulnerable stone curtain-wall.

"Dahlgren-type guns," Chong said. Ian licked dry lips and
fought for a similar detachment. "Rifled pieces would be giving



us more problems."

A subordinate called the Marine officer over to a map table;
he looked at the results of the triangulation, nodded, spoke into a
microphone. Less than thirty seconds later a massive whunk!
sound came from the courtyard behind them, and a plume of
smoke just visible over the rooftop. A falling shriek went
northwestward, and a tall plume of dirt and debris gouted out of
the plain of Troy like a momentary poplar tree. The thudump of
the explosion came a measurable time later.

"Have to be dead lucky to get a direct hit on one of the guns,"
Chong explained. "Especially since we have to conserve
ammunition..."

"We've only got the one dirigible," Ian pointed out. "And it can
only carry a couple of tons at a time. If we lost it..."

Chong nodded. The Achaeans had light cannon in yoke
mounts that could swing them quickly upward, big kites with
burning rags attached, and a number of other antiairship
weapons. None of them had worked so far, but they kept trying.

"I don't like the looks of those approach trenches they're
digging either," Chong said. "I have a suspicion they're going to
use them for another mass attack on the walls. We've got nearly
a thousand rifles here now, but only a hundred and twenty
rounds of ammunition for each."

"God," Ian said. When the wind shifted, you could still smell
the bodies from the assault three weeks ago. "I was about to
complain that war seems pretty damned boring."

"Worse when it isn't, though," Chong said. "They've got those
two guns in range of the walls. They'll get more. Even with the
earth berm outside and heavy backing, it's not going to hold."

Hurry up, Hollard, Ian thought. You too, Marian.
"Here they come!"

Patrick O'Rourke had been stripping and cleaning his Python



revolver, as an aid to thought. At the cry his fingers
automatically snapped it back together, checked that the
cylinder was full, and clicked it home.

A man in a peaked bronze helmet with a gilded wheel on the
top had been haranguing the enemy in the ravine three hundred
yards to the northwest, never quite exposing himself enough for
a sharpshooter to get him. The responses grew louder and
louder, until all five hundred of them there were shouting. Voices
rose in an ululating shriek... followed by a second of ominous
silence.

Then they slammed their spears against their shields three
times in unison. A final united hissing shriek of: SsssssSSSSAA!
SA! SA! SsssssSSSSAA and the Ringapi surged up out of the
ravine and charged, screaming. O'Rourke blinked, squinting into
the setting sun; they weren't holding anything back, coming on
at a flat-out sprint to get over the killing ground as fast as they
could—but the rest of the barbarian host wasn't moving. Could
they be trying something clever? Or was it just bare-arsed
backwoods stupidity?

"Sir?" Barnes asked.
"By all means," he said.
"Volley fire—present!"

Along the wall rifles came to shoulders with a single smooth
jerk, sunlight flashing off the blades of the bayonets. He could
hear the sergeants and corporals repeating over and over: " Pick
your man. Aim low. Pick your man. Aim low." Not to mention:
"Eyes front!" on the other walls.

"Fire!"

BAAAAAMMMM. The north wall disappeared in an instant
fogbank of dirty-gray smoke, stinking of rotten eggs and
fireworks. O'Rourke blinked again as the spent shells tinkled to
the ground and the smoke blew clear; hardly a bullet had
missed—it was a clout shot, and you couldn't graduate Camp
Grant without being able to hit a man-sized target at that range



nine times out of ten. Some of the heavy Werder slugs had
punched through a first man and killed the one behind him.

But they 're not stopping for shit, as the Yankees say, he
thought. Speeding up, if anything; the drumming of
four-hundred-odd feet on dry hard earth was like distant
thunder, or a racetrack when the crush was around the curve
and coming up.

"SsssssSSSSAA! SA! SA! SsssssSSSSAA!"
"Volley fire—present!"
BAAAAAMMMM.

This time the charge wavered, ever so slightly. O'Rourke found
his hand had been gripping the butt of his pistol hard enough to
hurt, and he forced himself to relax it. Most of the Ringapi
hadn't missed more than a step, and came right on into the
muzzles of the rifles as they lifted for the third volley, leaping
over their own dead.

"SsssssSSSSAA! SA! SA! SsssssSSSSAA!"

BAAAAAMMMM.

"Independent fire, rapid—fire!" Barnes said. Then, quietly: "By
Jesus, I think they're going to make it to the wall."

"No," O'Rourke said judiciously, watching the fast steady
crackle scythe into the thinning ranks of the attackers. "No, that
last volley rocked them back on their heels, the saucy bastards."

Now the attack wavered, men bunching and hesitating. They
were less than a hundred yards away now, close enough for him
to imagine he could hear the flat smacking impact of bullets
striking home, close enough to see men jerk and stumble and
sprawl or a brazen helmet ring like a bell as it went spinning
away from a shattered skull. They reached a low stone wall and
began to climb over, until half a dozen were struck at the same
instant and toppled backward. That sent them to earth,
crouching behind the loose-piled stones of the field boundary.



All except a knot who came on at the same dead run, led by
the chief with the gilt wheel on his helmet. A standard-bearer
ran beside him, holding up a pole with a bronze boar on its top.
Man after man fell, some in the sack-of-potatoes slump that
meant instant death, more screaming or writhing on the ground.
Bullets kicked up sudden puffs of dust around the chiefs feet, or
sparked off rocks, but some freak of odds and ballistics spared
him even when the standard-bearer fell and the curl-tusked boar
tumbled in the dirt.

"Don't kill him!" someone shouted from the firing line. "Don't
kill him, Goddammit!"

A dozen others took up the cry; Barnes looked at O'Rourke and
raised an eyebrow as the firing crackled to a halt. Everyone could
admire courage that absolute, even in an enemy.

"Let them have their gesture," he said, and checked his watch.
"Good for morale. Five o'clock... it's going to be a long day and
night, I think."

The Ringapi chief kept coming, teeth bared and spear raised.
But the end of the slamming fusillade seemed to waken him from
his trance of ferocity, as much as the shouts of Go back! and
Look behind you! from the line of barley sacks ahead of him. He
slowed, his moccasined feet gearing down from their pounding
run to a walk. The shouts continued—some of them in the Sun
People dialects of Alba, close enough to his own speech to be
understood for short simple phrases. He did look around, and
realized that he was alone; looked back, at the ruin of his clan's
war band, bodies scattered all the way to the ravine they'd
jumped off from. The exaltation of the spirit that had carried
him so far ran away like water from a slit sack. He turned back
to face his enemies and stood, slowly raising spear and shield
until they made an X against the lowering sky.

His pale eyes traveled back and forth along the breastwork.
With a convulsive gesture he slammed his spear into the ground
and left it quivering upright like a seven-foot ashwood
exclamation mark. Then he turned and began to walk back the
way he'd come, striding along at a pace neither fast nor slow,
pausing only to scoop up the boar standard, until he reached the



stone wall where the remnant of his followers pulled him down
into shelter.

"What," O'Rourke said thoughtfully, glancing up at the hillside
where the enemy commander had his post, "was the point of all
that, now?"

Hantilis answered: "I think they were counting your bows...
your guns, I mean. Testing the strength of one wall." He pointed
at the enemy command post. "With the far-seeing tube he could
see how you moved your men about, and plan how to strike a
stronger blow."

The Islander commanders nodded. Well, that's a cool one,
then, O'Rourke thought. When he puts things together, look out

for fair.
"Heads up!"

The cry came from sentries stationed on the flat roof of the
hospital. They were pointing southward.

"Mind the store, macushla," O'Rourke said, and jumped down
from the firing platform. He nodded in passing to Chaplain
Smith, who was helping organize the stretcher-bearers.

"The hand of the Lord fell heavy on the enemy," Smith said.
"But Colonel, I must protest that many of the troops are given to
blasphemy in the heat of battle. No luck can come of taking the
name of the Lord in vain, or that of His mother. I do not speak of
naming heathen Gods," he added sourly, acknowledging the
regulations about religious tolerance without approval. "Only of
my own flock."

O'Rourke stared at him for a second, before he could force
himself to believe the man was deadly serious. "Reverend Smith,
you may tell your flock that I'm firmly opposed to blasphemy in
all forms," he said finally.

The young ex-Iraiina smiled and drew the sign of the cross.

"Bless you, my son."



The Islander colonel was shaking his head as he trotted on
through the open space. Mary Mother of God, but sometimes I
wonder if sending those missionaries to Alba isn't going to
come back to haunt us, he thought to himself, and went up a
rough pole ladder to the roof of the hospital. The lookout there
pointed southward and a little west.

"They're moving there, Colonel," she said. "Fair number of
'em, but pretty scattered."”

He trained his own binoculars and hissed. Yes, Ringapi for
sure; moving by ones and threes and little groups, into the hills
that made the southern wall of the valley and into the open forest
above that. There they promptly disappeared into the shadowy
bush, settling down behind trees or rocks. That was probably a
hunting skill where they came from—mostly prairie and forest
and wooded mountains, from the Intelligence reports—but useful
here nonetheless. The first puff of smoke came as he watched.
The crack of the rifle sounded a perceptible fraction of a second
later; he couldn't see where the bullet landed. That was the signal
for more; he scanned the mountainside, trying to count the guns
as muzzle flashes winked at him out of the shadows. Now he
could hear bullets going by, or going thock into the hard
mud-brick walls of the hospital building, or making a peculiar
crunching shrush into the sacks of barley.

"Lieutenant Hussey," he called, as he dropped down the ladder
again.

"Sir?"

The boy was even more painfully young than his captain, thin
and dark; O'Rourke decided that either he was getting old
himself, or this one had lied about his age to enlist.

"Hussey, pull me out twelve Marines and a corporal—all of
them good with a bayonet. Include— ' He named four from the
escort that had ridden in with him. "Form them up by the
wellhead over there. Take charge of them, and use 'em as a flying
squad, to plug gaps. Oh, and marksmen on the south wall are to
reply to those riflemen on the hill."



Barnes had come up while he was speaking, and raised an
eyebrow. "They won't be able to see them, sir," she pointed out.

O'Rourke nodded. "But it will keep their heads down. They
aren't what you'd call good shots—lousy, I'll wager, the lot of
them—Dbut there are a lot of them."

"And we're what you might call a large target," Barnes said
grimly, tapping her fingers on her holstered pistol.

As if on cue, one of the Marines on the north-facing wall
dropped back and cried out, clutching at his leg, and yelling:
"Corpsman, corpsman!"

The stretcher-bearers trotted over and lifted him onto the
stretcher, trotting off to the hospital building, ignoring the
occasional bullet kicking up a pock of dust in the open space they
had to cross.

"That we are, macushla," O'Rourke agreed, his voice equally
ironic. He pointed westward, past the hospital building. "Droopy
Gray Whiskers up there, his dispositions make sense now. He'll
send his men in like this"—he clenched his fist, put the first two
fingers out in a fork, and pushed them forward— "at the
hospital; it's where we're weakest because the firing line is
narrow, and the sun'll be directly in our eyes. Then the most of
them will come around the north side, along the building's wall,
and then the breastwork."

"Not the south at the same time?"

"Not in force; they'd get in the way of those gentlemen up
there." He jerked a thumb at the snipers on the hillside above
them. "If we last until dark, then yes."

"Pray for dark, then—except that then the rest will be able to
get closer."

She looked southward, frowning slightly; he noticed how
feathery-fine her eyebrows were, above the dark-blue eyes. "I'll
take every second rifle off that wall when the attack comes in."



He nodded. "Until then, they're safer there. But a last thing...
put your eye to one of those rifles up there, and tell me what you
see."

Barnes did; her eyes went a little wider, and she looked down
at her watch. "That's a damned fast rate of fire, if they're using
the sort of muzzle-loading abortion Walker was supposed to be
handing out. Westley-Richards model at least," she went on,
naming the first flintlock breechloader Seahaven had turned out
for the Republic's armed forces. "Or even Werders."

"I doubt Walker is handing out the latter; he doesn't have
enough of the copies he's made to arm his own forces yet. So
either he's giving the savages there first-rate... or at least
second-rate... rifles, or they captured a good many recently."

Their eyes went down the road to Troy, until a voice called
them back: "Here they come, the whole fucking lot of them!"

The flagship of the Islander fleet shipped a surge of black
water across her starboard bow, shrugged it off, raised her long
bowsprit into the storm.

"I don't like the look of this," Marian Alston-Kurlelo said, legs
flexing to keep her upright as the stern of the ship went through
its cycle of pitch... roll... rise... heel... fall.

"No, ma'am," Commander Jenkins said, voice pitched loud to
carry through the rumble and hiss of the sea, the creak and
groan of timbers working with the rushing speed of the ship.
"Dirty weather, and a filthy night."

She was standing on the quarterdeck of the Chamberlain, not
far from the ship's newly promoted captain. He had sailed on her
as Alston's XO while the commodore was acting as
captain-aboard as well as C-in-C, and was still a little nervous
about the three broad gold stripes on the cuffs and epaulets of
his blue jacket that marked his promotion to commander and
captain of the frigate.

I have no intention of joggling your elbow, she thought but
did not say. The OOD probably felt just as nervous having the



godlike authority of a captain and commander on the same
quarterdeck on her usually lonely vigil; it was just after two bells
on the midwatch, one in the morning to civilians.

"I think it's coming on to a really stiff blow," she said
thoughtfully, instead.

The sky was pitch-black and the sea reflected it, with the wind
making out of the west and a nasty cross-chop, a chaotic surface
of waves crashing into each other in bursts of off-white foam.
Sheets of cold rain blew in with the wind mingled with spindrift
whipped off the surface of the waves, making her want to hunch
her right shoulder; she did nothing of the kind, of course,
standing erect with her hands clasped behind her, letting the
wind slap the oilskins and sou'wester against her. The only light
was from the big stern-lanterns and what leaked from the
portholes of the deckhouse behind her, and the riding lights at
the mastheads; she could see others spaced out across the
heaving waters to her west, the rest of the Republic's southbound
fleet. There were four hands on the benchlike platforms on either
side of the frigate's double wheels, wrestling with the tension
that flowed up through the rudder cables and drum to the
wooden spokes. Plenty of it, with this cross-sea and the heavy
pitch it imposed.

They're probably thinking about their reliefs and a hammock
, Alston mused. Although the crew's hammocks on the gun deck
would be swaying like branches in a gale, and it would get
worse—they'd have to fasten the restraining straps across
themselves. I should go below, get some rest. If only we'd been
able to get the politics finished and get away earlier in the
season!

If there hadn't been so much riding on this fleet—if she'd been
commanding a single ship, say—she might well have been
enjoying herself. This was real sailing. The burden of worry
made that impossible.

"There are times I badly miss satellite weather pictures," she
said.

'!Malam."



Jenkins nodded for politeness' sake; he was barely thirty, and
they were a fading memory of the CNN National Forecast to
him. They'd been an essential tool of the sailor's life to her, for
better than a decade. You developed a sixth sense about weather,
if you studied it carefully all your life, but it just wasn't the same
as that godlike eye in the sky.

The Bay of Biscay was always risky, and the winter storms
were coming on, raging down out of the North Atlantic and
funneled into this giant cul-de-sac. She could feel it in her gut,
the terrible ironbound coast of northwest Iberia lying off her lee,
waiting there to port. Reefs growling in the surf like hidden
tiger-fangs, sheer cliffs and giant waves breaking on them like
the hammer of Ogun until mountains trembled, a graveyard of
ships for millennia. And the Lord Jesus pity any fisherman out
tonight in a Bronze Age coracle, or a boat of planks sewn
together with willow withes.

The spray on her lips wasn't quite icy, but it was rawly cold,
with the mealy smell of snow in it somehow. Anyone who went
overside in this would be dead in half an hour, even if they didn't
drown first. Looking up she could see the masts nearly bare,
furled sails with doubled gaskets, the remaining sheets of canvas
drum-taut and braced sharp as the Chamberlain heeled to the
wind coming in on the starboard beam. Everything else was as
secure as it could be, too; deadlights on the stern gallery, guns
bowsed up tight, extra lashing on the boats. Glancing at Jenkins
she could see his gray eyes slitted and peering upward, then
reaching out to touch a stayline—feeling the forces acting on his
ship, the messages in the heave and jolt as she cut into every
wave and rose, paused, swooped downward.

Much heavier and we'll have to come about into the wind
and heave to. Can't run before it, or even scud. Christ, no, she
thought, as a wave came across the forward third of the ship's
starboard side, swirled across the waist deck and poured out of
the scuppers. Not nearly as much sea room as she'd like.

Another glance to starboard. Thirty ships, counting every
transport. As many as Nantucket could spare, with a minimum
to keep essential trade running and patrol the oceans near



home—trying another invasion would be suicidal for the
Tartessians, but you never knew what a desperate man would do.

It was far more than the Republic could afford to lose, that
was for certain.

And then there was the Farragut. She thought again about
the design of the steam ram's bows, a nagging concern. They'd
had to mount the heavy steel plates before they left, with action
in the offing on arrival at Tartessos. The steam ram was a bad
enough seakeeper without them. With the added weight forward
she sailed the way a whale swam—always rolling about and
inclined to dive unexpectedly. Bad luck, to run into a storm with
that bastard designer's compromise along...

At least she can claw off to windward under power, if need
be, she thought.

In a sailing ship the only thing you could do with a lee shore
was go aground on it, when you started to lose more in leeway
than you made in headway won on each tack. And when a storm
mounted past a certain force, even the most weatherly ship
sagged more and more to leeward with each extra knot of wind
speed. Her mind drew the parallelogram of forces for each ship
in the fleet, varying with their depth of keel and their ability to
point to windward, correlated it with their positions relative to
the coast to the southeast and what she knew of the set of the
oceans around here.

Safe enough, so long as it doesn't get much worse. Or if it
waits more than six or eight hours to get worse. Otherwise,
we've got a marginal situation here.

"Mr. Jenkins, I'm goin' below," she said. "Please have me
woken if there's a substantial change in the wind, or any
important messages from the fleet." At least every ship had a
well-maintained pre-Event radio this time, and Guard or Marine
techs to maintain it.

"Aye, aye, ma'am!"

She turned and rounded the low deckhouse, one hand lightly



on the safety line strung beside it, water swirling calf high
around her sea boots as the ship took a black wave edged in
white froth. She waited until it had run free through the
scuppers and then opened the hatch and went down the
companion-way. The Chamberlain had forty-six feet of raised
quarterdeck and this space beneath; the companionway ended in
a bulkhead, with corridors to either side lined with the little
cubicles of officers' quarters, the galley, and officers' mess. Right
ahead was a tub made from a large barrel split lengthwise. It had
a couple of inches of water sloshing around in it, and
wet-weather gear hanging from pegs above. She added her own.
In a gale, it mainly served to break the force of the wind; her
uniform was sopping, and her skin crinkled beneath it.

Someday I'll be too old for this shit, she thought. It's the only
good thing I can think of about getting old. Of course, I intend
to get as much fun as I can out of being a crotchety old lady,
and if I can think of some way to shock the grandchildren, so
much the better.

Her own quarters were to the rear, the stern cabin of the
ship—what would have been Jenkins's, if his frigate weren't also
the flagship. She returned the salute of the Marine sentry, who
looked sleepily alert, and went through into the darkness. The
heavy plank deadlights were secured over the broad stretch of
inward-sloping windows to the rear, and it was pitch-black. A
heavy fluffy towel lay over the back of a chair whose legs were
bolted to the deck at the central table; she smiled gratitude as
she stripped and dried herself off. Her teeth were still nearly
chattering in the raw chill of the cabin. Wooden ships and
central heating didn't go together, nor could they ever be
completely dry in heavy weather—oak beam and plank just
weren't steel girders and welded plate.

The Chamberlain was a dry ship by those standards; there
weren't any drips or spurts of water, just a pervasive dampness.

And I'm a tropical bird, she thought. Say what you like about
South Carolina, it isn't usually like this.

That made the bed's dry warmth doubly delicious as she
slipped under the covers. She carefully stayed on her side of it,



though. Normally Swindapa didn't wake if Alston came to bed
late, just rolled over and grappled in her sleep like a
semiconscious octopus, but contact from an expanse of
sea-chilled flesh...

Might as well drop ice cubes down her spine. Instead Alston
pulled the covers to her chin and lay on her left side, with her
knees braced against the padded six-inch board that rimmed the
cabinward side of the bunk in rough weather.

The Farragut should be all right, ran obsessively through her
mind. So, she doesn't have as much reserve buoyancy as I'd like,
particularly with the armor and ram reinforcement fitted.
She's still tight, and she can still maneuver under power. She
will be all right. Go to sleep, Goddammit!

It wasn't only that there were a hundred-odd crewfolk aboard
her, or that Trudeau was an officer she'd shaped and a friend
besides. That all mattered, but Alston also had to fight when she
got where she was going. Farragut was a boar-hog beside the
deadly gracefulness of the clipper-frigates, and barely seaworthy
in the deep oceans, but she was a good third of the fleet's
fighting power. I need that ship, dammit. For Tartessos, and
afterward. Of course, the Coast Guard fleet had superior guns,
not to mention gunnery—the Tartessian vessels in the attack last
spring had been carrying fairly crude stuff; cast-iron or bronze
eighteen-pounders at most, the sort of thing Nantucket had been
turning out in the Year 3, and it had cost them heavily against
the poured-steel eight-inch Dahlgrens of the Islanders. Far
heavier shot and greater range and accuracy, for about the same
weight on the gun deck.

Now, will it be better to engage at a distance, try to keep
them off and pound them? Then again, if we close we have the—

"You're freezing," a voice said in her ear. Warmth pressed
against her, along back and legs, as her partner curled near
spoon fashion. Arms wrapped around her, slender and strong,
and she smelled the clean familiar scent of healthy skin and
Nantucket Briar shampoo.

"Didn't want to wake you, sugar," she murmured in the



darkness.

"I can feel your spirit," Swindapa said. "And the knots in your
back. There's nothing you can do about the weather that you
haven't done! Turn around so I can get at it, then let all the
thoughts go, and sleep."

She obeyed, sighing slightly as slender fingers kneaded her
neck and shoulders and down along her spine, then up to
massage her scalp through the inch-long cap of tight wiry curls.
When they had finished she felt as if her head was floating on the
pillow, instead of being tied to her shoulders with heated iron
rods.

"Sleep, bin'HOtse-khwon," her partner's voice murmured in
the darkness. The lack of light was like black velvet pressing
against her eyes now, and the other's breath went warm across
her cheek. "Sleep now."

Damn, Alston thought, on the soft creamy edge of
unconsciousness. But it's nice to be... settled. Gives a center to
your life. And you can feel really close snugglin'.

Baaamm.

Princess Raupasha of Mitanni swayed backward slightly as the
shotgun punched at her shoulder. The sharp thudump of the
second barrel's buckshot was nearly lost in the hammering of
hooves, the crunching whir of the tires over sandy dirt, the creak
of wood and leather and wicker.

"Atka-wartanna!" she cried. One turn.

