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Chapter One
The Slent Room

Hedid not ook like a madman. His thick-lensed glasses screened thoughtful silver eyes, and hisface was
unlined --too smooth for aman in hismiddlefifties. Y et something about his hands was vaguely
frightening. The thick fingers gripped thingstoo tightly, and the back-