Her driver pulled the horses into a turn so tight that the right
wheel came off the ground. The whole crew leaned in that
direction, to put their weight against the force trying to overturn
the war-cart. The wheel thumped back down and she snatched
out the next weapon from the leather bucket fastened to the
chariot's side and turned to keep the target in view. It was straw
lashed to a pole amid a forest of others, each shaped roughly like
a man and each with clay jugs of water inside. That leaked out
where the lead balls had scourged the straw, making a dramatic



stain on the dried grain-stalks.
Thudump.
"Tera-wartanna!" Three turns. Thudump.

Straw and pottery and water flew out. She handed the shotgun
off to her loader with a show of nonchalance. Inwardly she
exulted as the driver pulled the team aside, slowing them from
the pounding gallop to a trot and then to a walk, soothing them
as he reined in.

As I dreamed, Raupasha thought, looking behind her at the
watching teams of her squadron. As I dreamed, but never hoped

Her foster father Tushratta had hoped the child beneath the
heart of King Shuttarna's wife would be a son, to avenge his lord;
that was why he'd smuggled her out, rather than dying by
Shuttarna's side in battle with the Assyrians. Instead the royal
woman had borne a daughter and died herself. In the lonely
desert manor to which he'd fled he had raised Raupasha much as
he would have that longed-for son, and her bedtime stories had
been of Mitanni's ancient glories. How often in the chariot
beside him, hunting gazelle or lion in the wastelands, had she
dreamed herself as a great King like Shaushtar or Parsatatar in
the epics! Bending the bow and scattering the enemies of her
people like the lightning bolts of Indara Thunderer.

I do not have the strength of arm to bend the bow of a
mariyannu warrior, she thought. But I can pull the trigger of
this gun as well as any. True lightning, as I dreamed.

The other chariots gathered around at her gesture. She looked
at them with pride. Such a little while ago her Mitannians had
come to war in creaking chariots with warped wheels, relics
hidden for a generation from the Assyrian overlords. The hand of
Asshur had lain heavy on the Hurrian folk, and still heavier on
their onetime lords. The artificers and silver of the Eagle People
had given her two hundred sound chariots—with iron-rimmed
wheels, and collar harnesses and iron shoes for the horses
themselves. Each war-cart held three, Hittite-fashion; a driver, a



warrior, and a loader for the firearms that replaced the
horn-backed bows of old. The foot soldiers now had rifles, and
drilled under the critical eye of Marine noncoms.

"You see," she said, when they were gathered around. "The
shotguns and the rifles hit further and harder than bow or
javelin."

Just then a young spotted hound leaped into her chariot; she
ruffled its ears absently, and it put its paws on the railing,
waiting eagerly for a run to drive the wind into its nose.

"Down, Sabala," she said sharply.

The dog let his ears droop and curled up out of sight on the
wicker-and-lath floor of the chariot with a deep sigh.

A warrior spoke; a lord named Tekhip-tilla who had much
gray in his black beard, a man who had fought in the last wars of
the old kingdom. "Princess, they do." He looked at the
fire-weapons racked snugly in leather scabbards on the rail of his
chariot. "But I have already seen that this means a man on foot
with a rifle is a much smaller target than a chariot... and he can
shoot more steadily. Can chariots go near such, and live?"

Raupasha nodded. "But most of the enemy host will not have
rifles," she said. "Only the..." She thought, searching for a
Hurrian phrase that would match the English concept of a
standing army. "Only the... household troops of the Wolf Lord.
His barbarian allies, the Ringapi, they will fight mostly with
spear and sword and bow, in chariots and afoot. Them we will
strike. Also, there are other weapons that our allies the Eagle
People will give us—stronger weapons."

A murmur of awe at that; everyone here had seen the
Nantukhtar ship of the air and their other wonders.

"Here is a handfast man of the Nantukhtar lord Kenn'et. He
will tell you of the mortars and rocket launchers ..."

When explanation was finished and the cheering had died
down, Raupasha flung up her arms. "Yes, we shall have weapons



of great power—like the Maruts of Indara Thunderer—or the
sons of Teshub," she added, switching the metaphor to a God
more familiar to ordinary folk. "But no weapon is mighty
without the skill and courage of the warrior who wields it! Are
your hands skilled to war, your hearts full of Agni's fire?"

"Yes!" they roared.

"Good, for this is not a war of a day, of a week, or a season.
This is a war where only men fit to bestride the universe may
hope to conquer. Our allies—those who freed us from the yoke of
Asshur—fight across the wide world and call us to fight at their
side. Shall they call in vain?"

"No! No!"

When they left the practice field for camp, it was as a proud
column of twos, stretching back in a plume of dust and a proud
glitter of arms. Sabala stood proudly, too, basking in her
reflected glory, paws on the forward railing of the chariot and
ears flapping as arrogantly as the banner above her.

Now, if only you were Kenn'et, she thought a little desolately,
resting her hand on the hound's skull and looking northward; it
would be weeks before she could rejoin the Nantukhtar lord. His
tail beat happily against her leg and the side of the chariot.
Never would she forget the sight of Kenn'et, bending above her;
when she'd lost consciousness dangling by her thumbs with her
feet six inches over the Assyrian preparations for a hot low fire.

I did not know, then, she thought. Then she had only thought
him handsome, and brave, and a warrior-wizard. But now I
know. Whatever King Kashtiliash thinks, you are my lord. And
I will have you for my man as well, though I die for it.

Something woke the commodore. Not the pendulum-bob way
she and Swindapa were sliding back and forth in the bunk; they
were thoroughly used to that. Perhaps a different note in the
scream of the wind in the rigging, or in the endless groaning
complaint of the ship's fabric. Her first thought was:

Blowing harder. Goddammit, wish I'd been wrong.



She disentangled herself from arms and legs and sat up.
Swindapa could blink alert in a second, when she had to. When
she didn't she preferred to come awake slowly, drifting up from
the depths. Marian put one hand on a grip-loop bolted to the
bulkhead and worked the sparker on the gimbaled lantern by the
bunk with the other. The sparks cascaded like miniature
lightning inside the thick wire-braced glass of the chimney, and
then the cotton wick caught. She turned it up, and the yellow
kerosene light ran off the polished curly maple and black walnut
of the commander's cabin, and the gray steel of the two
stern-chasers lashed down near either rear corner. Otherwise, it
was austere enough, a couple of chests and cupboards, family
pictures, a shelf of books secured with hinged straps above her
desk and the rack for her sextant, the semicircle of seats below
the shuttered stern windows and the big central table with the
map still fastened down in its holder, and Swindapa's desk on
the other side. That was flanked by filing cabinets; even a Kurlelo
Grandmother's art of memory was stretched when it came to the
logistics of a force this size, and Lieutenant Commander
Swindapa Kurlelo-Alston handled most of those details.

Thank you for Swindapa, Lord Jesus. Or Moon Woman, or
fate, Alston thought, not for the first time. But usually it isn't
her genius for paperwork that I'm thinkin' of.

The cabin also had a chronometer and barometer set into the
wall. She looked at those and raised her eyebrows. Three hours'
sleep, and after all that time the glass was still falling. This was
going to be a bad one. Then she looked up at the
repeater-compass that showed as a dial above the bunk, slaved
to the main instrument in the binnacle at the wheels. Uh-oh.

Swindapa was yawning and stretching behind her as she
pulled on wool longjohns and a fresh uniform. It was a
cold-weather pattern, the wool unfulled. That made the dye a
little patchy, but it also shed rain almost as well as oilcloth. She
was nearly dressed when the knock came at the door.

"Commodore! Message from the Farragut!

"Thank you, yeoman," she said to the signals tech, opening the
door and taking the transcript.



Shipping heavy water, violent roll, engines stressing hull
frames but pumps keeping pace. Alston winced. Boilers were
heavy. She read the rest: Striking all sail and heaving to under
paddles alone. Captain Trudeau.

"A reply, ma'am?"

"Acknowledge, luck be with you, and hourly updates," she
said.

"And ma'am, the captain sends his compliments, and he's
bringing her around into the wind. The storm's strengthening."

"Tell Commander Jenkins that I'll be on deck presently."

Swindapa clubbed her long yellow hair into a fighting braid at
her nape and shrugged into her uniform. Alone, they gave a
moment to a fierce hug and then put on their official faces, plus
their oilskins and sou'westers, tying the cords under their chins
as they went up the companionway to the fantail deck. Water
crashed into their faces as they came on deck, flying in hard
sheets over the port bow of the ship and tearing down the two
hundred feet to the quarterdeck through pitch-dark chaos. Each
of them put an elbow about the starboard safety line as they ran
forward in bursts to the wheel and binnacle, struggling to keep
their feet as the wind tried to fling them backward like scraps of
paper in a storm. The gale from the north was cutting across the
long Atlantic westward swell, creating a chaos of waves that had
the bowsprit following a cork-screw pattern, heaving the ship in
what seemed like three directions at once.

Lower topsails, she noted, looking up into the rigging for what
the ship's commander had set. And foretopsail staysail.

Good. The Chamberlain's bows were pointing northwest now,
up into the wind. Theoretically they were tacking, but there was
no chance of making any real forward way in weather like this.
You didn't want to; the object was to keep the ship moving as
slowly as possible and still have steerageway, so that she rode the
incoming waves rather than cutting into them. They were
probably drifting a little to leeward, overall—the mass of ocean
beneath her was too—but Chamberlain should come through all



right if nothing important gave way.

There was a group around the wheels; Commander Jenkins,
his XO, and the officer of the deck as well, with a couple of
ensigns and middies looking on anxiously.

"You have the wheel lashed, I see, Captain," she said to
JenkKins.

He nodded, exaggerating the gesture to be seen in the chaotic
darkness. "Foretopsail's braced sharp and staysail's sheeted flat!"
he yelled, his face indistinct under the flapping brow of his
sou'wester except for a white flash of teeth. "You showed us that
trick on Eagle, Commodore!"

Braced like that, the square sail slowly forced the
Chamberlain's bow up into the wind, until it started to luff; then
she fell away to the east pushed by the staysail and helped by the
pounding waves crashing on her port bow, until the topsail filled
again and the cycle repeated. Everything would be fine if they
stayed far enough away from the cliffs somewhere behind them,
unseen in the night. They were moving forward a bit, but the
ship slid a little more sideways and to the rear every time, and
the whole mass of water it sat in was making a couple of knots
eastward.

"Lieutenant Commander!" Marian said. "Order to the fleet,
Heave to and Report status."

"Aye, aye, ma'am!" Swindapa replied, before she turned and
made her way to the deckhouse that contained the radio.

Marian looked out into the blackness, where only the white
tops of the great waves heading toward them were visible before
they broke in frothing chaos across the forecastle and waist of
the ship, feeling the vessel come surging up again each time to
shrug the tons of water overside. And if I'm any judge of
weather, it's going to get worse, she thought grimly.

It did; the next few hours brought what was technically dawn,
but without any lightening that she could see. Breakfast was
flasks of coffee brought up by the wardroom steward,



hard-boiled eggs, and sandwiches made of pitalike flatbread
wrapped around cold corned beef. By that time they had to duck
their heads to breathe, or turn around for an instant; there were
more dimly seen oilskinned shapes on the quarterdeck, as
officers relieved by the next watch stayed to keep their eye on the
ship's death struggle with the sea. There wasn't much point in
going below, to pitch about wakeful in their bunks. There wasn't
much conversation either, when you had to scream into
someone's ear with hands cupped around your mouth to be
heard at all.

The radio shack abaft the wheels was a little better, since it
rated some of the precious electric lights, running from the same
bank of batteries and wind-charger that powered the
communications gear and the shut-down computer and inkjet
printer. When Marian pulled herself through its hatch the ensign
on watch threw his weight beside hers to close the oak portal;
most of the spray had been caught by a blanket-curtain hung
before it for that purpose. The absence of the full shrieking roar
outside made it seem quiet, until she had to talk.

"Let me see the latest reports from the fleet," she said to the
technician on radio watch.

Quickly she ruffled through the sheaf of papers. The tone of a
few was increasingly panic-stricken, but nobody had actually
started to founder, or lost masts or major spars yet. She frowned
over one from the Merrimac; the ship was riding far too low and
rolling sluggishly. Captain Clammp to flag: I suspect cargo is
shifting on its pallets and increasing the working of the seams.
All pumps manned continuously. Heavy rolling threatening
masts and standing rigging. Am attempting to rig
preventer-backstays.

Marian Alston shaped a silent whistle. Putting crews into the
tops in weather like this to rerig meant Clammp was really
worried. And if the rolling was that bad, he was right to worry;
losing a sail in weather like this could be catastrophic. Losing a
mast didn't bear thinking about.

"Ma'am, message coming through from the Farragut."



There was a spare headset. She put it on, and immediately
winced at the blasts of lightning-static that cut across it. The
voice blurred behind it, every second or third word coming loud
and clear. Masts... boiler... buckle... hatchway... port paddle...
repairs.

"Farragut, this is Commodore Alston. Repeat, please. I say
again, repeat!"

Nothing but more static. God-damn. If she had a hatchway
staved, got cold water pouring in and dousing her boiler, losing
power in this...

"Inform me if there's anything more from either Farragut or
Merrimac, please, Ensign."

"Aye, aye, ma'am!"

Back out into the darkness, but just as she left there were a
series of lightning flashes that cast the whole ship into stark
black-and-white. There were four crewfolk standing by the
wheel, with safety lines rigged from their waists; most of the rest
of the deck watch were huddled under the break of the
quarterdeck. Those around the wheel were catching the full fury,
and it struck her breathless; either it had worsened in the last
ten minutes, or she'd been unable to remember just how bad it
was. On the transports, with hundreds of panic-stricken, seasick
landsmen belowdecks, things must be indescribable. She was
profoundly glad she'd had at least a couple of platoons of the
Marine regiment shipped on every keel that carried Alban
volunteer auxiliaries.

She rejoined Swindapa and opened her mouth to speak. Then
her head whipped up, alerted by some subliminal clue, a hint her
conscious mind couldn't have named. Several others did the
same; and without the slightest warning the wind backed and
turned ninety degrees. The lunging twist of the ship turned into
a heel that had crew clutching for the safety lines or rigging or
the circle of belaying pins around the masts.

With a screech the lines holding the staysail gave way, and it
bellied out and filled to splitting. That pulled the ship's head



violently around dead into the wind and jerked her forward into
the oncoming wave, accelerating fast enough to be felt as a
surge. Alston's eyes went wide as she watched the frigate's knife
bows ram into the oncoming wave, not rising to it at all, no time
to ride up the cliff-steep face of the wild water. She clenched her
hands into the brass rail around the binnacle and watched the
whole forecastle go under, as if the Chamberlain were running
downward on rails. The wave broke across the waist of the ship,
struck the break of the quarterdeck, and surged across it even as
the whole hull tilted to the right until the starboard rail was
under.

As the surge knocked her feet from under her, she could see
the faces of the hands at the wheel, shocked and pale in the
binnacle lights, sharing her own certainty that the ship would
never come up again, that the monstrous weight of seawater
would crush her like a barrel in the grip of a giant. There was
something like a pause, and then she saw the forward end of the
ship coming up, rising like a broaching whale from the depths.

"Mind your helm!" Jenkins roared in a fine sea-bellow, cutting
away the lashings on the wheel; blood from his nose ran down
his face, whipping away in the blasting spray. He sprang to the
steering platform, and the others heaved with him to spill wind
from the sail. "Keep her so! Mr. Oxton, turn out the watch
below—all hands! Ms. Tauranasson—"

A quick glance around showed her Swindapa on the starboard
line. Tauranasson was hanging limp from her safety line,
probably slammed headfirst into something, and in no condition
to do anything much. A middy and hand were hauling
themselves toward her to take her below to the sickbay.

"Clew up the topsail—man the fore clew-garnets! Take the way
off her!" He fumbled for the speaking-trumpet slung over his
shoulder.

Not even a powered megaphone would do any good at present,
much less an ordinary speaking-trumpet, and it had to be done
now. "I'll see to it!" Alston shouted into his ear, then turned and
plunged forward.



Another surge took her as she grabbed for the railing of the
companionway that led down from the quarterdeck to the waist.
Her feet went out from under her again, the base of her spine
struck something hard, and sensation vanished in a wash of
white-hot ice from stomach to feet. Then Swindapa was hauling
her upright; she forced paralyzed lungs to work, saw the watch
still clinging to the safety lines, moved forward.

"The fore clew-garnets!" she shouted into a CPO's ear,
grabbing him by the shoulder. "Come on."

They fought their way forward, gathering up a few more dazed
crewfolk. By the time they reached the foremast the petty officer
had his teams moving like sentient beings and not stunned oxen.
Wet hemp rasped her palms as everyone tailed on to the line,
coughed sea wrack out of their lungs, scrabbled for footing on
the wet, slick deck...

"Heave—" A trained scream that cut through the wind for a
few yards at least.

"Ho!"

Alston waited until the work was well in hand before dropping
out of the line team; she could feel the way coming off the ship,
the bow once more rising lightly to the oncoming waves. More
hands were pouring topside; few had been asleep anyway, and
one of the advantages of a ship with a full fighting crew—far
larger than necessary for mere sailing—was that there were
always plenty of hands and strong backs around in an
emergency.

Now, she thought. We actually may live out the night.

There was something to be said for a direct, physical risk. It
took your mind off things you couldn't do anything about. Like
the rest of the fleet; or the rest of the war, for that matter.

I always feel ridiculous riding in a chariot, Doreen Arnstein
thought. "At least this one has springs and seats," the Assistant
Councilor for Foreign Affairs murmured to herself. "And a
sunshade. With gold tassels, yet."



The springs were from a Honda Accord, the tires solid rubber
on steel, the body was wood inlay with a gilded brass rail 'round
about to hang on to. It was more of a two-wheeled wagon than a
copy of the war-carts the Nantucketers had encountered in the
Bronze Age world. They'd run it up for purposes of swank—or
public relations, if you wanted to get formal; there was plenty of
room for her, the driver, and Brigadier Hollard. The horses
pulling it were two precious Morgans shipped in from
Nantucket, sleek black giants by local standards, drawing gasps
and stares on their own. A leather-lunged Hittite herald went
ahead:

"Make way! Make way for the honored guests of the One
Sun, the Great King of Haiti! Make way for the honored
emissaries of his brother, Great King Yhared-Koffin! Make
way!"

Some of the crowd made way for the herald's voice, some for
the ram's-horn trumpets blown by the two men behind him, still
more for the reversed spears of the troop of Royal Guards. A
guard of Marines rode behind, the butts of their rifles resting on
their thighs; their saddles and stirrups still drew pointed fingers
and murmurs of amazement.

Doreen fanned herself; it was a fairly warm day for late
autumn, and still more so in the ceremonial robe she was
wearing, fairly crusted with gold and silver thread and gems
until she blazed and glittered when a ray of the bright upland
sun struck her, the more so from her diadem and earrings.

Wearing this sort of thing makes me feel like I'm acting in a
bad historical drama, she thought. Glittering jeweled robes
looked perfectly natural on, say, Princess Raupasha. On herself
they just... well, I'm no princess. Not even a JAP. I'm a thirty
something, former astronomy major from Hoboken, New
Jersey.

And the roundish, curve-nosed, full-lipped face with the dark
eyes and curly coarse dark hair that looked out of her mirror
really didn't go with this getup.

"But it impresses the yokels no end," Kenneth Hollard said,



looking indecently comfortable in his Marine khakis.

"That's why we're taking the long way in," Doreen replied. "It
impresses the nobility, too." And when the cold weather hits,
pretty soon, it's going to be worse than the heat. Oh, well.
"They're even more status-conscious here than they are down in
Babylonia."

"That's saying something," Hollard muttered.

He had a look she recognized—extreme frustration. Getting
anything done in these ancient Oriental kingdoms was
difficult-to-impossible. Getting it done quickly... Oi. But fretting
about it just gives you heartburn.

"And the people are spooked by what they've heard about
Walker and the Ringapi," she said. "Letting them know they've
got wizard allies of their own bucks them up."

She shoved the constant nagging worry about the situation in
general and Ian in particular and took in the scene about her.
Even after weeks in Hattusas, the capital of the Hittite Empire
could still thrill her. It wasn't as big as the largest Babylonian
cities, and there was nothing as hulkingly massive as their
ziggurats. Cruder and rawer; cyclopean stone walls outside,
shaped beside the gates into figures of brooding warrior-Gods
and pug-faced lions. The Islander party had been directed
through the Gate of the Sphinxes, on the southern edge of the
city. A massive rampart a hundred and fifty feet thick and
twenty high supported the city wall, its earthen surface paved to
make a smooth glacis. The ramp led upward past a man-high
outer wall, then straight to the foot of the main ramparts; those
were of huge stone blocks longer than she was tall, rough-fitted
together without mortar and smoothed on the outside, thirty feet
high and nearly as thick. Towers studded it at intervals of a
half-bowshot, squally massive; the crenellations on top were like
teeth bared at heaven. Metal gleamed on spearheads and
helmets on the walls, blinking back blinding bright in the
morning sun.

"Impressive," she said to Kenneth Hollard.



"I'll say," he replied; but he was weighing them with a slightly
different eye. "Still, that's really two walls with cross-bracing and
the cells filled with rubble. You could knock it down into a ramp
with some of our five-inch rifles. Take a while, though. A lot
longer than with a brick wall and mud-brick core, the way the
cities down in the Land Between the Rivers have. They really
know how to use rock here, and they've got a lot of it. It'd take
forever to force a breach if they had concrete to use to
consolidate the rubble fill..."

"Ken," she said, a slight scolding tone in her voice, "it's not
really polite to speculate in public on how you'd destroy the
capital of an allied power."

He grinned; it turned his naturally stern face into something
charmingly boyish. "Professional reflex. Madam Councilor," he
said.

"I was thinking of how much work it must have taken," she
replied.

The ramp came to the rampart and made a sharp turn to the
left, throwing them into the shadow of the city wall.

"Well laid out, too. Spear side," Hollard said, and continued at
her raised eyebrows: "With the ramp this way, your right
side—spear side—is to the wall and you can't use your shield to
stop the sharp pointies they're raining down from up there."

He tossed his helmeted head to the right. Doreen looked up,
and tried to imagine a roaring crush of men where she was,
wrestling with battering rams as arrows slammed down in
sleeting clouds like hard, hard rain... There were scorch marks
on the massive stones going by at arm's length from her. She
knew from chronicles in the twentieth confirmed here that
Hattusas had fallen at least once about a century before, sacked
and burned by the Kaska mountain tribes from the country just
to the north.

"Determined bastards, they must have been," Kenneth Hollard
said, reading her thought. "You'd pay a real butcher's bill taking
this with scaling ladders and handheld log battering rams,



against any sort of opposition.”

That was one way to put it. Her mind shied away from giving
her a picture of what the words meant; she'd gotten
case-hardened, somewhat, since coming here, but there were
limits she didn't want to cross. Even more, she didn't want to
imagine what was happening under the walls of Troy right now,
or inside them.

"And look at the pavement," he went on.

She did. It was made of the heavy flat rocks as well, and some
of them were scorched, too.

"How?" she said.

"Olive oil," he said. "Possibly naphtha, but probably olive oil,
heated—great big boiling tubs of it, maybe mixed with tallow or
lard. Wait until the attackers are really packed in here"—he
looked up and down the long ramp, estimating the space—"say
fifteen hundred of them. Pour the mixture down from the wall
along here, and it'd run all down this ramp and onto the glacis,
under the feet of the men packed in shoulder to shoulder and
nose to tail, spattering on the clothes and faces of a lot of 'em, or
running under their armor—make the road surface damned
slippery, too. They'd be immobilized. Then toss down a torch."

God, she thought, fighting down queasiness. Crisco
Extra-Virgin Instant Hell. There were times—watching the
Emancipator bombing the Assyrian cities, for instance—when
she'd felt a little guilty about helping to introduce modern
weapons here. Then again, when you saw what human ingenuity
could manage with low tech, did it matter? When people want to
be atrocious, they'll find a way, even if it's labor-intensive.

Sphinxes flanked the gate, carved into enormous masonry
blocks that ran all the way from the entrance back through the
thickness of the wall. The man-headed lions had little of the
Egyptian grace, but plenty of power. The crowds thinned out
here, no room for them, but a line of Royal Guards lined the
tunnel-like way between the inner and outer gates. Those were
bronze-faced wood, under arched gateways straddled by great



square towers. The pointed arches themselves were something to
see, each half-carved out of a block of granite that must have
weighed thirty or forty tons—they didn't know how to build
arches or domes here out of blocks, but this served the same
purpose.

As they moved into the streets the crowds were dense once
more, and she put the scented feathers of the fan to her nose
again; the stench wasn't quite as overpowering as, say, Babylon
in August, since Hattusas was both smaller and at the moment
cooler, but it was bad enough—sewage, animal droppings,
garbage, and old sweat soaked into wool, all activated by the
fresh sweat of crowding and excitement. She swallowed; her
stomach had gotten a lot more vulnerable to this sort of thing
since she'd gotten pregnant. That had happened the first time,
too, but she'd been back in safe, comfortable, clean Nantucket
then.

The thought made her snort a little with laughter. Anyone
fresh from the twentieth would find Nantucket odorous enough
and to spare, these days; land tons of fish and shellfish every day,
and no matter how the gulls scavenge and how zealous the
recycling collectors are about potential fertilizer, the air will take
on a distinct tang. Rendered whale blubber didn't help either, or
factories driven by wood-fired steam engines, or...

It still smelled a lot better than this. There weren't as many
flies, either. She waved some of the flies away, swallowed again,
and to take her mind off her stomach admired—rather
dutifully—a blocky temple of dark-gray limestone. Unlike the
Babylonian kind, this had big rectangular windows in the outer
wall, reaching nearly to the ground. Through them she could
catch a bright sideways glimpse of the Holy of Holies, where a
burnished man-high silver statue of the God flashed and
glittered on a pillar that rested on a golden lion. The figure was
shown with shield, club, and helmet... That's Zababa, she
reminded herself. I think. The Hittites had so many damned
Gods, and most of them had at least two names—here they threw
every pantheon they came in contact with together, in a
mispocha of celestial miscegenation and cheerfully incoherent
syncretism.



The road inside the city was paved, which was something of a
relief even if the pavement was lumpy and uneven; they worked
their way up toward the stark citadel that crowned the eastern
lobe of Hattusas's figure-eight layout. They passed more temples,
dozens of them; hundreds upon hundreds of blocky
stone-and-timber houses and others of unplastered mud brick or
combinations; carved slabs graven with rows of
scimitar-wielding Gods; crowds staring or cheering or making
gestures of aversion; one bunch cut the throat of a lamb over an
improvised altar as the Islanders passed, and Doreen had a
horrible intuition that it was to her...

The King's residence was a fortress in its own right, even more
impressive than the southern wall when you factored in the steep
rocky scarps below. There was another ramp for the horses to
climb, more ceremonial to go through before and after they
passed through the gates; there were two great Kings present
and the representatives of a third, Jared Cofflin being granted
that status since nobody in the ancient East knew what the hell
to make of an elected head of state. Plus vassal Princess
Raupasha, now that her little faux pas was forgiven if not
forgotten. Doreen sighed as she tucked her attaché case under
her arm and Hollard offered her an arm down from the chariot.
Even in the Bronze Age, you couldn't escape going to meetings...

Quiet fell once they were within the throne chamber; it was
big and dim, with spears of light coming from windows and
openings in the flat roof above. Other pillars of vividly painted
wood upheld the high ceiling; Royal Guards around the edges of
the room stood motionless as the idols in their wall niches and
the painted figures of dead Kings making offerings. The soldiers'
weapons and bronze-scale armor glittered, and so did the
images, their eyes seeming to move and follow her with a glisten
of onyx and lapis lazuli. Tudhaliyas sat motionless on his throne,
with Tawannannas Zuduhepa beside him.

Doreen sent up a silent prayer of thanks that Hittites had that
institution. Zuduhepa was queen in her own right; if she outlived
her husband, she'd carry the title and very real power that went
with it into the reign of her son until her own death. That made
them more accustomed than most peoples in this era to taking a



woman seriously. Her predecessor, Tudhaliyas's mother, had
been a holy terror all her long life, and had hand-picked her
successor; that young woman had even taken Zuduhepa as a
throne-name on her accession.

Of course, local custom was getting a bit bent out of shape,
just lately. Kathryn Hollard was there, too, beside King
Kashtiliash, and in Marine khakis that clashed horribly with the
Oriental-rococo splendor of the chair; by the terms of her
marriage contract she was commander in chief of the New
Troops of Kar-Duniash.

And she's looking disgustingly sleek and satisfied, Doreen
thought with friendly amusement. I guess the Bull of Marduk
lives up to expectations. She couldn't imagine sharing a husband
with the hareem as local custom required, or for that matter
marrying a local at all, but those two were apparently happy
enough with the relationship. Princess Raupasha sat to one side
on a lower, slightly plainer throne; she was wearing trousers and
boots, set off by a gold-washed tunic of chain mail.

Must have had some local artisans do that, Doreen thought.
The polished Fritz helmet with the gold diadem around the
brows and the purple-dyed ostrich plumes was rather striking,
too. Say what you like, that kid has style.

The two Islanders drew near to the throne, saluted and bowed
respectively, and repeated the gesture to the other monarchs.
God, I'm getting good control of my facial muscles, she thought,
fighting down a giggle. Court dress for a Hittite King looked very
much like a gaudily embroidered mid-Victorian dress with a
flounced skirt, combined with a skullcap... Like everything else
here, the greetings involved endless ritual, mostly religious.
Hierophants set out tables before each of the participants in the
conference, with dishes covered in embroidered linen cloths.
Doreen's nose twitched—it was lunchtime, by her clock—but she
waited patiently.

Musicians in ragged motley came in. They carried
instruments; arkanmmi, huhupal and galgaturi, none of which
could be described in terms of Western analogues, except that
they involved blowing, plucking, and percussion. The



thump-tweedle-plink sounded low and not unpleasant. Other
ragged men danced in, holding their hands above their heads
and twirling gently in circles until the skirts of their robes flared
out and clinking finger-cymbals sounded. Doreen's eyes went
wider; evidently the tradition of the whirling dervish was a lot
older in this part of the world than anyone had suspected.

At last the various rituals were completed (the dish turned out
to be strips of beef with onions in a garlic sauce) and the Kings
and principals were seated around a table in a smaller room.
Doreen recognized it with a twinge of nostalgia; it was where Ian
and she had had their first audience with the Hittite rulers...
God, only a few months ago. Ian...

"I and the Seg Kallui have brought forward as many of our
troops as we can," Kashtiliash said at last. "More await the
command in Babylon. Lord Kenn'et, when do we strike the
Ahhiyawa!"

"We don't," Kenneth Hollard said. "We wait for them to strike

us.

Kashtiliash looked unhappy, or possibly angry. "You did not
wait for the Assyrians to strike," he pointed out. "We advanced
together and crushed them, thus."

He was speaking Akkadian; everyone in the room understood
it, more or less. Absolutely everyone understood the gripping,
mangling gesture of his great scarred hands.

"That was in Kar-Duniash," Kenneth said. "In Kar-Duniash,
we had the Land of the Two Rivers to draw on for food—land
more fertile than any other in this part of the world except for
Egypt. And we had the Two Rivers themselves, and the canals,
and our steamboats. Rarely did we operate more than a week's
travel from water transport."

He went over to a map drawn on a whitewashed wall; a light
well in the ceiling above made it seem to glow.

"Here, we are six hundred miles as the bird flies from the head
of navigation on the Euphrates. More than a thousand as the



roads go, and they're very bad roads over mountains. On good
roads with our wagons, the practical limit on hauling food by
animal traction is about one hundred and twenty miles. On these
roads, with your wagons, it's sixty miles. After that, the
wagoneers and their animals have eaten all the cargo. All our
transport capacity has to go to weapons and supplies, because
we haven't had time to teach the Hittite—Nesite—folk how to
make anything we need. It's been hard getting in enough rifles
and ammunition to reequip your Royal Guards."

Tudhaliyas nodded somberly, rubbing his fingers over the
arms of his chair. He was an able man, in Doreen's opinion, but
something of a worrywart. He'd also insisted on getting at least a
few thousand rifles and some cannon as a condition of the
alliance; which made sense, when you looked at it from his point
of view, but was an infernal nuisance.

"I can summon a hundred thousand men to my banner," he
said. "If I call in all my garrisons, all my own troops, all those of
my nobles and Royal Kin and holders-of-land-on-service, and the
contingents of my vassal rulers. But if I call them all to the same
place, they will starve to death in short order."

Kashtiliash looked at him somberly, tugging at his curled
beard. "Surely you have royal storehouses in each region," he
said. "Surely your city-governors and provincial overlords and
the nobles of the lands each have their own reserves of food. In
my land, there is never less than three years' supplies for court,
armies, and cities in storage, at least of grain and dates, onions
and salt fish."

The Hittite nodded. "Oh, yes; we too take precautions. But
remember, every iku of my lands yields perhaps half of what
yours does, my brother, yet takes as much labor of men and oxen
to cultivate. And I cannot ship the grain of that iku of land from
place to place by barge, as you do; our rivers are rivers of rock
and spray, not broad paths. If I call too many beasts and carts
and men from the fields, the harvest will fail and we will all
starve. Then most of the soldiers must be home for planting, and
still more for the harvest. Our harvests have been poor for four
years, as well—not enough rain in most of Hattiland. Stores are



"

low.

Kashtiliash tugged at his beard again. "How is Walker
better-suited than we?" he asked the Islander commander.

"He can bring in his supplies by water, as you can in your
land, my kinsman," Kenneth said, moving his hand down the
western coast of Anatolia. "Water transport is quick and cheap.
And he can draw on the whole of Great Achaea's surpluses,
which are greater than Haiti-land's, because he has had years to
spread new methods and crops and tools, and to build roads and
grain stores."

"But he cannot sail his ships inland... ah, my kinsman, I see,"
Kashtiliash said, grinning in his blue-black beard. "That is what
you mean."

"Yeah," Kenneth said, nodding. "We've got to get him away
from his base of supply and closer to ours." A grim smile. "Let's
call it the Attaturk Plan. We've been stockpiling food and fodder
in selected locations since the harvest"—he tapped points
marked on the routes inland from the coast toward
Hattusas—"and we've got to be prepared to deny him local
replenishment."

"You mean we must be prepared to burn my own lands and
turn my own people out onto the roads of the winter,"

Tudhaliyas said. "Lest Walker feed from their storehouses and
flocks."

"Yes, Your Majesty," Kathryn Hollard said gently. "Or they will
be Walker's lands and Walker's people—his slaves, rather."

Kashtiliash gave her a fond glance and went on: "What I can
do for you after this war, my brother, I will do. As my allies say,
we cannot move grain enough to feed many from Kar-Duniash to
Haiti-land, but silver, plow oxen, seed-grain, cloth, these I will
send."

"The Republic will help all it can as well for rebuilding after
the war," Doreen said. "We can ship in, and show you how to
make, new tools for farming—how to build better roads to spread



harvests around, and how to preserve food better. We can show
your healers how to stop epidemics. If we can get command of
the sea, we can help feed the coastal zones, as well."

Tudhaliyas nodded, looking as if his stomach pained him.
"Silver and cloth are well, but we cannot eat them, and if we eat
the seed corn now and do not get more..." A deep sigh. "Let it be
so. You have given me the head of the rebel Kurunta, and Walker
was behind him. More, the Wolf Lord is all that you say in the
way of greed and evil, from what the refugees tell."

Doreen put her hand on her stomach. They were talking about
deliberately creating famine.

She shivered. A hell of a lot of people were going to die
because of what was decided in this room, without ever knowing
why. An anvil from orbit falling and shattering their lives
without purpose or cause they could see.

No, she scolded herself. A hell of a lot of people are going to
die because of what Walker decided to do. He's responsible,
nobody else. Self-defense is self-defense, even if it means...
drastic measures.

"Perhaps only troops equipped with the fire-weapons should
be called up," Tudhaliyas said. "That would help in the matter of
supplies."

Kathryn shook her head. "O One Sun, we need troops of the
old kind as well. They can checkmate Walker's savage allies, and
they can harass his men when they spread out to forage. And the
chariots can also be useful, if they are used in, a new way with
new weapons."

She looked at Princess Raupasha. The Mitannian girl began to
speak, growing enthusiastic, her hands tracing accompaniment
through the air. Tudhaliyas grew thoughtful.

"That would please my nobles," he said at the end. "They have
seen the power of the new weapons, but a landed man grows
with his feet in a chariot; it is not meet or seemly for him to go
to war like a peasant spearman."



Kenneth Hollard gave a grim smile. "In the Republic, we have
a saying: 'The flies have conquered the honey.' We want Walker's
conquests to be like that." His hand moved west. "Our fleet is
moving to the Pillars, here, as well. If they can break the
Tartessian hold on the straits, they can move into the Middle
Sea. Much of Walker's supplies come from Sicily, this large
island here. Denying it to him will strike him a heavy blow."

"If is a word like a pig covered in olive oil, tasty if you can pin
it down and set it on fire," Zuduhepa said, tilting her elaborate,
golden-bedecked headdress as she turned to watch Kenneth
Hollard. "Let us speak further of that which your fleet can do."

"Here, ma'am," the steward said. "Galley stove's working
again."”

Marian Alston-Kurlelo took the cup and sipped cautiously
through the drinking hole in the cover. The storm was over,
technically, although the sky above was covered in scudding gray
tendrils and the light of noon was a muted glow, like being inside
a giant frosted-glass globe. The wind was strong out of the
northwest, but no longer a gale; still cold and raw, though, and
she was grateful as she felt the aching need for rest being driven
back by the strong harsh coffee, and a welcome warmth
spreading in her stomach.

"Thank you, Seaman Puarkelo," she said, and the boy blushed.
Alston gave an inward sigh. Commander Jenkins was forward,
surveying the damage. There was a fair amount of it, the
bowsprit rolling loose, foretopsail yard carried away, dangling
ends of broken rigging, but none of it was fundamental.

One of the ships scudding along southward in company had
lost her foremast just above the tops, and Alston's eyes narrowed
as she saw the busy chaos on her foredeck. Then it settled down,
and a long spar began to rise needlelike through the rigging— a
jury-rig, but a sound one. Jenkins was deep in conversation with
his XO and the ship's carpenter as he came back to the wheels,
sounding remarkably cheerful.

Well, he didn't lose any of his people, she thought. Do Jesus, it
would be nice to have only one ship to worry about again.



"Ma'am," he said, saluting. She returned the gesture. "There's
nothing up ahead that we can't have fixed in a day or two."

"Very satisfactory, Captain," she said. Raising her voice
slightly: "A very satisfactory piece of seamanship last night, in
fact, Mr. Jenkins. The Chamberlain showed very well indeed.
Well done."

The exhausted, red-eyed face flushed with pleasure. Then he
grew grave: "Anything from the rest of the fleet, ma'am?"

"I was just expecting—ah." Swindapa came up; she looked
wearied as well, with a bandage across her forehead where a
flailing line had lashed her. "Any news?"

"Total casualties are twenty-seven dead, confirmed," she said.

Damn it to hell. To be expected, in a blow that violent, in a
fleet that included thousands of troops packed in like sardines.
Light casualties, really. And I hate losing every God-damned one

"Two hundred seven seriously wounded, mostly broken bones
and concussions," the Fiernan went on seriously. "Not counting
walking wounded fit for duty." She looked up, the cerulean-blue
eyes sad. "That's from ships in contact. All ships have reported
except for the Farragut, the Severna Park, and the Merrimac,"
she said.

Alston's belly clenched. The steam ram, a collier, and their
secret weapon... and nearly two hundred souls.

Swindapa went on: "We're still trying for—

A rating from the radio shack ran up. "Ma'am!" he said,
thrusting a paper at her. "Ma'am!"

"Report from the Merrimac!" Swindapa said.

A sound something like a cheer went up from some of the
middies and hands on the quarterdeck, and the officers smiled.
Alston allowed herself a slight curve of the lips as well, as she



took the transcript.

It didn't quite die as she read it. Nearly doomed wasn't as bad
as actually dead. Or so she thought until they came in sight of
the stricken vessel...

"Damn," she said mildly, lowering the binoculars.

"Right on the mark," Jenkins said, impressed. "Where you
said the winds and current would throw them."

The maintop was a little crowded, with captain, commodore,
and a couple of other officers standing on the little triangular
railed platform; the usual lookout was out on the yard.

"From the description, it could only be these shores," Alston
said absently. "They certainly didn't have much idea where they
were. The only good thing about it is that we're here now—and
that there's deep water all the way to the cliffs."

She raised the binoculars again. The storm had died down,
there were streaks of blue overhead, but the enormous swells still
came pounding in from the west, out of the deep reaches of the
Atlantic that ran landless from here to the Carolinas. There was
already white on the tops of some of the mountains landward;
down from there the land ran steep, densely green forest below
the moors, then dropped sheer into the sea battering it from the
northwest. No sign of human habitation, although she'd give
odds that eyes were fixed on her ships from somewhere up there.
The wind had shifted to a steady westerly, strong enough to
make the rigging drone a steady bass note, and to send the
Chamberlain slanting southeast with her port rail nearly under,
white foam breaking from her bows. The mast swayed out, over
the rushing gray water, back over the narrow oval of deck, out
again in a wide warped circle. She ignored it as she focused on
the wounded ship to leeward.

"Merrimac, all right," she said. "Badly beat up."

Nearly destroyed might have been a better way of putting it.
All three masts were gone by the board, the foremast nearly at
deck level, the main about twenty feet up; the mizzen was still



there about to the mizzentops. Standing rigging hung in great
swaths and tangles; the deck looked as if there was scarcely a
foothold free of fallen cordage and spars and sails. The pumps
were going, a steady stream of water over both rails, and a set of
pathetic jury-rigged sails were up, triangular swatches that
looked as if a bunch of small sailboats were sitting on the big
Down Easter's decks.

"I wonder Clammp hasn't got his boats out towing," Jenkins
said.

"Take a look at her stern davits," Marian said grimly. A boat
was dangling there, or at least the rear third of one. "Ms.

Kurlelo-Alston, what boats do we have with the frigates still
sound? Six-oared or be:ter."

"Eight, ma'am," Swindapa said instantly. "Three more under
repair and ready within a few hours."

"Good... all right. Those boats to the Merrimac. Ship's doctor
from the Chamberlain, medical supplies, stretchers, cordage.
Portable pumps, four of 'em. She'll need hands... besides the boat
crews, fifteen hands and a middie, ensign, or lieutenant from
each—good riggers, sailmakers. And ship's carpenters with their
mates and kit from, hmmm-mmm, Lincoln and Sheridan."

"Yes, ma'am." Swindapa repeated the order and leaned out,
grabbed a backstay, and slid the hundred feet to the quarterdeck
with her feet braced against the hard ribbing of the hemp cable
to control her speed.

"A tow. Commodore?" Jenkins asked quietly.

Marian Alston looked beyond the laboring hulk of the
Merrimac. Close, far too close, the great swells surged and
roared against sheer rock, throwing foam mast high. Even across
several miles of sea she could hear the sound, and through the
binoculars see the grinding snarl where the huge mass of water
pushed eastward by the long storm met the immovable object of
the Cantabrian Mountains, where the Pyrenees slid down into
the Atlantic. There was clear water beyond that last finger of



granite reaching out to sea...

... and the Merrimac wasn't going to make it, not under that
miserable jury-rig; if she was doing two knots, it was a miracle.
The swell and drift eastward would cut her off long before; she
was making a yard eastward for every one she made south. Close,
but no cigar. Anything that hitched on would be dragged to
leeward as well by fourteen hundred tons of dead-in-the-water
inertia.

"No, Commander Jenkins. I'm going to save that cargo if I
can, but I'm not going to lose any more people for it. Rig for a
tow, by all means, ready when and if we can get her far enough
out. I'm going over to supervise recovery operations myself."

The deck had already been busy, repairs still going forward on
the rigging; now it was doubly so, with lashings being untied and
davits swung out. More than a few of the crew exchanged
glances; launching a boat in seas this rough was gambling with a
dunking at the very least, or possibly with injury and death if
something went wrong halfway down. There was a scramble of
orders and bosun's whistles, and deck crews formed on the lines.
Jenkins murmured to his sailing master, and the voice rang out:

"Clew up!"

"Heave... hoi" The rhythmic chorus rang out, and the square
sails spilled wind as the lines hauled them up like a theater
curtain. The ship slowed almost instantly, swaying more toward
the upright. Also rolling more, but you couldn't have everything.

The bosun's mate in charge of the boats wasn't hesitating.
"Boat crew of the day to the commodore's barge! Falls tenders!
Trapping line tenders!"

The commands ran on smoothly. Swindapa came up beside
her. "Anything else?" she said softly, trying not to disrupt
Alston's train of thought.

"Yes," she replied. "Have Captain Jenkins and... who's got the
most left in the way of large spars?"



"Of the frigates, Sheridan," Swindapa said. The stores-ships
were too far out to be useful just now. "Full set—didn't lose
anything."

She wouldn't, with Tom Hitler as her skipper, Alston thought.
He'd been sailing master of the Eagle and taught Alston herself
most of what she knew of handling big square-riggers. Aloud:

"... and the Sheridan make a bundle of some spare spars-main
and foresail—and get ready to put them overside rigged for tow."
Luckily the spars were buoyant, being varnished white pine.

Fatigue and anxiety had vanished. She had a job to do; it
might well be an impossible one, but all she could do was make
the best possible decisions. Focus left her coldly alert,
impersonal, and intensely alive.

The bosun's mate had the line team ready, and he scrambled
up on the davits to give it a final visual check. A sailor brought
her a life jacket; she strapped in absently, eyes still narrowed and
gazing at the Merrimac. Swindapa came up beside her, and they
both settled their billed Coast Guard caps more firmly on their
heads—as usual, a few wispy strands of fine blond hair were
floating free from their braid, like streamers to windward since
they were both facing the port rail. Alston blinked, felt a fleeting,
familiar moment of absurdly intense tenderness, a desire to
smooth the strands back. Their eyes met, and spoke later
without word or expression.

"Denniston, lay into the boat," the bosun's mate barked. A
sailor climbed into it, undoing more lashings, running a final
check, then gave a thumbs-up. "Cast off the gripe... cast off the
preventers..." A clank as the sailor in the boat tripped the pelican
hooks. "Boat crew lay into the boat!"

This time ten sailors climbed into the boat—technically the
commodore's barge—in careful pairs. Two picked up oars and
made ready to fend the boat off from the side of the ship; the rest
of them and Denniston the coxswain grabbed the manropes that
dangled from above, taking as much of their weight as possible
off the tackle that held the boat.



Denniston looked over to the bosun's mate. "Ready in the
boat."

The bosun's mate turned. "Ready on deck, ma'am," he said to
the OOD, and received a nod. Then he went on: "On the falls!"
The teams on deck took up the lines that ran to both ends of the
boat, ready to control the descent. The bosun's mate took
position near the rail, hands outstretched to either side. "Ready
forward and aft?"

"Ready aye ready!"

"Lower away together!" A clink, and the boat sank with
smooth speed. "Lively aft—easy forward—easy forward,
handsomely there, God-damn you—

The Chamberlain heeled a little more and the swell rose to
meet her. The boat touched, skipped, began to throw a bow wave
of its own.

"Let fall!" the bosun's mate said, stepping back; the coxswain
in the boat was in charge now. From below came her call:

"Unhook aft—passengers to the line!"

Alston came to with an inward start. There was something
hypnotically soothing about a well-executed maneuver like this,
and the Chamberlains were a well worked-up lot; the flagship
naturally stayed in full commission more than the other Guard
frigates, spent less time shuttling cargo to new or remote bases,
and hence less time cut back to a sailing rather than a full
fighting crew. A hand was holding the line for her, and as she
came up she could see one of the boat's crew below doing the
same. She leaned out, took a bight of the line around her right
forearm, gripped it lower between crossed feet, and slid down at
just short of rope-burn speed. Two of the sailors caught her and
she stepped forward to a place in the bows of the boat, grabbing
a thwart.

Seen from the surface the swell was like the surge of a giant's
muscle beneath them, infinite power enclosed in a silk-smooth
skin, dangerous and beautiful. The bitter kiss of foam blew onto



her face, and she could feel the living heave of the ocean through
the thin inch of oak that made up the cutter's planks.

Swindapa came down the line next, then the rest of the hands
being sent across, while the tools and cordage and sailcloth came
down on whiplines.

"Let go forward!" Denniston said.

The coxswain was a short woman, thickset and muscular, with
cropped black hair and bright green eyes, in her early twenties.
Alban, from an eastern tribe, but she'd taken an Immigration
Office name. Some of the Sun People tribes had sent in fairly
bitter complaints about girls running off for this reason or
that—being married to suitors they didn't like was the most
common—and their fathers having to repay the bridewealth and
swallow public shame.

If they don't like it, they can change their God-damned
customs.

"Fend off," the coxswain said. Oars pushed the longboat away
from the heaving wooden cliff of the Chamberlain's side; other
boats were being lowered even as they moved. "Out oars and
stroke... stroke... stroke..."

That was awkward in the crowded barge; it was even more so
when they stopped to raise the mast, step, and brace it. That
gave her something to do; she shifted over to the windward rail,
along with everyone else except the coxswain at the tiller, sitting
on it to fight the heel and make the boat stiffer as it raced across
the wind toward the stricken Merrimac.

Under the urgent focus on the task ahead ran the sheer
exuberant satisfaction of the cutter's racing speed, the sea
hissing past six inches away—less when they crested one of the
huge waves and white water burst around them. She fought
down an urge to whoop and grin as the bow went up... up... up;
then the great jerk of acceleration on the crest as the sail caught
the full force of the stiff wind and cracked taut. And the long
roller-coaster swoop down the skin of the gray-blue swell, with
goose-wings of spray flying higher than her head from the boat's



bows and the curving wake racing aft.

For a moment she was a skinny black girl in faded cutoffs and
a T-shirt again, dancing with excitement in a little dinghy as it
tossed in a yachtsman's wake off Prince Island.

Swindapa did whoop, and the coxswain gave an exultant
tribal screech, half-standing at the crest to get another sight of
the Merrimac's sails, leaning expertly into the tiller and calling
directions to the hands at the lines. Soon enough they could see
the mountain peaks ahead to the southeast, and then the stumpy
tops of the ship's mutilated masts.

"Ready to let go!" Denniston called. The hull came up be-side
them, looming a dozen feet overhead. There were plenty of ropes
overside, and a few of the Merrimac's hands waving and calling.
"Ready to fend... let go the sail!"

The cutter turned up alongside the ship, and the sail rattled
down. Alston moved to take one of the ropes and secure the bows
with a running bowline knot. "Denniston, I'm going to rig for
tow," she said crisply. "When I do, tail on to the line and haul
away; I want her head about five points up and as much way as
you can."

"Yes, ma'am." A hesitation. "Ma'am, we're not going to tow
this bitch free—not even with all the boats."

"I'm aware of that, Petty Officer Denniston," Alston said.
"Every bit helps, though."

"Ma'am. Aye, aye, ma'am!"

She nodded, gripped the rope, braced her feet against the slick
heaving planks of the ship's side, and swarmed up hand over
hand. The others followed, and the gear; she was looking about,
taking in the details. Not much was recognizable of the trim,
neat new ship she'd boarded in Westhaven. Hmmm. Wheel's still
functional.

"Where's Captain Clammp?" she said, striding over to a young
man she recognized as one of his officers. "I need a report on the



status of the ship."

Red-rimmed eyes blinked at her from behind thick spectacles.
"Thank God you're here, ma'am," the young man said. His face
worked for an instant, as if he was about to burst into tears, then
stiffened. "Ma'am, Captain Clammp was injured when the
foremast gave way—knocked down—when the wind shifted. He's
been unconscious ever since. We... ah, we lost five hands,
including Lieutenant Stendins." Which had left this teenager in
command, probably on his first voyage out of home waters.
"Several more were injured. We..." he made a helpless gesture
toward the chaos of the ship.

Marian Alston put a hand on his shoulder and squeezed
gently. "Son, you kept the ship afloat through as bad a blow as
I've seen," she said. "Now help's on the way. I need to know
everything."

While he told her, Swindapa was directing the unloading of
the boats arriving from the frigates. The Merrimacs staggered
away from the pumps, and fresh hands began plunging the levers
up and down; a tow cable with an empty hogshead on the end for
a buoy went overside and the boats made fast, strung out and
began to pull the Merrimac's prows to the west of south. Captain
Clammp came by, bandaged like a mummy and lashed to a
stretcher, to go overside into boats and be rowed out to the
warships.

"You've done a fine job," Marian said to young Clammp. "Now
rest.”

He staggered off. The new hands at the pumps were swinging
the levers vigorously, and there was a perceptible increase in the
jets of water going overside. One of them started a chanty, and
the others took it up:

"They say life has its ups and downs;
That really now, is quite profound!

I'd like to push the captsan round,



But it's pump her mates, before we drown!"

More men and women came running to gather around her as
she made a high beckoning gesture with the fingers of both
hands; the motion of the ship changed beneath her feet as the
added thrust of sixty or seventy strong backs swinging ashwood
oars came on to the towline. She looked around at the circle of
faces; a couple of ensigns, a lieutenant, and half a dozen
experienced petty officers and chiefs—ship's carpenters, rigging
specialists.

"Pump me mates Pump her dry;

Down to hell, up to the sky—

Bend your backs and break your bones
We're just a thousand miles from home!"

"All right, people, we need to lighten this ship and get some
sail on her," Alston said briskly. "Guns overside. Get the auxiliary
pumps started; once you've made some headway in the hold,
start her fresh water overside as well—stores, this clutter on
deck, everything that can be heaved to the rail except her main
cargo." Most of which was far too bulky and heavy to move
anyway. "Chips?"

The Lincoln's master carpenter jerked a thumb westward to
where two more boats were towing bundles of white pine spars,
seventy feet long and a foot and a half thick in the middle.

"With those spars, ma'am, we can do jury masts on the main
and fore—scarf and wold 'em. That'll give you something. It'll
take a while."

"Sometimes when I am in me bed
And thinkin' of the day ahead;
I wish that I could wake up dead—

But pumpin's all I get instead!"



"Get it done in the next fifty minutes or there's no point," she
said over the sound of the chanty. "I want the rigging ready to go
up and the sails, too." She pointed ahead, to where the breakers
made a white line to their south and east. "The swell, tide, and
wind are all shoving us toward that. We need to bring her head
around five points, and get some real way on her— five knots,
more would be better—and the wind's not favorable." Not dead
in their teeth, but coming in over the starboard quarter.

She tapped a fist into a pink palm. "We need what's on board
to win this war; to keep it, we have to save this ship, so that's
exactly what we're going to do, people. Let's do it; let's go."

They gave a short, sharp cheer and scattered to their work at a
run. Alston watched them go, fighting down a ferocious
impatience. Who knew what devilments Isketerol might be up to,
might get up to in the future, if they gave him time?

Swindapa came up and handed her a piece of hardtack. She
looked down at the hard gray-brown crackerlike rectangle,
puzzled for an instant, then ahead at the cliffs they'd be
passing— hopefully passing, and not running into—in an hour or
two.

"If Jack Aubrey could get close enough to those rocks to hit
'em with a ship's biscuit, why not me?" she said, matching
Swindapa's grin for a brief instant. It was good to remember
that there was more to the world than their present trouble.

The chanty went on, pounding to the rumble and splash of the
pumps:

"Yes how I wish that I could die,
The swine who built this tub to find;
I'd drag him back from where he fries,

To pump until the bitch is dry!"

CHAPTER ELEVEN



October, 10 A.E.—Hattusas, Kingdom of Hani-land
October, 10 A.E.—Troy

November, 10 A.E.—Northeastern Carpathian
Joothills

September, 10 A.E.—O'Rourke's Ford, east of Troy
October, 10 A.E.—On the coast of northwestern Iberia
September, 10 A.E.—O'Rourke's Ford, east of Troy
October, 10 A.E.—Achaean encampment, near Troy

I like this game," Raupasha said. "But it will be long before I
fight to a draw even with your son, much less you, my sister."

Doreen Arnstein looked down at the chessboard, shivering a
little in a way that had nothing to do with the cold that was
sending fingers through the thick robe wrapped about her. She
was playing her son David and Raupasha simultaneously, with a
time limit on her moves. That made it a challenge, enough to
keep her mind off Ian; the news from Troy wasn't good. In fact, it
was desperately bad, and only desperation would have driven
Ken to order the last-chance maneuver that was taking place this
night.

David had made his move, and went back to the little
three-inch reflector she had mounted on this flat rooftop.
Originally she'd put that up as a sort of homage to her
beginnings; she'd been a student astronomer at the time of the
Event, interning at the little observatory on Nantucket run by the
Margaret Milson Association. Tonight her son wasn't studying
the stars; in between moves, he had the telescope trained to the
southwest.

The Arnsteins had been given a royal villa outside the walls of
Hattusas; the Islander military had set up around it, sinking
wells and installing rudimentary sanitation and getting doctors
and their equipment ready. That had been the first priority, even
before starting to shuttle in troops and weapons; then they could



move westward toward Troy and the Aegean Sea.

Now the campfires and lanterns twinkled about the building
in orderly rows, and a long rectangle off to the west marked the
Emancipator's landing ground. The chill of autumn fought with
the warmth from wood burning in two bronze baskets, and there
were fewer bugs splatting themselves there, or against the
kerosene lantern on the table beside them. A kettle of sassafras
tea kept warm near one brazier; mugs and a platter of cookies
stood beside the chessboard.

Doreen fought to keep her attention on the chessmen; there
was something reassuring about the feel of the pre-Event plastic,
like an old teddy bear. It was a reminder of a world where your
husband wasn't threatened by sadistic surgeon-torturers, or mad
ex-Coast-Guard warlords, or barbarians with bronze axes...

No, just by cancer, muggers, drive-by shootings, and LA
drivers, she thought. Plus if it hadn't been for the Event, you'd
never have met Ian, not really—never even have considered
marrying him, at least. No David then, or Miriam. I'm going to
call her Miriam, by God, and Ion's going to be there to help
with the diapers!

"You shouldn't done that," she said to her son. "Look—I'm in a
position where you're going to lose this castle, to save your King.
In fact..."

The boy came over and scowled, knotting his brow in thought.
Doreen felt her heart turn over; he looked so much like his father
when he did that. He was tall for his age, with hands and feet
that promised something like his father's inches, but his face and
build were more like hers. The Middle Eastern sun had burned
him brown over the summer and brought out a few russet
highlights in his dark curly hair. The scowl turned into a shrug
as he reached out and tipped over his King.

He's worried, too, she thought, giving him a quick hug before
he turned back to the telescope. Or he'd fight to the death, the
way he usually does. And he'd be his usual
one-question-after-another self, instead of so quiet.



"Now you will beat me like, how you say, the big bass drum,"
Raupasha said.

When Doreen was silent for a long moment the Mitannian girl
reached out a hand and touched her arm. "I pray to Hebat...
Arinna, they call her here in Hattusas... that your man will
return and hold the son you bear in his arms," she said gently.
"My father died while I was in the womb, and that is a heavy
thing."

Doreen found herself blinking back tears, and gave the
younger woman's hand a moment's squeeze. "Thanks, kiddo,"
she said.

"I hope it's a daughter, though," she went on. "One of each."”

Raupasha looked a little baffled; many sons was a common
goodwill wish in this part of the world. Doreen went on, smiling
a little: "Now Ken, he'd be a little disappointed if you'd turned
out to be a boy, for instance."

Raupasha's face lit up as if a lamp were burning behind it. "Do
you think so? Really?" she said, flushing. "Oh..."

Doreen chuckled. "But there are difficulties. Not least, there's
Kenneth. He... feels sort of protective toward you, I think."

Raupasha looked puzzled. "Should a man not feel that he
should protect his woman?"

"Well... that depends. I think part of your problem is that he's
got this idea you're like a little sister."

Raupasha snorted. "He will have to learn I am not a little girl!"
A sigh. "But there are more difficulties than that." She paused
and changed the subject. "Doreen, what is a Jew?"

Doreen's eyebrows arched. "Well, it's sort of— ' hmmm. Can't
say "religion,"” because Ian and I aren't believers, much. And
religion's a nearly meaningless word here, where you can mix'n
match your deities. "—sort of like a tribe."



"But you are all Eagle People, all Nantukhtar, aren't you?"

"Well... yes. It's a little more complicated than that... why do
you ask?"

"Because I heard someone say that the Jews are clever, and I
wondered what they meant." She chuckled. "If you are a Jew,
then playing this game with you makes me think it must be so."

Doreen laughed with a sigh in it, and looked down at the
chessboard. "Yes, I think you could say 'clever.' Part of it's that
we've usually been few compared to our neighbors and not much
liked, so we had to outsmart those who had more... weight of fist
than we did. And part of it's that our God made us some
fiendishly complicated laws, and we spent a lot of our time
studying and arguing about them. Or we made the laws
fiendishly complicated so we could spend our time arguing and
studying them. That got to be a habit—so we ended up arguing
with everybody and studying everything; like me with the stars,
or Ian with ancient times."

Raupasha nodded. "It's good to be clever," she said. "It helps
when you're not strong, and when you are it makes your strength
more—

"It's the ship!" David squealed. "Dad, it's Dad!"

Doreen dashed over and pushed the boy aside, peering
through. The Emancipator, right enough. Why haven't they
radioed? she thought furiously. Was that a good sign, or a bad?
What's been happening in Troy?

"They're over the wall in the lower town," Major Chong said.
"That mean what I think it means?" Ian Arnstein asked.

The air was thick with smoke drifting up from the lower city,
smoke that stank of things not meant to burn. Through the
narrow window he could see the flames, under an overcast sky
darker than the inside of a whale's gut.

And I'm Jonah, in the belly of the beast, he thought, as a red



spark arched out from the darkness into the maze of flat-topped
buildings. The spark snapped with a vicious quickness, flying
dirt and timbers showering skyward, then the shadows fell again.
Slightly further away a line of orange fire traced across the

night. Flamethrower, he thought. Simple to use; one man on the
hose, two working the pumps... and the attackers would be under
the stream of burning oil as they fought their way through the
narrow twisting streets.

Chong coughed and grimaced; a bandage hid most of the left
side of his face, crusted dark. "It means that they're going to be
here and damned soon. We cut it close, Councilor."

"I'm not altogether happy about leaving." King Alaksandrus
was down there, defending the city. And I talked him into
fighting to the last, he thought with a sharp stab of guilt. A wave
of sound came with the flicker of the fires, a distant screaming
babble of voices, punctuated with explosions and a growing
crackle of gunfire.

"Sir, you've got your orders and I've got mine, and the war
isn't over yet. There are Marine units only three days' march
away."

"That isn't going to do the Trojans much good," Arnstein said,
unfolding himself from the chair.

"Neither is getting yourself killed, sir," the Marine said. "You
know what the commodore says."

"Yeah, the Light Brigade got what they deserved, like Custer."
Ian sighed. "All right." It'll be good to see David again, and
Doreen. Even though she's going to ream me out like a
Roto-Rooter for getting caught here in the first place.

"Wait a minute," he said. "I thought it was too risky for the
airship to set down here?"

"They're not," Chong said. "We've got a big net set up on the
highest roof, fastened to a hook on a pole. They're going to
snatch us off with a slow approach."
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The offices of the Islander mission were as bright as the
kerosene lanterns could make them. As he watched the radio
operator gave a last tap at the key, flipped open the casing of the
radio and began methodically smashing the interior with the
butt of her rifle. He winced again, at the waste; at least this was
one of the post-Event models, not the irreplaceable pre-Event
printed circuits. Others went by with armfuls of documents,
throwing them onto the fire in the courtyard outside.

"Let's do it," Arnstein said.

"Right," Chong replied. "I've got the explosive charges ready
on my mortars, with all the remaining ammunition."

The palace-citadel of Troy was like a set of adobe sugar cubes
piled three stories high around irregular courts; there were
gleams off colored shapes on the walls as they passed, a glimpse
of hands raised in prayer, a boar turned at bay, a great-eyed
goddess leaning on a long sword. Humans were few, palace
servants huddled in corners clutching at each other, once a man
running by with a golden vase in his arms. A slave, from his
skinny shanks and ragged tunic; where he thought he was going
with his loot was a mystery, given what Walker's barbarian allies
were rumored to do in a captured town. Others lay sodden and
unmoving, breached amphorae of wine spilling like blood beside
them. That was a lot more sensible, all things considered.

"Up through here, Councilor," Chong said, looking over his
shoulder as they came through into a broad upper chamber—
part of the queen's suite, he remembered.

The Islander party broke into a trot—mostly Islanders, there
were a couple of locals along with the Marine escort, both girls;
there had been enough time for that. One of the office staff had
snatched up a toddler from somewhere, and the child was
making a steady, thin wail. The vanguard of the escort vanished
up the next staircase; Ian turned to take a last haunted look at
the dying city outside the broad unshuttered windows.

Something happened. Ian Arnstein never remembered exactly



what; in the next moment of clarity he found himself lying on his
back, with his head twisted up against the wall. An inlaid
griffin-footed table lay against his body, but he could see around
the edge of it. Things were happening in the darkened room—the
kerosene lantern was burning in a corner, the liquid from its
reservoir spreading slowly over the gypsum slabs of the floor.
Gunshots were strobing, the vicious repeated snaps of revolver
fire, the heavier red blades of rifles, a bloom of white-red from a
shotgun. But the sounds were distant, muffled; his ears hurt, and
he raised a hand to paw feebly at one. His fingers came away red
and wet from his face, but he felt no pain.

I should help, he thought.

The words were distant, with an unhuman calm. There was a
Python .40 at his waist, but his hand was too weak to do more
than touch the checkered walnut of the butt.

The firing had stopped as weapons emptied and cold steel's
unmusical clash and rasp took its place. Figures were fighting,
figures in Marine kakhi and Coast Guard blue and others in
form-fitting black. The black figures were hard to see in the
dimness, as if shadows had come to life to kill their creators. He
blinked. Hoods, too, he noted in a daze; like ski masks, leaving
only a strip across the eyes bare. They carried swords, like
Japanese swords, except that they were straight-bladed, and
blackened except for a strip along the single cutting edge. The
swords wheeled and flashed, blurring through the air, clashing
against bayonet and rifle butt.

He saw a Marine drive the twenty-inch blade of his bayonet
through the stomach of a black-clad figure, then stagger
backward and fall with a spiked disk in his throat. Major Chong
was backing unwillingly up the stairs, his katana clashing with
the blades of two attackers, the swords flickering like beams of
light in a dance of killing beauty.

Then something fell with a soft heavy weight across Arnstein's
legs. He looked down and kicked in reflex as he realized it was a
body; one of the dark-clad figures, eyes open and staring. There
was a soft heavy resistance as the corpse flopped free. The dark
clothing was some snug knitted fabric; there were boots and



webbing harness of soft black leather as well, and
black-enameled metal buckles. The belt bore a pistol holster,
empty, and a sword sheath was strapped across the back,
slanting to put the hilt over the left shoulder. A hand twitched,
glittering; over it was strapped a tiger-claw arrangement of steel
blades, more a climbing tool than a weapon.

There was another explosion, up the stairway leading to the
roof. This time he could hear it, more or less. The glassy barrier
separating him from the world lifted, enough for him to know
that he hurt and that his head was a throbbing ache.

Enough for a jet of fear; Chong wasn't supposed to allow him
to be taken alive... but the last he could have seen of me was a
limp, bloody body lying against the wall.

Then came a snarling roar like nothing else in the post-Event
world; the roar of internal combustion engines, close at hand
overhead. Another explosion, and the two dark-clad figures
who'd pursued Chong tumbled back down, one crawling and
dragging the other.

"Grenades," she gasped—the English word, thickly accented.
Then more Greek, also with an accent and in gasps as she fought
for breath: "Kleo is hurt—wounded me—the thing that
flies—with the Red Sword mark, the Lady's enemies, it comes—

There was a heavy thump from above, a chorus of yells, and a
rushing mist of water down the staircase like heavy rain—the net
being snatched up by the hook, the ballast dumped from the
dirigible's tanks for emergency lift, he realized. Freedom, safety,
life.

That penetrated the muzziness about his brain a little. He
scrabbled with feet and hands, trying to push himself erect. A
blade flashed to rest near the tip of his nose, close enough for
him to smell the blood on it. He stared up along the length of it,
past the gloved hands holding the long hilt in an iajutsu grip, up
to the eyes visible through the slit of the mask. They widened
slightly.

"This is the one the Goddess told us of!" a light voice said,



speaking the archaic Greek of this era.

Arnstein stood as the blade tapped under his chin, shakily
raising his hands. He towered over the black-clad fighters. More
than he should have. His eyes sharpened; the attackers were
short even for Bronze Agers, and slim with it, for all the speed
and ferocity of their movements. Women.

Ninjettes, he thought dazedly. Well, I'll be damned. The
Republic's military was about a third women, jealously
maintained Coast Guard tradition, but he'd never heard that
Walker had bothered to upset local taboos that way. Not even
the Nantucketers had all-female units.

He licked his lips, trying to nerve himself to fight and force
them to kill him. Before he could hands gripped him, ran him
back against the wall, plucked the pistol from his belt, searched
him with expert skill. A loop of cord was thrown around his
hands and jerked tight, a one-way knot. The fresh pain brought
him more to himself, and despite fear and hurt he gagged a little
at the thick feces-and-blood stink of death, with the sharp acid
odor of stomach acids under it.

Others were finishing the Islander wounded; Ian averted his
eyes from the knife strokes. They were seeing to their own hurt,
sorting them, laying out the dead, bandaging and—it seemed
incongruous even now—giving injections from the medical kits
some of them carried.

One who seemed to be the leader stopped at a slight figure
whose hands clutched at a belly that welled blood, black as the
cloth in the darkness. She bent to meet the eyes of the wounded
one.

"You are sped beyond healing," she said, after a moment.
"HOW?"

"Here," the wounded girl gasped. She pulled down the mask,
exposing her throat and tilting her chin. "So... I go... less
disfigured... to Her."

"As you will," the leader said. "You will have your pyre and



your ashes will go to Her temple."

She put the point of her sword to the offered spot below the
ear, holding it with her left hand. Her right came back, and she
slammed the heel of that hand down on the hilt. The victim gave
one convulsive jerk and lay still. When the leader came to
Arnstein, he was astonished to see a track of tears sparkling
down from the eyes to soak into the fabric of her mask.

"You will await the Lady of Pain," she said.
Uh-oh. This is bad, this is very bad.

He knew who she meant. The Despotnia Algeos, the Lady of
Pain, Avatar of Hekate. Alice Hong, Walker's bitch-queen, sadist
and surgeon. This must be some weird special-operations branch
of her lunatic cult. Silence went on, in the thick smell of death
and the dimness. The whatever-they-were cleaned their weapons,
reloaded their revolvers and shotguns—modern-looking
break-open breechloaders much like the Republic's—and kept
watch. The noise from the streets was changing, more screams,
then a crescendo of firing, light cannon, a strange braaaaap...
braaaaaap...

"Can I have some water?" he croaked.

The one who'd been guarding him hit him three times in less
than two seconds, with her elbow, with the ball of her foot, and
the third time with the pommel of her sword. Pain flooded
through him, like white light along his nerves. He was conscious
of his own gaping mouth, but for long moments too paralyzed to
breathe.

"The Goddess-on-Earth said you must be taken alive," his
captor said. "She didn't say you had to be happy." He couldn't
see the expression on the face behind the mask, but the eyes
were suddenly avid. "You will feed the Dark Goddess well. If I am
lucky, I will help with that."

It was several hours before the noises in the city died down,
Ian's tongue felt thick, dry, and fuzzy; his head felt fuzzy, too, and
he supposed this must be what shock felt like, combined with



extreme fear and weariness. He was a scholar of sedentary habits
who'd never see sixty again, even if it was three thousand years
before he was born, and this sort of thing was not his specialty.
Unwillingly, because it would be so tempting to sink down into a
fog of apathy, he flogged his mind back to a semblance of
alertness. The fighting noises had died down, at least. From the
city came the pulsing roar of fires, and underneath that a huge
brabbling murmur that poured like a cataract of white noise into
the palace windows. Screaming and shouting, he realized. There
were nearly thirty thousand people packed into the fifty acres or
so of the miniature city below the heights of the palace-citadel.
Thousands of Walker's troops were probably pouring into the
city, possibly tens of thousands of his barbarian allies. The tribal
confederation of the Ringapi had had a rough time since they left
the middle Danube, and they had a bad reputation in a sack even
when they were in a good mood. That was the death agonies of a
whole people he was listening to, a threnody of agony and terror
and despair larger than worlds.

Then firing sounded closer; the dull thumps of the flintlock
shotguns Walker had handed out to his barbarian allies, and
then the crisper bark of rifles. His guards came tensely alert at
door and windows. The noise ceased, and there were crashing
and screams of pain, laughter and exultant tribal screeching,
while the smoke grew thicker. Then:

"The King comes! The King of Great Achaea! The King of
Men!"

The harsh male shout cut through the background noise like a
knife. The dark-clad women drew their swords and went to one
knee facing the door, heads bowed and the blades across the
outstretched palms of their hands. Soldiers came into the room,
riflemen in gray patch-pocketed tunics and trousers, laced boots,
leather webbing harness, and helmets like flared round-topped
buckets with a cutout for the face and straps leading to a cup at
the chin. An officer with a pistol in his hand and sword at his
waist followed, added his quick scan to theirs, then stepped
aside.

William Walker strode through, Alice Hong at his side. Ian



struggled a little more upright, pushing his back against the
blood-speckled, bullet-pocked painted plaster of the wall,
smearing red across griffins and lions and proud nobles in
chariots. The renegade looked around, raising a brow over his
single cold green eye. A smile blossomed as he looked at the
captured American.

"Not bad work," he said in English. "Not bad at all, Alice. I
must admit I didn't think this Sailor Moon Platoon of yours
would be any practical use, but they came through big-time." He
switched to Achaean: "You have done well, Claw Sisters. Very
well; the King is pleased."

"Never underestimate the power of faith, Lord Enabler," Hong
said lightly, as her followers rose and sheathed their blades. "Or
of deep manga scholarship."

She wore a stylish version of her cultists' gear, picked out here
and there with silver studs. Walker was in something like a loose
karate gi of a coarse black silk, with the pants tucked into
polished calf-boots and a black-leather belt to hold katana,
wazikashi, and revolver. The only touches of color to highlight
the piratical elegance were the massive ruby signet ring on his
right hand and the crimson wolfshead picked out on his
eye-patch. When he grinned the scar that ran up under it moved,
and his face went from boyishly attractive to a caricature of evil.

All hail the Demon King, Arnstein thought, surprised at the
sardonic note his mind could still muster. Although I've seen
something awfully like that... where... That was it; the black
outfit Luke Skywalker wore when he walked into Jabba the Hull's
palace in the third Star Wars flick, Return of the Jedi.

Oh, Jesus, he thought. I've been captured by psychotic media
fans.

Walker took three quick strides, still smiling, and jerked the
older man half-erect with a hand wound into his beard.

"What, Professor? No witty repartee? No crushing pop-culture
put-downs? I'm disappointed, Dr. Arnstein, I really am."



Arnstein set his teeth against the pain in his face. Well, I did
think about saying: I have no use for these two 'droids, but
under the circumstances, that would probably be indiscreet.

Alice Hong sauntered over, smiling. "I can take it from here,
Will," she said. "Rest assured, he'll give you chapter and verse,
very soon."

The wall behind him made it impossible to shrink backward.
He wanted to, though.

"Alice, Alice," Walker said, giving a reproving click of his
tongue. "You still haven't noticed something."

"What, Will?"

He released the older man and turned, holding up his index
finger. "You can only torture a man to death once." He turned
back to Arnstein and put the fingertip near his right eye. "But
keep in mind, Professor, that you can always do it once. So strive
to be useful."

He turned to the gray-uniformed officer and switched to
Achaean: "Captain Philowergos, this man is to be taken to the
ships under close guard, and shipped to Walkeropolis at the first
opportunity."

"Yes, Your Majesty," the man said, saluting and inclining his
head. "To Section One?"

"No, no." Walker glanced at Arnstein and winked. "I don't
think Operations Minister Mittler likes you, Professor. You've
put sticks in the spokes of too many of his wheels—and he's
prejudiced. He was a commie in this life, but I think he wore
those flashy double-lightning-bolt runes in a previous existence.
Hmmm."

A snap of his fingers brought paper and pen. He scribbled
quickly. "Category One confinement. You'll be quite comfortable,
Professor... physically at least. And when I have the time, we'll
have a nice long chat, hey?"



"Oh, Will, really now—are you expecting to turn him to the
Dark Side of the Force, or something? Let's interrogate him and
kill him. Simpler, safer, more fun."

"Not now, Alice!"

The soldiers clamped hands that felt like iron in gloves of
cured ham on Ian Arnstein's upper arms. As they hustled him
out the door, he could hear Alice Hong's voice raised in mocking
song:

"Jedi get angry—ooo00, Jedi get mad—
Give him the biggest lickin' he's every had!
Jedi you can be the Dark Looooord of the Sith ..."

Ohotolarix son of Telenthaur, born a warrior of the Iraiina
teuatha, frowned and dusted sand across the paper of his latest
report. He shook his right hand, clasping and unclasping his
fingers to rid them of a cramp that his clutch on the quill pen
had brought. His hands had taken a while to learn the arts of pen
and ink; his first twenty years had been taken up with the skills
of a wirtowonnax, spear and axe, rope and rein, plow and spade
and sickle. Life as the Wolf Lord's handfast man and chief
henchman and Commander of the Royal Guard had taught him
more, though. The use of letters was a weapon, and one as deadly
as any sword—as any cannon, even. He shook the sand off the
paper, folded it, and sealed the triangle with a blob of wax from
the candle on his desk, then rose.

A trick of the lamplight showed him his face in the thick wavy
window glass. It looked younger than the thirty winters he bore,
for he had taken up the King's habit of shaving his face. His
yellow hair was cropped above his ears as well; beside his eyes
and grooved between nose and mouth were the marks of life, of
knowledge and power. He was no more the glad boy the Eagle
People had rescued from a coracle swept out to sea during the
Iralina teuatha's crossing from the mainland to Alba. Each dawn
was not a wonder now, nor each battle a blaze of glory where he
would win a hero's undying name, and he did not see in each
woman the promise of a fresh garden of delights.



He snorted softly to himself. Winter thoughts. He was in his
prime, more skilled in a dozen ways, more deadly than that boy
could have dreamed, wiser than he could have imagined.

I have journeyed far by land and sea, gained much, lost
much, seen and done things dark and terrible. These are the
deeds and rewards of manhood.

"Time to finish the work of the day," he muttered. He took up
a folder, then walked out past the gray-uniformed guards,
returning their salute; down the stairs and through the residence
hall to the main exit.

Days were short here in this season, shorter than they ever
grew in Greece; it was not night just yet despite the overcast, but
you could tell it would not be long. The air was cold, the sky
dark-gray with cloud out of which a scatter of white flakes fell,
and the lanternlights lay bright across the wet brick of the
pavement. Beside the train of goods waiting to go southward
guards stamped and swore and blew on their gloved hands. He
grinned to himself as he pulled the cold air deep into his lungs;
the Achaeans among Fort Lolo's garrison were like wet cats when
the weather was like this, stalking around in affronted
amazement. Ohotolarix found the cold charming, much like the
winters he remembered from his tribe's first home, the lands
along the Channel and the River Ocean in the far west.
Wood-smoke blew pungent from brick chimneys, mixed with the
smell of supper cooking and the damp mealy scent of the snow.

"Hey, Otto," a voice said.

"Henry," Ohotolarix said in reply; he'd long since ceased
resenting how Walker's folk mispronounced his name.

They meant it as a compliment, in any case; and Henry
Bierman was high in Lord Cuddy's service. He handed the
commander a sheaf of papers of his own, bound in leather and
secured with tapelike ribbon. "Here's my latest for Bill Cuddy
and the bossman."

"All goes well?" Ohotolarix asked. "I'd have been happier to get
them off earlier today."



"Sorry; some things can't be rushed, and the King's Council
wanted these figures complete. Things are going great, actually.
That iron ore's even better than we thought, seventy-eight
percent metal and no impurities; they didn't call these the 'Ore'
mountains for nothing."

Ohotolarix juggled languages in his head for a moment, and
then smiled a little at the pun. Bierman was a fussy little sort,
with thick lenses before his eyes. No shadow of a fighting-man,
but able at his work. He went on:

"The second charcoal blast furnace'll be functional before
Christmas. Plus the silver-lead and zinc outputs're up, and we're
getting useful quantities of gold from the sluice... well, you
know."

Ohotolarix nodded, glancing northward. The peaks of the
Carpathians were already snow-covered, glimpses of white
through the clouds. Mountains fascinated him; he'd been raised
in flat country, along the ocean shore, where folk lived on hills to
avoid the floods of the marshland. There was a power in those
great masses of rock, beyond the wealth of metals in the stone,
and the usefulness of them.

And they are far from the sea, easy to fortify at uttermost
need. "Let's get them moving, then," he said. "Light enough for a
few hours travel, the channel's well marked."

Fort Lolo proper—the place was named for a ruathauricaz in
the King's homeland of Montana—had been built on the site of a
native stockade; quite an impressive one, no mere line of tree
trunks on a mound, but a cut-off hill topped with timber-framed
ramparts of rubble and stamped earth. The folk had been much
like the Ringapi to the west in speech and customs, but not part
of that tribal confederation; long-standing enemies of theirs,
rather. The Ringapi lords had been delighted to point his
expedition in this direction, back last spring. Nowadays they
were a little less pleased, but not in a position to object.

Survivors of the valley's population had been put to work
building a proper moat-and-earthwork fort under Achaean
engineers, with cannon and quickshooters in well-sited bunkers,



and a covered fighting platform for riflemen. Inside were
barracks for the two companies of troops and their womenfolk
and children, the commandant's house, armories, outbuildings,
emergency quarters where the townsfolk and rural colonists
might flee in the unlikely event of a siege. The buildings were of
squared timbers on brick foundations, with steep-pitched tiled
roofs; brick paved the streets between them, and the central
square. Many of the dwellers had gathered to watch the
departure of the southern caravan.

The guards moved down the long coffles, shoving and shouting
at the slaves, who responded with a stunned, sheeplike
obedience. Only a dozen of the men who'd oversee the slave drive
were rifle-armed Achaean troops. Most were natives in check
trousers and plaids or wolfskin cloaks, armed with steel-headed
spears and swords that were part of price of their hire. There
was no use wasting his elite on such work when most of the
journey would be quiet river passage through allied lands, until
handover at the White Fort, the northernmost border of Great
Achaea on the Danube. The slaves were shaven-headed and
linked neck to neck with chains between their collars, handcuffed
and hobbled as well, with heavy packs of hardtack and jerked
meat on their backs; three in four were males.

Two wagons followed. One held bales of fine furs, and little
casks of raw amber—traded from the forest tribes north of the
mountains, like most of the slaves; the other boxes of silver and
gold ingots. They passed through the dogleg entranceway with
its squat guard towers, and then down the gentle slope to the
river wharves. The river—natives called it the Growler— was
broad but shallow here, running southward until it met a larger
stream and that flowed into the Danau, the Great River.

Lady Kylefra finished her inspection of the stock as they went
by, yawning as she came to stand beside him. There was careful
respect in Ohotolarix's nod; the young woman had been among
the first taken as Alice Hong's pupils, back in Alba, before they
had to flee to the Middle Sea; that meant she had been brought
up to it since childhood. She was a full doctor now, and high in
the cult of Hekate of the Night, as the badge at her shoulder
showed—sun and moon, entwined by a darkly glittering niello



serpent with two heads meeting at the top. Black sun, black
moon.

"They're ready to go," Kylefra said, brushing back a lock of
ruddy-brown hair.

She spoke in English, which Ohotolarix thought an irritating
affectation, as if she were of the royal family or Hong herself.

If she won't speak in the kingdom's language, why not the
tongue of home? he thought. The dialect of her teuatha wasn't
much different from his. You are no more of the Eagle People
than I.

"I've vaccinated them all and checked for anything
communicable," she went on; he had to admit that sentence
would have needed a couple of English words anyway. "And
deloused them, and given the guard corporal instructions on
keeping them healthy."

"Good," he replied in official Achaean, although his English
was better than hers. "As the King says, a dead slave is a dead
loss."

"If we'd waited a bit, I could have gelded the males in this lot,
the way I did the ones we're keeping for the mines here," she
said. Her tongue came out to touch her upper lip. "They're more
docile that way... and the Dark Lady would appreciate so...
tasty... an offering."”

He'd become quite good at concealing his thoughts and
keeping the feelings of the heart away from his face—necessary
for a man of position in Meizon Akhaia. He still thought she
saw— and inwardly smiled at—his hidden shudder. He'd gone
boar-hunting in the mountains all that day, and the endless
moaning and sobbing from the pens had still given him a
sleepless night. The Horned Man knew Ohotolarix son of
Telenthaur was no milksop nor behindhand in manslaying and
feeding the Crow Goddess, but...

Bierman didn't bother to hide his disgust, with the insane
excess of self-confidence Ohotolarix had noted among the Eagle



People followers of Walker at times. Not so much heedless
courage such as an Iraiina or Ringapi might show... more an
unconsciousness that saying what you felt could be dangerous.
As if they had to deliberately remember the risk, like someone
who'd grown up in a land without wolves absentmindly petting
one he met in the woods. The man muttered bitch under his
breath, too.

"We need to get the coffles off south soon," the Guard
commander replied hastily to the healer-priestess. "In full
winter, too many would die on the road, or the rivers may freeze.

Besides, not all of them are going to the mines—some may be
selected for skilled work, or become freedmen eventually or even
go into the army, and those need their stones."

Kylefra shrugged and sighed. Attendants brought their horses,
and they swung into the saddle. More of the curious were
watching as they came down into Lolo Town. A group of
schoolchildren halted to watch as well, until the collared slave
woman shepherding them along gave a cluck and sent them
crawling like unwilling snails toward their lessons. Presently
hooves and wheels boomed hollow on the boards of the long pier
that bridged the broad marshy edges of the Growler. Upstream
of it were booms of logs floated down from the mountains; tied
up or anchored were flat-bottomed barges. The smell of their
cargoes came across the cold water, faint but pungent; beeswax,
honey, sacks of potash, piles of leather or rawhides. Others bore
the products of Fort Lolo's domains, ingots of copper or
dull-shining lead or zinc.

Ohotolarix oversaw the loading of the slaves, the most
troublesome cargo, and the amber and precious metals—the
riflemen would be sitting on those all the way to the White Fort,
in case one of the Ringapi chieftains let greed overcome good
sense.

Ah, you're not that youth of nineteen summers anymore, and
Sky Father's Mirutha witness it! he thought, chuckling a little.
The Iraiina had never been a forethoughtful folk. Even more than
their distant Ringapi cousins they were headlong warriors, men
with fire in their blood and little in their heads but bone. How I



have changed, and how much my wehaxpothis has taught me!
In his heart, the homely Iratina word for chief still carried more
power than the Achaean terms.

When the work was finished he hesitated where the road
forked on the way back to the fort; the southward path lay
down-valley toward the farms and manors the men of Great
Achaea had set out when they took this land. The valley itself
widened like a funnel from here, falling away to the vast flat
plains southward. Most of it had been open when the Achaeans
arrived, some farms and villages, more land left rippling in
chest-high grassland, with copses of oak trees here and there,
and marshes along the waterside. The snags of sacked native
garths still stood in a few places, blackened timbers and
crumbling wattle-and-daub, the lumpy remains of a sod roof.
Squares of dark earth showed a fuzz of blue-green, winter wheat
peeking up ready for its blanket of cold-season snow; dry
maize-snooks rustled in others, or the stubbled remains of
sunflowers and flax. In a few workers toiled to lift the last
potatoes, or watched over the herds.

His own hall was there, and despite its raw newness—only this
spring past had they laid out their own fields, after reaping the
natives' harvest the first year—it was already his favorite estate,
even more than the Sicilian ranch. He had broad acres in many
of Great Achaea's provinces, ably managed by stewards, but this
one reminded him more of the old homeland; his youngest wife
kept the house, with their new son by her. It would do his soul
good to spend a day seeing to the fields and new-planted
orchards, and most of all looking over his herds in the pens and
pastures. Full-fleeced sheep and fat cattle and tall deep-chested
horses, the only wealth that was really real, the delight of a man's
heart, second only to strong sons. It was just a half hour's ride
and the paperwork was mostly done...

Thus he was looking southward and was among the first to see
the party riding up toward Fort Lolo. For a moment he knew
only angry astonishment that the sentries hadn't raised the
alarm. Then he raised his binoculars; there wasn't any dust from
the graveled roadway with the wet weather of the last few days,
so he could see clearly. A column of horsemen in the gray



uniforms and flared steel helmets of Meizon Akhaia, with the red
wolfshead banner at their front. A coach behind it, and a train of
light baggage wagons—horse-drawn, hence fast but
expensive—with a herd of remounts. He had enough time to note
that they were of unusual quality before he noticed one rider
curving out ahead of the others and then spurring to gallop. A
small figure in black on a big slim-legged horse, riding like a
leopard, with long loose hair bright gold...

"Princess Althea!" he cried, bowing in the saddle as she drew
up.

"Uncle Ohoto!" she replied, leaning over in the saddle to
embrace him and kiss his cheek.

"You've grown, daughter of my chief," he said happily, hands
on her shoulders. Was it more than yesterday when I came
growling across the nursery floor, playing bear for you?
"You're almost a woman now—will be, in another few winters."

She'd shot up, and no mistaking; she'd be as tall for a woman
as her sire was for a man. The outfit—loose jacket, sash, full
trousers in fine black cloth edged here and there with gold,
polished boots, long dagger and pistol on a studded belt—didn't
look quite so much like a child's dress-up in imitation of her
father anymore. Her face had begun to lose puppy fat, and yes,
there was something of her father in her eyes as well, for all they
were blue rather than green. Something of her mother, too, who
had been a chieftain's daughter Walker had captured in a raid.

"But what are you doing here, Althea?"

The girl drew herself up solemnly and waited until a crowd
had gathered. "Rejoice!" she said, slightly louder. "The High King
is victorious—Troy is fallen!"

They all cheered; the soldiers first, and those from the
Achaean lands who knew what it meant, and then the generality.
Ohotolarix was as loud as any, although he fought down
bitterness; obedient to his lord's orders, he was here in this
backwater and not fighting by his side as a handfast man should.
He obeyed, but it was hard, hard...



Althea threw up her left hand and a ragged silence fell. "Hear
the word of the wannax, the King of Men—sent by him through
his own blood, the Princess Althea of the House of the Wolf."

The silence was complete now. "His word to Ohotolarix son of
Telenthaur is, Well done, you good and faithful warrior! As the
Wolf Lord pushes forward the boundaries of Great Achaea on the
plains of Wilusia, among the proud horse tamers of Troy, so his
right-hand man Ohotolarix, the lawagetas of his Royal Guard
wins him lands and subjects here in the far northland."

She gestured grandly at the herd. "From the plunder of Troy
he sends the horses of Wilusia, said to be sired by the North
Wind."

Ohotolarix looked them over; not bad at all, especially after a
trip like this. Not big, by comparison with Bastard, Walker's
steed, but he already possessed a three-quarter-bred stallion of
that breed. For a moment a horseman's instincts possessed him,
and his mind dwelt on what he could do with these by
crossbreeding and breeding back.

"He also sends gold and fine goods— " The guardsmen pulled
back covers and the lids of chests; the audience cheered.
"—slaves of Troy, bronzeworkers and carpenters and masons,
and a daughter of the Trojan King, Alaksandrus."

A girl stepped down from the carriage, auburn-haired and
richly dressed in a foreign way. Althea leaned forward and
whispered in his ear, giggling slightly: "She looked terrible when
we caught her, all skinny. But we fattened her up on the road so
you could have fun bouncing her around."

Then she cleared her throat and called a man forward,
opening a long rosewood case and handing Ohotolarix a
double-barreled rifle, its smooth-polished butt inlaid in ivory
and gold with hunting scenes, the barrels gleaming with
damascene patterns.

"See how the King of Men honors the greatest of his warrior
chiefs! Honor to Ohotolarix, favored of the Wolf Lord!"



Ohotolarix grinned at her and waved to the throng who cried
him hail, and felt himself blinking back tears of joy. I might have
expected it, he thought. From the best of lords.

It wasn't that he lacked gold cups and fine cloth and jewels, or
splendid weapons, or horses, or a girl to give variety to his
nights. It was the honor, publicly bestowed. That no matter how
far he was from his lord's sight he was never far from his mind or
heart, never forgotten.

"Never—" He cleared his throat and continued. "Never shall
the House of the Wolf lack for a strong sword at their side, wise
counsel, and a life to be laid down for theirs. From me and my
sons, and the sons of my sons," he said.

Ohotolarix raised his voice in his turn. "All hail to the Princess
Althea and to the Wolf Lord. Tonight we feast!" The gathering
broke up in cheers.

That was a feast to remember, although he kept himself
moderate, since the princess was there. If something like this
had befallen back in the days when Daurthunnicar was High
Chief of the Iratina and Walker new-come to Alba, he'd have
gotten roaring drunk before the meat was done, there'd have
been a death-fight or two, and he'd have finished by taking the
Trojan girl on the tables to cheers and rhythmic thumping of
drinking horns and hands slapping knees. Instead he contented
himself with wine enough to make the light mellow and all men
his friends.

Yes, manners were more seemly now, particularly where the
commanders sat. That was at the elevated base of the great
U-shaped table set pointing its open end toward the
feasting-hall's doors. Glass-globed lanterns shed light, and two
big stone hearths on either side held crackling log fires in
firedogs of massive wrought iron, burning wild apple wood that
scented the room. Carved shutters were closed over the glass
windows; between them massive wooden pillars rose from the
smooth stone floor past the second-story gallery that ringed the
feasting-hall and up to the rafters. He'd brought in Ringapi
craftsmen to do the pillars in the shapes of Gods and heroes but
the tapestries against the wall were southland, bright fabulous



beasts and battles and sea creatures, ships and cities. The tables,
chairs, and silverware were in the style of Meizon Akhaia,
colorful with inlaid work of ivory and semiprecious stones, silky
with polishing.

Ohotolarix looked around as he cracked walnuts in his fist and
sipped at heated apple wine, thinking of the smoky turf-walled
barns Iraiina chiefs had called their great halls when he was a
young man, and how they'd awed him. If he could have seen this
then...

I'd have thought it was Sky Father at feast, in the hall
beyond the Sun, with the ancient heroes and warrior Mirutha
at his board!

A bard had come with the party from Walkeropolis and the
plain of Troy. He sat in the space between the tables when the
roast pigs and beefsteaks, the fried potatoes and steaming loaves
and honey-sweetened confections were done, plectrum moving
on the strings of his lyre as he sang:

Planting his cannon right in front, mouths gaping wide,
Double-shotted the blow, to give it heavy impact,

Wannax Walker hurled hot iron at the gates, full center,
smashing

The hinges left and right and the cannonballs tore through,

Dropped earth and stone with a crash and walls groaned
and thundered

And our lord burst through in glory, face dark with fury
As the sudden rushing night, and our men blazed on in steel

And terrible fire burst from the godlike weapons that they
carried,

Rockets and rifles in their fists. No one could fight them, stay
them,



None but the Gods as Walker hurtled through the gates
And his eyes flashed fire...

That had them hammering fists on the tables, and Ohotolarix
gave the man a gold chain; he could see it himself, the cannon
belching red fire in the night, and the roar of onset as the assault
began... Then two of Hong's followers, the select ones known as
the Claws of Hekate gave a demonstration of sword work.

Not bad, he thought; they were supple and very fast. I could
take either or both, though. I'm just as quick, and weight and
reach count for a good deal, in the end.

He signaled an end to the public part of the feast by a show of
gilts of his own to men stationed here—horses, ox-teams, silver,
bronze, a fine sword, a grant of early discharge and land to one
who'd become betrothed to a Ringapi chief's daughter.

At last most of the guests and all the women were gone—
except for Lady Kylefra and the princess, both of them
exceptions to the usual rules, for different reasons. The
commander of the escort company was a man he'd fought beside
many times, Born-born like Ohotolarix; his second was an
Achaean from Thessaly. They talked of the siege of Troy, feints
and counterstrikes and raids, boasting genially of men killed and
goods plundered and women raped. He took away an impression
that casualties had been higher than anticipated, but not
disastrously so.

"You won't find it dull here while the princess is visiting," he
said after a while, leaning back in his chair and holding out his
cup to a slave. "The hunting here is as good as any I've ever
seen—no lions or leopards, but deer, auroch, wolves... bears,
bears beyond number. Every once in a while we have an
expedition against the natives, or pitch in to help the Ringapi
against their neighbors. Just dangerous enough to be real sport,
and then we can collect something—slaves and cattle, at least.
Something a bit different, before you return to the real war."

The Achaean sighed—he went by the name Eruthos, "the Red,"
although his hair was dark-brown, so he'd probably shed a lot of



blood. He and the Born, Shaukerax, exchanged glances. "We're
here until recalled, and so's the princess," he said. "Brought a
whole raft of her things, you'll find—boxes of books, servants, and
tutors."

"That's right," the girl said; she'd been drinking wine cut with
two parts of water, and slowly, but she still spoke with care.
"Damn, Harold's still with Father, getting to see all the fun stuff."”
Then she brightened. "But I forgot to tell you; when we took
Troy, we captured I-an Aren-stein."”

She pronounced the name slowly and carefully; they'd been
talking the Achaean of the court, salted with English words and
the Eagle People accent, and it didn't clash that much.

"Hmmm, that is news," Ohotolarix said, rubbing his chin
thoughtfully.

That had been his first sight of the Eagle People, after he woke
on their great iron ship; the bearded face of that tall old man, a
thing of sanity amid alien madness. It had been Arnstein and his
woman who learned the first words of his tongue, too. Later
word had come that Arnstein had risen very high among the
enemy, become wiseman and adviser to the Islander King,
Cofflin, and his emissary to the great rulers of the East.

"A great blow against the enemy," he said.

Althea nodded. "It was Auntie Hong's ninjettes who captured
him, the Claws of Hekate," she said eagerly. "They climbed right
up into the citadel, the night the city fell—caught him and held
him until the Guard got there."

The officers nodded sourly. Kylefra's eyes sparkled at their
discomfiture. "And so the two Claws you saw were among those
sent with the princess, to help instruct her," she said proudly.
"They bore messages from the Daughter of Night for me." She
looked at Althea fondly. "In a year or so, Princess, you will be
eligible for initiation—there's much they could teach you."

"How to climb up walls and use those cool throwing stars,
sure," Althea giggled, then touched a hand to her mouth. "But I'll



worship as my father does. And now I should go to bed. May the
sweet rest of drowsy night be yours, lords. Lady Kylefra."

Hmmmm, Ohotolarix thought. Now, there goes one who will
be as bad to cross as her father, in her time. And afraid of
nothing, nothing at all. Odd to think that of a girl, but things
were different now... Oh, well, Harold will inherit.

The scar-faced Achaean officer had been exchanging glances
with Kylefra. After a moment they excused themselves.
Ohotolarix waved the slaves away and poured for himself and
Shaukerax, dropping back into their birth-tongue. The speech of
the teuatha of the Noble Free Ones sounded a little rusty and
strange in his own ears, but it was pleasant to speak it again.

"He'll get more than he bargained for," he said, jerking a
thumb after Eruthos, and they laughed together.

"Oh, you know these Achaean stick-at-naughts," Shaukerax
half joked. "They'll put it in a girl, a boy, a goat—anything that's
handy, even a black-sun witch."

"Surely you do them an injustice," he replied solemnly. "They'll
take a sheep before a goat, and an ewe before a ram." Ohotolarix
shook his head as their mirth died down. "This Eruthos, is he
capable?"

"A born killer. He fought very well indeed before Troy. A friend
of his fell in a sortie, while Eruthos was off the field, and he went
berserk—slew the enemy commander and dragged his body
around as if he couldn't bear not being able to kill him again and
again. That's when we named him. His father called him Ach...
Akhil... too much wine, I can't pronounce the damned thing, one
of those -eus names. He's of good birth, though, his father a petty
King and his mother a high priestess. From Thessaly; the Greeks
there aren't quite as oily as the southern ones."

Ohotolarix nodded. Shaukerax went on: "It's good to see the
work you've done here, too. I remember the first years after we
came to Achaea from Alba, and you've done better, faster, by
Diawas Pithair. Especially since it's been only, what, barely a
year and a bit?"



The Guard commander shrugged. "I had a lot more to work
with than the King did to start with," he said. "And I had Great
Achaea to draw upon whenever I found something lacking, man
or machine. And I didn't have to break the trail or deal with all
that tricky Achaean intrigue—if those faithless dogs didn't have
lords and kin, they'd betray each his own self for the joy of it."

"These Ringapi do seem more our kind of men."

"That they are. The King told me he'd considered coming here,
rather than Mycenae. Sometimes I wish he had."

Shaukerax shook his head violently. "Too far from the sea.
Sitting here, how could we take revenge on the cursed Eagle
People for breaking our tribe?"

"We could have fought them at a time of our choosing, not
theirs. This is a richer land than Achaea, in many ways. And
there's a pleasure to building that's as great as raids and wars, I
find. But..." He sighed, drank, shrugged.

"A man's fate is as it is," Shaukerax agreed. "I do hope the rest
of this war is more entertaining than the siege of Troy; that was
more like being a mole than a warrior, and they held out until
the men weren't worth selling or the women having."

He grinned and punched Ohotolarix on the shoulder.
"Speaking of which, you have that Trojan to prong; she's still a
virgin, and if you knew how difficult that was to arrange, with
the stallions-on-two-legs I have to command..."

Ohotolarix rose, laughing and slapping the other on his thick
shoulder in turn. "We can find you a virgin—a girl, not an ewe—if
you want, even if she isn't sired by the ruler of a great city."

Shaukerax finished his wine and wiped his mouth with the
back of a hairy ham-sized fist. " You're the one who's been sitting
on his arse like a great chief taking his ease, brother," he said
cheerfully. "I've been traveling hard for weeks. I want a woman,
not a wrestling match. You'll need the exercise."

His host snapped fingers for the steward of the house and gave



instructions; the two men parted, promising to meet for a boar
hunt soon. He paused on his way up the stairs, looking back over
the feasting-hall of the commandant's house as the slaves
cleaned and swept and polished. A man's fate was as it was... but
the thread could take some strange twists. From the hut of a
common warrior-herdsman of the tribe to this! What might have
happened if Walker and the Eagle People had not come?

You would have died of thirst in that coracle, fool, he told
himself. And many another man who's died in those years since
might yet live.

Private Hook heard the cry. "Here they come, the whole
fucking lot of them!" from the lookouts on the roof above. He
heard it with a little difficulty, because Sergeant Edraxsson was
raving in his bunk, calling commands to an imaginary platoon.
There was no time to get an orderly now, either, to give him a
shot and quiet him down.

"Oh, shut your bloody hole!" he snapped, and threw some
water from a jug on the sick man; his wounded foot was giving
off a bit of a smell, too, under the sharp aroma of the
disinfectant on his bandages.

The raving died down to mumbles. The thunder-rumble of the
approaching Ringapi host was much louder; five thousand men
made a good deal of noise, walking in a group. Hook had taken
over the slit window that had been here before the Islanders
came; it gave him a better view and field of fire than any of the
improvised loopholes. Right now the view was uncomfortably
good. Not good enough, though; the sun was nearly in his eyes,
making him squint and making them water.

"Shit on it," he said, and pulled a chest near.

Then he dumped packets of shells on it, ripping them open
with his teeth and tossing the heavy paper aside. Wearing the
webbing hurt too much, with the left strap pressing on the open
sore on his back.

Best place in the station, he thought, with a little sour
satisfaction; all those dumb bastards out in the open on the



breastworks were exposed to the enemy firing down from the
hill, nothing but a ditch and six-foot wall between them and
hand-to-hand combat with the enemy's spears and swords. He
had three foot of rock-hard mud brick. If you had to be here at
all, this was the place to be. I wonder if I could get out after
sundown? No, better not, unless things got really desperate. He
didn't want to be out there alone in the dark with the fucking
locals, either.

Bugle calls and shouts sounded outside. "Set your fucking
sights," he said to the other walking wounded. "Four hundred."

He wanted as many of those locals killed as far away from his
precious pink buttocks as he could arrange. Hook thoughtfully
licked a thumb and wet the foresight of his rifle, watching the
approaching host. They weren't just marching up the road from
Troy; splitting up into columns, rather, and flowing forward
from wall to wall, grove to grove, pausing to build up in little
hollows where they couldn't be seen. Chiefs directed them, with
horn calls and waving spears.

"Okay, buddy, let's see you manage this," he snarled.

The foremost figures were close enough to distinguish arms
and legs from bodies. That meant... he carefully adjusted the
sights of his Werder, rested his left hand beside the window, and
clamped the forestock to the mud brick with the thumb it lay
across. His right snuggled the butt into his shoulder. Lay the
sights on that big, confident-looking bastard with the tanned
wolf's-head over his helmet and a belt with gold studs, waving a
steel longsword and shouting. Breathe out, stroke the trigger
with your finger...

Crack. The recoil punched back at him. One hundred and—
The big local doubled over, clutching himself as if he'd been
kicked in the groin. Hook laughed as his finger continued the
pull. The trigger came all the way back and hit the little stud
behind it. The block snapped down and the shell ejected, a sharp
fireworks smell in his nose. He reached down without taking his
eyes away, picked up a fresh round, pushed it home, then
transferred his thumb to the cocking lever on the side of the
breech. It slid back with a smooth resistant softness and a



double click-clack; the breech came up and tension came on the
trigger again.

Hook shifted his aim, chuckling softly. There weren't many
things he liked about the Marine Corps. One of them was that
they'd pay him to kill people.

The Republic's fleet had folded its wings and come to rest in
the Groyne, off what another history would have called the city of
La Coruna, in the far northwest of Iberia. A fishing village
huddled at the end of a long peninsula, amid a few scattered
fields. The inhabitants had fled in terror when the Islander ships
appeared; this was an ancient stop on the trade routes to
northern Europe, but they had seen nothing on this scale before.
Coaxed back, they sold provisions and stored wood, very sensibly
made no objection to working parties on shore, and for modest
payments in coin and trade goods provided all the information
they could through Tartessian-speakers who'd learned that
tongue from the numerous south-Iberian traders who passed
this way. In fact, the headman of the village bore a
Tartessos-made musket with immense pride undiminished by
the fact that it was missing a trigger and several other essential
parts, and his tribesmen walked in awe of it.

From the quarterdeck of the Chamberlain Alston could see
liberty parties moving around, working parties stacking firewood
on rafts or towing it out to the ships, and the brown canvas of
the field hospital they'd set up.

Her lips quirked almost invisibly. Some of the Sun People
auxiliaries had gone on their knees and kissed the solid earth
when they were set ashore, and then flung up their hands in the
gesture of thankful prayer. They'd clubbed together to buy a cow
and some sheep to sacrifice, and it would have been military
horses—or men—without the Islanders watching. Mass
seasickness on the transports had been no joke; several of them
still had hatch covers off and ports open, water pouring over
their sides from the pumps as the bilges were repeatedly flooded
and pumped out. The smell was no longer perceptible at
distance, thank God; just a clean scent of sea and damp forest
from the mainland, tar and hemp, paint and wood, and cooking



from the galley.

It was good to see the ships in order again; after a week of
hard effort they looked nearly as trim as they had setting out
from Portsmouth Base. And no word of the Farragut, or the
Severna Park, either. Still, only two lost out of nearly forty...

The frigates lay in a line, their battleship-gray hulls with the
red Guard slash rocking slightly at anchor beneath furled sails, a
slim lethal elegance. Two of the schooners— Frederick Douglass
and Harriet Tubman—were on patrol well out to the west,
invisible against the setting sun, and an ultralight buzzed
through the sky above, tiny against the fading blue and the few
sparse white clouds. The rest of the fleet were closer in to shore,
at last with the full complements of masts, spars, and sails.

It was just chilly enough to make the wool of her uniform
jacket welcome, and the thought of dinner enticing. They
deserved one day of rest before putting to sea again.

"Ma'am, the captains will be arriving soon," a middy
murmured.

"Thank you, Mr. Rustadax," she said quietly.

She glanced over to the quarterdeck gangway, where the
flagship's accommodation ladder led down to the water. The
captain's gigs from the warships were standing in toward it, oars
rising and falling. The first of them slid out of sight, and the
bosun's pipe twittered. The immaculately uniformed side boys—
and girls, her mind prompted wryly—came to attention. There
were five of them, the number due to a commander. In the first
age of sail senior officers had come aboard in a bosun's chair,
and the number needed to haul on the line had been an
indication of rank... and hence physical weight, which in those
days tended to grow with age and importance.

There was a rattle of rifle butts on the deck as the Marine
guard snapped to attention. The quarterdeck bell began to
sound, a measured bronze bong-bong... bong-bong... four
strokes in all as the visiting officer walked up the ladder.



"Lincoln arriving!" the bosun barked, saluting with his left
hand and bringing the little silver pipe to his mouth with the
other.

At the weird twittering sound the Marine guard near the rail
moved in a beautifully choreographed stamp-clack-clash as they
brought their rifles to present arms, the twenty-inch blades of
their bayonets glittering like polished silver. Alston gave a slight
nod. Although compulsively tidy herself she had no use for spit
and polish, not when it was just for its own sake. But ceremony
had a very definite, very necessary place in any military
organization. It taught—at a level well below the conscious
mind—that they weren't a collection of individuals, but a
community with a common purpose more important than any
single member. And that was as functional as a bayonet or
eight-inch Dahlgren; so was the habit of obedience. Both were
particularly needed in the Republic's military, where so many
members were only a few years—months, sometimes—from a
Bronze Age peasant's hut. Constitutional government was pretty
abstract to them, but ceremony and ritual were the warp and
weft of their lives.

Commander Victor Ortiz looked a little peaked still as he came
to the top of the accommodation ladder, a bandage wound
around his head where a falling block had laid it open during the
storm, but he moved alertly as he answered the side boy's
snapping salute and the Marines' present arms, then turned to
salute the national ensign at the stern.

"Permission to come aboard," he said, his XO waiting behind
him.

"Sir! Permission granted," the OOD said; she led him to
Commander Jenkins, and the captain of the Chamberlain to the
commodore; they exchanged salutes.

"Hello, Victor," Alston said. "All in order?"
"Ready for tomorrow's tide, Commodore," he said, smiling.

The ritual was repeated as the other captains came aboard;
there was a slight variation for the last, a thickset, middle-aged



black man in Marine khaki rather than Guard blue. Six bells, six
side boys, and:

"Brigadier McClintock, Second Marine Expeditionary Force!"

McClintock was moving a little stiffly, legacy of helping put
down a panic riot among the auxiliaries when they thought the
ship they were on was going to sink in the storm—how they
thought rioting would keep them from drowning was a mystery,
but such was human psychology.

She estimated that the Marine officer's glum expression was
probably due to McClintock's own personal problems, not the
pain of a pulled muscle; his partner and he had split up rather
messily over the summer, one reason he'd pushed hard for this
position. He'd gotten it because he'd done so well during the
Tartessian invasion last spring, of course. Alston felt a certain
sympathy for him, but...

Well, fidelity is hard enough to maintain in a relationship
with only one man in it. With two, do Jesus, you might as well
expect ducks to tap-dance. One reason among many I'm
damned glad to be female and gay.

No matter, he was a professional—he'd been a Marine DI
before the Event—and did his job regardless. If she was any
judge, he'd probably go right on doing the job if gut-shot, until
the blood pressure dropped too low to keep his brain
functioning.

"Brigadier," she said, shaking his hand. "Your people have
been doing a crackerjack job ashore—and they probably saved
several of the transports."

His ship hadn't been the only one with a riot aboard. A rioting
mob composed of hysterical Sun People warriors could get...
interesting. She was deeply glad there had been Marines aboard
all of them.

"Ma'am, it was a welcome distraction," he said, in a soft North
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Carolina drawl. "That-theah blow was somethin'.



The sound gave her a pang of nostalgic pleasure. Not that it
was identical with the Sea-Island Gullah that she'd grown up
speaking, but it was a lot closer than the flat Yankee twang
which had been coming out on top in Nantucket and the
out-ports over the past decade. That was the prestige dialect
these days, carefully copied by newcomers who wanted to fit in
and shine in reflected social status, the way she'd striven to
speak General American most of her life.

Assimilation, she thought.

The wardroom stewards circulated with glasses of sherry— or
a fairly close analogue, ironically imported from Tartessos before
the war—until the sun almost touched the horizon. There was a
fair crowd; all the Guard's ship captains, their executive officers,
McClintock and his chief of staff, the colonels of the Third
Marines and First Militia. The conversation and circulating died
down as the ship's bugler sounded first call, five minutes to
sunset. Glasses went back on trays, and everyone turned to face
the national flag. The Marine band struck up the "Star-Spangled
Banner"—various proposals to replace that with "Hail To
Nantucket" had been shot down by overwhelming votes of the
Town Meeting, including her own—and the flag slowly
descended, to be folded as the last note died; by then the sun had
nearly disappeared, leaving only a band of crimson fading to
deep purple across the western horizon. Bonfires blossomed on
the beach, and after the band laid down their instruments she
could hear retreat sounding on bugles from across the
anchorage as the other ships of the fleet went through their less
elaborate ritual.

"Gentlemen, ladies," she said, and led them down the
companionway. Set up for a dining-in, the table filled most of the
cabin; she made her way to the top of it, flanked by the
stern-chasers on either side. Silver gleamed on crisp linen,
reflecting the flames of the lanterns; the stern gallery windows
were slightly open, bringing in the smell of salt water to mingle
with the odors of roasted meat. Stewards wheeled in trays.

One of the minor benefits of being the first head of the Island's
military—the equivalent of head of the Joint Chiefs and



Secretary of Defense and a Founding Mother, all in one-was that
she'd been able to set most of the traditions as she pleased while
things were still fluid. Some of that had been very satisfying, in a
petty sort of way; for instance getting rid of the old Coast Guard
habit of handing out medals and ribbons for everything, starting
with breathing and working up to really tough stuff like brushing
your teeth regularly. Others had been more important. She'd
been a mustang herself, and it had been a minor miracle that
she'd ever ended up commanding the Eagle, otherwise known as
the Guard's floating recruiting poster. After the Event, she'd
made sure that everyone's career path started before the mast.

Some changes were more aesthetic, like the ones she'd
established for military-social affairs such as this.

She raised her glass in the first toast. "Gentlemen, ladies— the
Republic which we serve. A government of laws, not of men."

A murmur of "The Republic" as wine glistened in the firelight.
That had been one custom founded with an eye to the future,
when more officers were locals born. Got to get them used to the
concept of loyalty to institutions, not just particular people.

Then she looked at the XO of the Tubman, the junior officer
present.

"Fallen comrades," the young man said.

"Fallen comrades," everyone replied; perhaps a little more
emotionally than usual, with their recent casualties.

There was a clatter of chairs and rustle of linen as the officers
seated themselves. Alston looked down the table three places, to
where Swindapa was in animated discussion with the XO of the
Douglass; that young man was a Kurlelo, too... although there
were thousands in that lineage. They were speaking English, of
course; that was the compulsory service language. Swindapa's
accent was noticeably lighter than her kinsman's. Hmmm, she
thought. None of the captains was Alban-born yet, but three of
the XO's were. Coming along there.

She'd have preferred to have her partner seated beside her,



but there was a certain precedence involved. The food came in;
boiled lobsters, salads of local greens and pickled vegetables out
of barrels put up in Alba, roast suckling pig from the forests
inland, fresh bread from field ovens set up ashore. Alston had
long ago decided that the Republic's forces wouldn't follow the
ancient military tradition of lousy food. There would be plenty of
times when they'd all be living on salt cod and dog biscuit, but
when the cooks had something better available they'd by-God
know what to do with it.

If I have anything to say in the matter, and I do, she thought,
and sipped at a Long Island merlot. Martha Cofflin, nee
Stoddard, had given her and Swindapa a palate education over
the last decade or so, as wine became available again. Educated
Jared as far as she could, too, she thought. The chief had had
blue-collar beer-and-whiskey tastes like hers before the Event,
and was more set in them. Cooking had been her hobby since her
teens, along with the martial arts, and that inevitably meant at
least a little exposure to the grape. Leaning back a little she
studied the faces of the commanders over the rim of her glass.

Victor Ortiz was telling a story about an expedition to the Far
East, to Sumatra—one of those odd local cultures; in this one
everything inland was holy and everything that came from the
sea debased. One of his crew on a party sent into the interior
swore they had spotted what sounded like an ape-man of some
sort...

And the dawn came up like thunder out of China 'cross the
bay, she quoted to herself. She'd never done more than touch on
those islands, in the Eagle's early round-the-world survey. She'd
read the logs and reports—

Good bunch, she thought, weighing faces and souls. Hard
workers, smart, plenty of guts. This war's different from
anything else we've done post-Event, though. We're not
skirmishing, or giving some local chief a thrashing for getting
nasty with a trader.

They'd already had a staff briefing, and conversation was more
general than shop—everyone here knew the others well. The
officer corps of the Republic's miniature military was too small



for anything else.

"I'd like to leave a force here," she said after a while. They'd be
leaving the Merrimac and her collier anyway; the big ship was
too badly damaged to be allowed anywhere near a fleet action,
and her cargo wouldn't be useful until they had a secure base
near Tartessos. "Pass those peas, please... Say a platoon of your
Marines, Jim." The brigadier nodded thoughtfully.

"I'd assumed you would, Commodore," he said. "Hmmm.
Walking wounded, perhaps?"

"That would do. And some volunteers from the auxiliaries."

"I don't think there will be any lack of those who'd rather face
solitude than salt water," he said, and the laugh spread around
the table. "With a couple of heavy mortars on the tip of the
peninsula, we can interdict the entrance to the harbor. For the
landward side... yes, sixty or seventy riflemen, a Gatling, and a
fieldpiece would do nicely. It won't weaken our land force nuff to
speak of, ma'am."

The dessert brought a few exclamations; chocolate cake was a
rarity even for the well-to-do these days, and she'd sprung for the
ingredients out of her own pocket before the expedition left.
Alston hid a smile at the look of unfeigned eager delight on
Swindapa's face; that direct childlike openness was one of the
things she'd fallen in love with, and it would stay with her
partner all her life.

We American-born could do with a little more of it, she
thought. She hoped a dash of that Fiernan trait would survive in
the bubbling cultural stew that Nantucket had become.

"Gentlemen, ladies," she said after the stewards had cleared
away plates and cutlery and set out coffee, cocoa, and brandy.
She took a deep breath; no sense in trying to sugarcoat it.
Everyone here knew the hungry sea in all its moods. "We'll be
sailing tomorrow on the morning tide. I don't think there's any
point in waiting for the Farragut or her collier any longer."

Plenty of grim looks at that. She nodded and went on: "We'll



have to assume that the Farragut and the Severna Park are lost.
With them, we've lost a good proportion of our fighting power."

"Y algunos hombres buenos," Ortiz murmured.
Alston inclined her head in acknowledgment.
"Yes," she said gently. "That too, Commander Ortiz."

The wounded man raised his bandaged head and his brandy
glass. "Gary and I..."

Yes, she remembered. Trudeau was his protege. And their
wives were sisters.

His mouth quirked, giving his darkly handsome face a raffish
expression beneath the head-swathing linen wrappings. "There
was that Javanese chief who decided he could hassle the wimpy
foreign traders." A chuckle. "We strung up the hijo de puta by
the ass-end of his own loincloth, from the gateway in the
palisade 'round his village, left him yelling and screeching to the
crowd, and then had quite a party..." The brandy swirled in the
glass, glinting in the lamplight, and he brought it to his lips. "To
fallen comrades."

"Fallen comrades," everyone murmured again, and there was
a moment's silence.

"We'll miss the Farragut and her crew badly," Alston said
when it ended. "However, we still have a number of advantages.
This is the only chance we have this year to break the blockade of
the Straits of Gibraltar; and we have to do that to support our
forces in the Middle East."

"It's a risk, ma'am," one of the captains said soberly. "The
Tartessians lost heavily this spring, but they're not short of
timber or shipwrights, and for inshore work they don't need
navigators. They'll have been building as fast as they can lay
keels and cast guns. A big risk."

"Indeed it is, Commander Strudwick." She stood, and raised
her glass. "Therefore, I give y'all a final toast for the evening. I



give you Montrose's toast."

Silence fell, broken only by the slight creak of the ship moving
at her anchors and feet on the deck overhead. Everyone who
went through Brandt Point knew those words and their maker.

"He fears his fate too much—" she began softly.
Other voices joined her, ringing louder, triumphant:
"... and his desserts are small.

Who will not put it to the touch,

To win or lose it all."

"Here they come again!" Private Vaukel shouted. Somewhere
down the line a man raised another cry:

"Ten! This is the tenth time!"

Vaukel could feel the heat from the barrel of his Werder
through the wood of the forestock, and his right thumb was
scorched where it met the metal as he pushed home another
round. The weapon was kicking a lot harder, too, as fouling
clogged the barrel. None of that mattered, as the enemy rose up
from behind a ledge of rock and the tumbled bodies of their own
dead and charged, shrieking. It was as if the dead themselves
arose at Barrow Woman's command, or the very earth came up
in a wave to bury him. The sun was nearly down, but it lit the
metal of their spears and axes blood-red, and gleamed on eyes
and teeth.

"SsssssSSSSAA! SA! SA! SsssssSSSSAA!"
"Volley fire present, fire!"

The rifle kicked into the massive bruise that covered his right
shoulder, but the pain seemed to be happening to someone else.

"Independent fire, rapid fire!"

His hand scrabbled at the barley sack beside him and came up



empty; someone thrust a packet of shells under his hand, and he
saw out of the corner of his eye that it was Chaplain Smith with
a sack slung around his neck, traveling down the firing line.

He ripped it with his teeth, spilled the bright brass on the
burlap, and thumbed a round home, fired, fired again, again,
once every three seconds. Rifles were going off in a continuous
rippling crash to either side of him, and along the south face too;
ladders went up against the hospital roof and Islanders fought
Ringapi along the edge. The ground ahead of him swarmed with
dimly seen figures and bright edges, the air filled with yowling
war cries and screams of pain. Slingstones and arrows went by
overhead in a continuous stream, and flung spears; some of them
had bundles of blazing oil-soaked wool wrapped around them.
The air he sucked in through parched nose and throat seemed
thin and insubstantial, stinking of burned sulfur and shit and
blood and burning oil.

"Watch it!" someone bellowed.

The Ringapi charge struck the wall of barley sacks, and it
rocked under Vaukel's feet. The attackers dropped down into the
ditch—not so far this time, there was a three-deep layer of bodies
there now—and leaped upward, driving spears into the sacks to
stand on, clutching at the bayonets with their bare hands and
striking upward with spear and ax and sword. Some stood with
their hands braced against the wall and let their fellows climb
onto their shoulders. Two places to Vaukel's right a Marine
staggered backward with an arrow buried in his eye-socket,
wailing loud enough to be overheard even through the enormous
din. A Ringapi slid through the space the wounded man vacated,
naked body slick with blood and a dagger in each hand, grappled
a Marine, and they fell backward off the firing step together.

Vaukel fired one last round with the muzzle three feet from a
man's face. Then he lunged downward with his bayonet; it went
in over a collarbone and grated as he withdrew, the sensation
traveling up the wood and metal and resonating gruesomely in
his chest. A flicker of motion out of the corner of his left eye
caught him; Gwenhaskieths was down, a Ringapi with a hand
clamped around her throat and his other raising his shield to



chop her in the face with the edge. Training brought Vaukel
pivoting on his heel—fighting shield-armed warriors you struck
at the one on your left, his unprotected spear-side. The
twenty-inch blade of his bayonet caught the savage under his
short rib and impaled him across the width of his torso, a soft
meaty resistance and then things crunching and popping
beneath the sharp point.

He twisted the blade, withdrew, slashed at another snarling
face as he brought it around, punched the butt after it and felt
bone break. Gwenhaskieths pulled herself erect, coughing and
retching with the bruising of that iron grip on her throat, and
grabbed up her rifle. The line of the north wall was surging and
swaying...

The bugle sounded: fall back and rally. Long habit brought
Vaukel around, as if the brassy notes were playing directly on his
nervous system; he grabbed Gwenhaskieths under the arm and
helped her along the first three paces, until she shook him free
and ran herself. Ahead of them the Marines from the south wall
had turned—behind them came the braaaaap... braaaaap of the
Gatling firing out into the gathering darkness and the firefly
sparkling of muzzle flashes from the Ringapi riflemen on the
hillside above. Captain Barnes was there in the center of the line,
steady, her face calm under the helmet as she waited with pistol
outstretched and left wrist supporting right. Vaukel felt the sight
hearten him as he dashed through the ordered khaki line,
turned, knelt, brought his hand down to the bandolier for a
round.

That let him see what was happening. The Ringapi surged
over the suddenly empty wall, roaring exultation, expecting
nothing but the helpless backs of their foes. Then they saw the
line of rifles awaiting them and for one very human, very fatal
instant they stopped. The wave pouring over the wall behind
them crowded them forward, piling up in a mass of human flesh
six bodies deep, jammed skin to skin and less than thirty feet
from the line of Marines. Firelight and the last dying sun washed
across their faces with a color like blood.

"First rank... volley fire, present—fire!"



The Ringapi packed along the inside face of the wall seemed to
writhe in unison somehow as the volley slashed into them, those
in front punched off their feet by the heavy bullets that slammed
through to wound again in the press behind them.

"Reload! Second rank, advance!"

Vaukel took two paces forward through the Marines reloading
and brought his Werder to his shoulder in unison with the rest of
those who'd been holding the north wall.

"Second rank... volley fire, present—fire!

The noise inside the compound was so enormous that even the
bark of forty rifles in unison was muffled. A scream went up from
the Ringapi, and the front two ranks turned and scrabbled
backward; some threw away their weapons, and some used them
to clear a path through their fellows.

"Reload! First rank, advance! Second rank... volley fire,
present—fire!"

Three more times, and the enemy broke backward in a mass.
The Marines leveled their bayonets and charged with a long
shout, back to the barley-sack parapet. Vaukel found himself
standing there, trying to make sense of the last ten minutes. Not
far down the wall a Ringapi turned at bay; Chaplain Smith swept
him up with a grip at throat and crotch:

"Saint Michael is with us! For the Lord, and for Gideon!" he
bellowed, hair and beard bristling, and pitched the man over the
wall to crash down on two of his fleeing tribesfolk.

Vaukel felt his hands begin to shake. Gwenhaskieths staggered
up, helmetless, snarling in a rasp through her damaged throat. A
Ringapi came to his feet in the pile of dead and wounded
barbarians ahead of her; she spitted him through the kidney
from behind. At the barricade another was sitting up, until she
whipped the butt of her rifle into his face, twice, and pushed the
body away with a foot. A good many others were throwing aside
Ringapi bodies as well, after making sure that they were bodies
and not just temporarily out of commission; there were enough



to hamper everyone's footing.

A moment later she was shaking the Earth Folk Marine by the
shoulder. "C'mon... wake up... get down!"

At the touch he started and dropped down a little. Out beyond
the wall it was hard to see what was happening, but voices were
haranguing the enemy, the voices of their chiefs. Gwenhaskieths
grinned, coughed as she drank from her canteen, spat, and
offered it to him. He drank in his turn.

"Funny how close that sounds to my language," she said. "For
things like coward and motherfucker and one more time and
take their heads, at least. Watch it!"

Colonel O'Rourke came by, with a dried cut over one eyebrow
and a bandage on his neck. "That's the way, Marines," he said,
and slapped them both on the shoulder. "Keep it up, and we'll
dance on their graves."

He passed on down the line. Vaukel hunched down; the
Gatling fire from the hill behind was dying down at least. Then
he heard a sharp loud crack, like a rifle but bigger. He turned,
and saw the sergeant who'd been firing the Gatling on the south
wall staggering back clutching at the ruin of a hand. Smoke
poured from the machine gun where shells had hit the
overheated chambers and exploded.

"Cook-off, gang-fire!" someone called.
"Oh, that's unfortunate," Vaukel said hoarsely. "Very."

"Could I have a drink?" Ian Arnstein asked, when he and his
escorts had reached the Achaean encampment outside Troy.

The hour's trip between was a blur, and from things he
remembered as half-seen glimpses he wanted it to stay that way.
There were things you did not want to remember, or know that
human beings could do to each other. They were too hard to
forget.

The soldiers looked at their officer. "The King commanded



that he be treated well," the Greek said.

The flask they handed him was pewter. The liquid inside was
enough to take the lining off your throat, eighty proof at least;
some sort of grappa, like the stuff Mediterranean peasants up in
the twentieth distilled from the grape husks left after pressing
the fruit for wine; another of Walker's innovations. He coughed,
swallowed, took another long sip and wiped his mouth with the
back of his hand. The cold fire burned down his gullet and hit his
stomach, pushing back the chills and shaking of incipient shock.
His head still hurt viciously, he'd heard that even a borderline
concussion did that.

I would have been willing to believe that on hearsay, without
the firsthand evidence.

"Thank you," he said, handing back the flask.

"Aye, it's not easy to face one with the god-force on him,"
Philowergos said with a certain rough sympathy. "Nor to see the
claws of the Lady of Pain stretched out for you." His troops made
gestures of aversion at the name. He offered the flask again, and
Arnstein shook his head.

"Good," the guardsman said. "A little of this is strength, too
much is weakness. Come."

The orderly layout of Walker's camp was disconcertingly like
that of the Nantucket Marines, although the tents were leather
rather than canvas. A high dirt wall enclosed a neat gridwork of
graveled streets, ditches, artillery parks with rows of iron
muzzles. The darkness was lit by the red glow of campfires where
men cooked pots of boiling grain-mash, and by the brighter
yellow of big kerosene lanterns on poles at intervals, or outside
tents or rough wood-and-wattle structures larger than others.
Horse-drawn ambulances clattered past them, the troops on foot
giving way; here and there a mounted messenger or officers,
then a mortar pulled by two mounts, the thick barrel swung up
and clamped along the draught-pole. Soldiers were beginning to
strike their tents as well, and they passed a broad open square
where convoys of wagons were being loaded and ox-teams
harnessed. There was a smell of animal dung, sweat, woodsmoke,



turned earth, oil and leather, but none of the sewer reek you
usually got when a large group of Bronze Agers stayed in one
place for long. The prisoner and his guards halted in one corner
of the square, the officer striding over to give orders and then
returning to wait with them.

A mule-drawn vehicle came by, set up a bit like a Western
chuck wagon, and halted to hand out small loaves of coarse dark
bread, still warm from the oven, and dollops of bean soup with
chunks of pork in it into the mess tins of the troops; strings of
dried figs and a handful of salted olives came with it.
Philowergos saw that the prisoner got some as well. Ian could
feel his brain starting to work again, soaking up data like a
sponge. Most likely he'd never get to use it—

To hell with that bullshit. I have a country and a family to go
home to. The food helped. The body kept on functioning... until it
didn't anymore.

The soldiers of his escort were talking among themselves.
Arnstein cocked an ear at it. He was fluent in Achaean; he'd been
studying the archaic Mycenaean Greek almost since the Event,
and he'd been a Classical scholar before that. Captain
Philowergos had been easy to understand, just some sort of
regional dialect giving a roughness to the vowel sounds. What his
soldiers spoke was different, almost a pidgin-Greek, stripped of
many of the complex inflections, with a massive freight of
English loan-words for things like rifle and cannon and combat
engineer, and more vocabulary from languages he didn't
recognize at all. They had wildly differing accents, as well.

He peered at faces. Some were olive-skinned and dark of hair
and eye, like most southern Greeks here and in the twentieth;
Captain Philowergos's swarthy, dense-bearded good looks
reminded him of a waiter in a restaurant in Athens from his last
pre-Event visit. Others looked like Albanians or Serbs or Central
Europeans; one or two were like nothing he'd ever seen—where
did the man with the white-blond hair, flat face, and slanted blue
eyes come from? The rest of the army breaking camp were just
as mixed; he even saw one or two blacks. They must be from far
up the Nile, or West Africans brought in by Tartessian



merchants.

The dozen men who'd been told off to guard him squatted to
eat, or sat on piles of boxes. With a little effort he could make out
the conversation. Talk about the fighting, and how relieved they
were at the end of the siege, of families, of places back in Greece
he mostly couldn't identify. One freckle-faced rifleman
complained that they hadn't even gotten a chance at the city's
women; his corporal jeered at him cheerfully and slapped him on
the top of the head.

"Thin like stick by now, idiot boy. Stink, bugs. Break cock on
bones. Good whores in Neayoruk, clean fat ones, all you want."

"If pay," the young soldier grumbled. "No loot I see, no; not
cloth, scrap silver, not a slave to sell."”

The officer cut in: "The good King will see that all get a share,
recruit,” he said. To Arnstein: "Wannax Walkheear is the best of
lords for a fighting-man. Even if your deeds are not beneath his
eye he hears of them, and the reward is swift and generous. Me,
I'll save the pay and the bonus, and wait until home and my wife.
I'll need it all for my farm, when my service ends."

"Walker— ' the Islander paused at the scowls. "Wannax
Walker gives land to his soldiers?"

"When they grow too old to fight, or are wounded and can't
serve," Philowergos said. "Or if he wants men to hold down a
new conquest. Gold is good, horses, slaves, silver—but land, land
for your sons and the sons of your sons, that is best of all."

"Truth, despotes," the older man with sergeant's chevrons
said; he had a native Greek-speaker's way with the language.
"My brother lost a hand fighting the northern tribes near the..."

Arnstein asked a question; from the answer he thought the
location was somewhere in what would have been Serbia. Uh-oh.
Leaton's people said there are zinc deposits there. Zinc made
brass, which made cartridges.

"... and now he has land in Sicily—land like a lord, two



hundred acres, good land, cropland and vines and meadow by
the river, with man-thralls to till the fields, and slave girls to take
the work off his wife and to warm his bed. He lives like a lord,
too, drinking and hunting as he pleases; and us both born poor
farmers, tenants on a telestai's estate!"

The corporal who'd slapped his recruit on the head spoke:
"And if a warrior shows courage and whattitakes"—another
English phrase there, though it took him a moment to puzzle it
out—"he may be raised up to a commander, become a noble and
great lord."

The soldiers nodded and murmured agreement, calling the
blessings of the Gods—the Greek ones, and an assortment of
Pelasgian and Balkan and Danubian deities—down on Walker's
head. Ian Arnstein had been a scholar most of his life, and his
post-Event job hadn't been too different; they both required
insatiable curiosity. The coldest attitude toward Walker he could
make out in his guards was deep respect combined with fear;
from there it shaded up through doglike devotion to literal hero
worship. More than one dropped hints about demi-godhood, or
outright divinity. He suspected that only fear of hubris-bred bad
luck kept that at the hint level.

Bad, he thought. This is bad. It looked like Walker had been
taking some hints from Napoleon's bag of tricks, every soldier
with a marshal's baton in his pack. Hmmmm. Unless that pissed
off too many of the old elite of the Achaean kingdoms. But
Walker's got a lot of goodies to hand out, maybe enough to keep
them all happy. Or he would as long as he kept winning. How
solid would his hold be if there were some bitter defeats to
swallow?

A vehicle drew up. Arnstein blinked again. A stagecoach, by
God, he thought, then: no, not quite, but Walker must have been
watching Gunsmoke when he was a kid. His inexperienced eye
could make out a few differences; steel springs and shock
absorbers, for instance. The side doors bore a blazon of Walker's
wolfshead logo, red outline on black. Handlers came behind,
leading mounts for the escort.

"In, despotes," Philowergos said, and followed him.



The seats were leather-padded; the Achaean officer sat across
from him, drawing his revolver and keeping it in his lap. Ian
Arnstein fought not to groan with relief at the cushioned
softness, and wished he was as dangerous as the escort thought
him.

"Thank you for your courtesy," he said.

Teeth flashed white in the dimness, splitting the cropped
black beard. "You are of the King's people," the Greek said.

Well, Rumanian Jewish via New York and California vs.
Scots-Irish-German via Georgia and Montana, Arnstein
thought. Still, you've got a point. Although personally he didn't
even like to consider himself part of the same species as William
Walker, much less of the same nationality.

"And if you take service with him, you will rise high,"
Philowergos said. "All you Wolf People do, with your wizard
knowledge. Why should I anger one who may be a high lord,
especially when the King has ordered me to treat him well?" He
shrugged. "And if you won't serve the King... well, Zeus Pater
sends luck to those who befriend the dying."

CHAPTER TWELVE

April, 11 A.E.—Feather River Valley, California

Tarmendtal son of Zeurkenol, squadron commander in the
Royal War-Host of Tartessos, of the cavalry attached to the
Hidden Fort of the West, enjoyed leading a spring patrol out to
trade and take tribute and show the flag.

It was a relief to be out in open prairie—what another history
would have come to call the Sacramento Valley—after the dense
fogs and long rains and sameness of the winter trapped within
the fort's walls, and the deep mud of early spring. The ground
was firm now, but the grass that waved chest high on the horses
was still fresh and green, starred with unfamiliar flowers, thick
with game. Off to the northwest were the slopes of the abrupt
hills they had named Duwakodeiztatun mem Mantzizetatuas,
the Piercers of Clouds, replacing the unpronounceable native



gruntings. They were a welcome relief to the eye, in the tabletop
flatness all about.

Yet underneath the differences of detail was a homelikeness. It
reminded him of younger days, rambling about his father's
estate in the country between Tartessos City and the Great River
to the eastward. This whole country reminded him of home, if
you could imagine home with a few brown savages, and different
animals, and so much bigger.

He rode down the line, checking gear and bearing. They were
good lads, but inclined to brood at being stuck here beyond the
edge of the world, and some could never adjust to the
strangenesses. Most weren't really Tartessians, of course; they
were from the new tributary provinces in Iberia, or across the
Pillars.

Today, most looked cheerful. It was a change of scene from the
fort and the trodden path from there to the cinnabar mines;
there had been fresh girls at the hamlet of the savages they'd
stayed in last night; and hunting was excellent. He nodded to a
few of the file leaders; they were of the kingdom proper, though
lowborn. Older than he, too—he'd seen nine rains when Isketerol
returned to take the throne and begin the changes, and
seventeen when assigned this post three years ago. Then he'd
been angry, sure that he was half a hostage, taken to ensure that
his father remained loyal to the upstart King. Now...

Perhaps I'll stay here, he thought. This land was rich, rich in
gold and many other things. And the dwellers so few and weak
compared to the countries around the Middle Sea! More, it was
much too far from Tartessos to remain tightly bound to the old
country, at least a hundred days sailing and sometimes twice
that. Once the settlement grew bigger and was less dependent on
the yearly supply ship...

I could be a mighty man, here, with land to the horizon. In
time my sons could be Kings. All that was needed were more
people.

He pulled up beside the oxcart that carried the healer, smiling
at her. She was a comely woman, perhaps eighteen winters, with



olive skin stretched over high cheekbones and sharp features, but
pleasantly rounded beneath her long tunic and skirt. Unwedded,
too, despite being only a few years younger than he. Many men
feared to take a woman dedicated to the Lady of Tartessos or the
Grain Goddess to their beds, frightened by the aura of power
that clung to such. But they were valued brides to men of sense
and wealth, for their mana and connections and
knowledge—especially in these days of the New Learning.
Tarmendtal's own mother had been one of Her women, in her
time.

"May the Lady smile on us," he said, bowing gallantly.

She raised a hand to the floppy brim of her woven straw hat.
"May She smile indeed—and the Grain Goddess, who comes
from the mountain to the plain in this month, as the Lady
returns to the sea-halls of her brother Arucuttag."

He nodded, though he had his doubts. In Tartessos, yes... but
did She rule here, or did some local spirit? Yet the grain sprouts
and ripens here, too, even though it was never planted before
we came. Perhaps the Lady just has many names in many
places. Oh, well, the Sun Lord and Arucuttag of the Sea were a
man's Gods, and they reigned in all lands—as the Sun bestrode
them and the oceans encompassed them, every one.

The wagon creaked along, swaying and jouncing through the
tall grass; it was the big four-wheeled kind that the Eagle People
made, with a round canvas tent over it and pulled by eight yoke
of oxen. It carried supplies not suitable for the pack-horses, and
rawhide-bound chests of hard wood, to hold the gold dust and
nuggets the savages brought; baskets of beads and bundles of
iron tools and bottles of fierce young brandy such as the savages
lusted for; and the healer's kit. Behind it was the sacred cow of
the Lady and its calf, the cow tethered to the frame of the wagon
by a rope that led to its halter.

"You come among us like a cool wind in summer, lady, with
your ship from the homeland," he went on. "And you guard us
with the strength of your knowledge."

Guard us from the Crone, he thought but did not say—some



words were unlucky.

The healer grimaced a little and took off her hat, fanning
herself. "You have a real healer of the New Learning here, Lord
Tarmendtal," she said. "One who even reads En-gil-its, taught by
the queen herself."

She made a small protective gesture at the mention of the
tongue of sorcery; Tarmendtal followed suit, although he used
the hand resting on his right thigh, out of sight. He was glad of
the blue faience bead on a string around his neck, that his
mother had blessed for him when he left. A small thing, just
hearth-magic, but comforting.

"Since I came here she has taught me—" the girl continued. A
shout came from ahead, and the high silvery peal of the trumpet.

"Pardon!" the officer barked, wheeled his horse, and flicked it
into a gallop with the long end of the reins.

Ahead, the scouts were galloping back toward the main body
of the column. The signaler was sounding enemy in sight, over
and over until Tarmendtal signaled him to stop—with a thump
on the helmet. Ahead, northward, lay a dry gully leading east to
the main river, a slough marked by a swatch of greener grass and
brush; there were live oaks along it, enough to make passage
difficult for the wagon. He'd been angling the column westward
to cross it further away from the river, where it was merely a
dimple in the grass. Figures were boiling out of it, armed men.
He pulled the spyglass out of his saddlebag and snapped it open.
The image was a little distorted and had a yellowish tinge, but it
told him far more than his unaided eye could have done.

"The savages," he snorted.

About seventy or eighty of them, naked except for a few
ornaments of bone and shell and feather, leaping and yelping out
their barbarous war cries, shaking spears and darts and
dart-casters, some screwing their faces up into masks of ferocity
and leering with lolling tongues as they danced defiance. A few
pissed in mockery, or shook their penises at the Iberians, and
others turned and bent and waggled their buttocks, slapping



them in ridicule.

For a moment he was incredulous. Then astonished anger
awoke. The unbelievable insolence of these slave bastards! Acorn
eaters! From their stirring and growls behind him, the men felt
the same way.

"Sound deploy in line," he snapped. Then he turned in the
saddle. "Second file, deploy between here and the river and keep
watch." He pointed, squinting into the rising sun.

The file leader looked about to grumble, then caught
Tarmendtal's eye and hastened to obey. They were three hundred
yards from that stream; there were thick woods on the banks,
and a deep current beyond. No sense in taking chances, and six
mounted riflemen would be more than enough to see off any
savages who tried a flank attack. The teamsters and porters and
servants cowered around the wagon. They were natives, unarmed
slaves and so not to be blamed for timidity, although if any tried
to run he would feed them to Arucuttag.

"Warriors of Tartessos!" he went on; it was traditional to say
something to the troops before an action, even as minor a fight
as this. "Men of the war-host! Shall we let naked capering dogs
make mock of us, we who are civilized men and dwellers in cities
obedient to law, subjects of King Isketerol, he who has conquered
from the Cold Mountains to the Great Desert and beyond?"

"No!" they shouted.

"We will slaughter those who fight, chase down the rest, make
eunuchs of them, and put them to work in our mines, take all
that is theirs and mount their screaming daughters and wives
before their eyes! Arucuttag, Hungry One, to You we dedicate the
slain! Sun Lord, give us victory!"

Another shout, long and full of a cheerful bloodlust; even firing
from horseback, a rifleman could count on striking from several
times the range of a spear-thrower, and he could simply canter
out of range to reload and repeat the process as often as needful.
The horses stirred restlessly, rolling their eyes and whickering at
the noise and the smells of fear and aggression. He took another



look with the spyglass; the natives were keeping their position,
probably planning to fall back among the trees as the horsemen
advanced. Tarmendtal grinned savagely. They'd soon learn the
futility of that. Such places were why they had a dozen big dogs
along, the kind bred in Iberia for hunting wild bull, wolf, and
lion. They were equally useful for hunting wild men.

"Rifles at the ready!" he snapped. Lord Alantethol will be
pleased. An example will cow the other tribes, and there look to
be some strong slaves here for the mines, when they've been
caught and beaten into meekness.

The men drew their weapons from the scabbards before their
right knees and checked the priming, then buckled back the flaps
of the cartridge boxes on their belts. A few added priming
powder to the pans of their rifles. Tarmendtal drew his
double-barreled pistol, cocked it by pushing the hammers
against the side of his thigh, and gestured with it:

"At the canter—walk-march, forward”

Peter Giernas sneezed softly and swore; the pollen here by the
banks of the Feather River was pretty fierce. All around him the
damp soil bore great oaks and tall cottonwoods, alders and
willows, laced together with wild grapevines that twisted around
trees from top to bottom. Mosquitoes whined, their needlelike
probes going for the bare spots, hands and back of the neck.
Other insects buzzed and hopped and flew, pursued by
blackbirds and buntings; the clown-faced acorn woodpeckers
were at work, drilling holes in trees to a demented chorus of
waka-waka-waka. This was nesting season; scores of types of
birds were doing their reproductive duty, numerous enough that
their noise could be nearly painful at times. Especially when the
coots in the river to his back began throwing their fits.

Good camouflage, he thought with a grim smile, training his
binoculars on the Tartessian column riding unsuspectingly by. It
was even better that any eyes looking this way would be
sun-dazzled. Doll-tiny figures became men, close enough to see
one hawk and spit, another scratch at blue stubble on his jowls, a
third take a swig from a leather water bottle hung at his
saddlebow. All right, thirty horsemen.



They all looked to be soldiers, Mediterranean types mostly,
some with cropped black beards, some stubbly-shaven; a few had
removed their round iron helmets to reveal bowl-cut hair, often
confined with a bandanna tied at the rear. They wore
tunic-shirts and loose breeches of some coarse green fabric,
cotton or linsey-woolsey, boots, and thigh-length leather vests
buttoned up the front. Every man had a copy of the
Westley-Richards breechloader in a scabbard in front of his right
knee, a short broadsword like a machete or heavy cutlass at his
belt along with a bayonet; one carried a yard-and-a-half-long
tube of sheet bronze flared at each end slung over his back as
well. That man had an assistant and a packhorse trailing him.

Uh-oh, Giernas thought. Descriptions of those had come
through before the radio fritzed. Rocket-launcher team.
Opportunity and risk...

A big Conestoga-style wagon drawn by oxen brought up the
rear. His chest clenched at the sight of the cow and calf walking
along behind it. That must be the "sacred cow" the Indians had
told him of, a walking vaccine bank. Half a dozen in ragged cloth
kilts or loincloths walked by the wagon, another led the oxen,
and a better-dressed one sat on the buckboard with a
long-hafted goad in his hand. Those would be locals, slaves. And
a Tartessian woman sat in the wagon as well; the long skirts,
poncholike upper garment and big straw hat were unmistakable.
Two gutted pronghorn antelope carcasses hung from the rear tilt
of the wagon, and a quartered Tule elk.

"Good-looking horses," Eddie breathed from his position a
little southward.

Giernas nodded, for two truths; the horses were handsome
though small—dapple-skinned Barb-types, less hairy and stocky
than their own Alban-Morgan crossbreeds—and it was just like
Eddie to go judging horseflesh at a time like this.

"What's the woman doing here?" he asked in turn. Tartessians
weren't as unreasonable about females as some locals, but they
weren't what you could call enlightened either, and fighting was
strictly man's work to them.



"She is a healer," Jaditwara said. "Among her people, only
women do that work."

Giernas grunted. That made sense. If the enemy were using
vaccination to get obedience, they'd need someone skilled in the
technique. Which meant...

"Sue. The Tartessian woman, we need her alive, and the
cow—get Tidtaway to pass the word." For what it's worth.
Probably not much; the mountain tribesman was just as much a
foreigner as the Islanders to this bunch, and had a good deal less
keuthes. Now to get to work.

"Steady," he said, thumbing back the hammer of his rifle.
Beside him Perks tensed, all taut alertness where he crouched
belly-down to the ground, his nose pointed in an unwavering line
to the front. No sound escaped the dog's deep chest, but the
black lips were drawn back from long yellow-white teeth and his
ears lay flat. "Wait for the locals."

The slough where most of the Indians were hiding formed a
right angle with the river. There were seventy-three of them
there, and another twenty-four near here in the riverside jungle.
Their plan wasn't complex; it couldn't be, with the language
barrier, and the fact that the locals had no concept of discipline.
A war-leader here was anyone with a good reputation, and
warriors followed him or not just as they individually pleased or
their Spirit Friends whispered in their ears. It was a tribute to
how monumentally terrified and pissed off the tribelets were that
so many had showed up to fight. As near as he could calculate
from what he'd been told by his allies, there couldn't be more
than thirty thousand people in the whole of California in this era;
half of them in the Central Valley, and half of that in the
northern portion near enough for runners to reach. A fair
number of those had been killed by the Tartessians over the last
couple of years, or had died—some sort of imported lung fever
had struck here long before the smallpox, and what sounded like
typhus. Many of the rest were hiding in terror of the new plague
that was spreading like a prairie fire.

Ninety-seven men was a big chunk of the healthy adult males
left after you worked those numbers. And pretty soon they would



have to scatter, as summer dried out the valley and they had to
move up into the mountains or south into the delta marshes to
feed themselves. Meanwhile half the Tartessians in the
settlement were full-time fighting-men with horses and modern
weapons, and they had a year's supply of stored food even if they
lost this harvest.

God, listen up. I could use some help here, You know, he
thought/prayed. "Right, here we go," he said aloud, as shouting
broke out to the northward.

Despite the tension that dried his mouth, he grinned a little at
the show the Indians were making. It would have annoyed him, if
he'd been on the receiving end. He turned the binoculars. The
Iberian commander was a young man, younger than Giernas,
with a proud dark hawklike face. The ranger could see his lips
curling back from very white teeth. Despite that anger, he
detached a file of six troopers to screen the wagon from the river
side.

All right, Giernas thought. So he's not quite as headstrong as
I hoped. The local name for him was Bull Elk, because he liked to
butt heads and yell, evidently.

"Wait for it," he said again, a little louder, looking at what he
could see of his firing line. Eddie, with a grin that was a half
snarl; a glimpse of Jaditwara beyond him, frowning in
concentration. Sue on his right hand, relaxed and calm.

"Did you see this?" she murmured.
"See what?" he said.

"Wild oat grass," she said, pulling up a strand. "And
fescue—neither should be here. They're European,
Mediterranean. Must have come in in fodder or bedding, and
now they're spreading, the way they did in the old history
pre-Event." She nodded out to the field of waist-high native
needlegrass and bunchgrass. "Come back when Jared's your age,
and this'll all be gone—it'll all be these imported perennials
instead. Up to your ass in feral cattle and horses, t0o."



Giernas blinked. There was such a thing as being too calm.
"Let's worry about the ecology later, hey?" he half snapped.

"Waiting's hard," she said. The blue eyes were kind. "Don't
worry, Pete, it'll be a cinch. Indigo and the kid will be safe as
houses in a couple of hours."

"If nobody snoots the damned cow by accident," he said. "And
right about now—

Crack. Crack. The first two rifles went off, out where the
Tartessians were closing on the locals' skirmish line. A chorus of
whipcracking reports, followed, a long stuttering rattle. He
trained his binoculars, hoping... yes! The Indians had
remembered his advice; they were dropping flat as soon as the
Iberians raised their weapons.

That had taken a little doing. The locals were fine hunters and
trackers, but when they fought in any numbers they lined up by
mutual consent and threw spears until someone was hurt. Then
everyone went home and told lies about how brave they'd been
while blood flowed like floodwaters. He'd harangued them about
this being a hunt, not a game, but he hadn't been sure how it
took.

Yes. The locals vanished in the chest-high grass. The
Tartessians shouted in anger, reloading and pushing closer. Then
they shouted again, in alarm; Indians bobbed up out of the tall
grass, threw their darts, ran half a dozen paces and threw
themselves down again. None of the soldiers had been hit yet,
but one horse had a dart through its haunch and went kicking
and bucking and squealing off across the prairie with the rider
hauling on the reins one-handed and trying frantically to lose
neither seat nor rifle. One Indian went down while he watched,
punched backward with a hole in his chest and an exit wound
the size of a fist blossoming out of his back in a spray of blood
and bone fragments.

Puffs of smoke were blossoming out of the muzzles of the
rifles, drifting northward with the wind toward the dry slough.
Noise, confusion, men running and horses wheeling. Perfect.



Here we go, he thought, giving a last check that the sights of
his rifle were adjusted to the right range. Breathe out. Lift the
muzzle up, up, until the bead of the foresight filled the U-notch
of the rear. Squeeze the trigger, gently, gently...

Crack. The butt punched his shoulder. A perceptible fraction
of a second later the lead ox drawing the Tartessian wagon
bellowed, half reared and then slumped, blood pouring from nose
and mouth as it kicked on the ground. The woman on the seat
glanced around toward it just before the cry of animal agony; she
must have heard the flat smack of the bullet slapping into the
ox's body behind the shoulder.

The other three Islanders fired within a second of each other.
Crackcrackcrack, and a deep ratcheting snarl from Perks as he
made little shifting motions with his haunches.

One of the Tartessian file went right back over his horse's
rump, helmet flying and trailing red—a clean head shot, right
through the bridge of his nose. Another cursed, jerked, then was
upright again, raising his own weapon; a grazing hit on the left
arm. The third shot missed clean. All in all, very good shooting,
Giernas decided, as his hands moved of themselves in the
reloading drill.

Sue shouted something in the local tongue, and the Indians
waiting in the riverside jungle charged forward whooping and
screaming; they were also dodging and jinking, making
themselves as difficult a target as they could. The Tartessians did
exactly what the rangers had hoped, firing by reflex at the men
running toward them. Two men went down dead or wounded,
but that left the enemy with no time to reload. Giernas raised his
own rifle again, standing this time for a better shot. Crack, and
the waft of burned-sulfur stink. A distant corner of his mind
noted that the sulfur had come all the way from the Caribbean to
Nantucket and then on horseback all across the continent;
doubtless that in the Tartessians' ammunition was from Sicily,
and here it was being used up in California...

A Tartessian screamed, dropped his rifle, and clutched at his
thigh, then slid out of the saddle. Another went down as his
horse did, its scream far louder than the wounded man's but



equally full of bewildered agony. The three remaining dropped
two Indians before they turned to gallop away; but they had left
it far too late. Without the rifles firing on them from the
riverbank they might have stopped the Indian charge; without
the Indians they might have answered the rifles in kind... but
now they had lost half their numbers, and a horse makes a bad
firing platform.

It is also a far larger target than a man, and unlike a man it
cannot hit the dirt when shot at. A shower of atlatl darts fell
around the riders, hurled by experienced, muscular arms whose
power was magnified by the long leverage of the throwing-sticks.
One of the Iberians took a dart through the throat and slumped
off his saddle in a slow-motion collapse. Another went down
choking and pawing at three of the short spears sunk half their
length in his chest. The third managed to get his horse around
and bounding toward the main fight.

"Get him!" Giernas shouted. It was needless. All four of the
Islander rifles sounded, so close together that the sound was one
thick brakk. Horse and rider folded together and tumbled.

The rangers dashed forward toward the enemy's wagon and
the precious cow, Perks running at his master's side. One of the
unhorsed Tartessians rose in front of Giernas, drawing his
chopping blade and raising it for a swing. Giernas ignored him.
The great gray-brown shape of the wolf-dog went from an easy
bounding run to a soaring leap without even breaking stride, a
hundred and twenty pounds of hairy torpedo with fangs. The
wide-stretched jaws snapped closed on the man's raised arm as
the dog's weight crashed into his chest. The teeth clamped like
hydraulic shears, and Perks savaged the arm with a twisting
back-and-forth jerk of head and neck and shoulders. Bone parted
with a splintering crunch as both went tumbling to the ground.
Giernas jinked around the thrashing bodies and dashed on,
cursing the clinging friction of the grasses. At the wagon the
ragged slaves were gone, probably running for the hills at full
speed. All except for one; he was wrestling with the Tartessian
woman, holding her right hand by the wrist and trying to make
her drop the flintlock pistol in it. Two of the locals were helping
him, and/or trying to rip the woman's clothes off.



Well, just because they're being fucked over by the
Tartessians doesn't make them angels, Giernas thought, and
rang the steel-shod butt of his rifle off the back of the ex-slave's
head. The man went down like a marionette with its wires cut;
the ranger whipped the rifle butt around and slammed it under
the short ribs of one local, then turned to put the muzzle under
the chin of the second. It was empty, but he couldn't know that.

"Go! Fight!" Giernas barked, jerking his head toward the main
action.

The Indians did, shrugging, one grinning and the other
nursing his side and whooping to get air back into his lungs.
Giernas slapped the pistol out of the Iberian woman's hand and
chopped the edge of his palm into her temple with precisely
calculated force. She sagged backward with her eyes rolling up,
caught at the wagon wheel, and slumped to the ground.

God willing, all she'll have is a bad headache for a couple of
days. She certainly wouldn't be doing anything very energetic for
a couple of hours. As he reloaded he looked over her into the
body of the wagon. Ayup, hot damn—more rockets and a
mortar. They must have that along for holdouts who try to hide
in the hills when they come calling.

"Four rounds," he muttered aloud. This part hadn't taken
long—wouldn't have worked if it did. Four minutes, more or less.
Time always went like that in a fight, stretching like a thread of
thickening maple syrup while you waited for it to start, then
blurring past once it got started.

The Tartessians' main body were just noticing what was going
on behind them—as he'd thought, the noise and confusion and
the sound of their own shots had concealed it from them for
crucial seconds, until there was nothing they could do about it.

Plus they 're overconfident, he thought with a shark grin, as he
licked sweat off his lips. They'd gotten used to thinking of
themselves as the Lords of Creation facing dumb nekkid savages.
Underestimating the opposition always left you sorry and sore in
the end.



Eddie Vergeraxsson came up, riding on one Tartessian horse
and leading three more; that was a bonus, the beasts were
well-enough trained to stand and be caught, and he wouldn't
have to go back for theirs. Sue and Jaditwara arrived seconds
later, panting but running easily with their rifles in their right
hands, then throwing themselves into the saddles. Giernas took a
second to lengthen the stirrup leathers on one of the horses, a
gelding that wouldn't be impossibly small for a man his size.

"Perks!" he said.

The dog trotted up, head low and tongue unreeled and lapping
at his muzzle. None of the blood looked to be his. He sniffed at
the slumped figure of the Tartessian healer, visibly wondering if
he was supposed to bite her too.

"Stay! Guard!"

The wolf-dog trotted around the wagon, then crouched in the
long grass, nose and ears and eyes busy. That took care of anyone
without a gun who tried to approach the wagon, and if they did
have a gun they'd have to be fast and very lucky.

"What next, Pete?" Eddie said.
"Next, we make sure the ends get tied up," he said.

Over northward near the slough, the Tartessians were in
trouble. He tossed his rifle into his left hand and got out his
binoculars again, stepping up onto the box seat of the ox-wagon
to see better. The enemy had stayed tangled up with the first
group of attacking Indians far too long. Now, just as they were
turning to disengage and pepper them from a distance, the
twenty-odd who'd been with the Islanders were racing to take
them in the rear. Sixteen of the enemy left... no, make that
fourteen, one took a dart in the back, and he saw two Indians
leap up and tear another from the saddle like wolves at an elk,
bearing him down to the ground, hands and heads and bare

brown backs rising and falling above the tall grass as they hit
and stabbed.

"Let's go!" he shouted, and sprang into the saddle.



The four Islanders swung southwest at a hard pounding
gallop, away from the fight, out into more open country—the
difference in height was invisible to the naked eye, but there
weren't any trees and the grass got shorter. Giernas kept an eye
over his right shoulder at the melee of horses and men, snouts
and shots, edged steel and wood and chipped volcanic glass.
Right about now that balls-for-brains Tartessian commander
was finally going to do the only possible thing—

A trumpet sounded, high and sweet. He didn't recognize the
pattern of notes. The enemy did, turning due west and spurring
their horses. With no cover and plenty of room the horsemen
could fire and retreat, fire and retreat, until the Indians broke
and ran. The Tartessians could even ride far enough away to
dismount and fire, then mount again before their enemies could
come close.

The Indians gave chase, working at a tireless lope that was far
slower than a horse's best, but which they could keep up much
longer. Men in good condition could run down horses or deer,
and most of this continent's hunters did that sort of thing on a
regular basis. The Tartessians were at a full gallop now heading
due west, pulling away fast; gettin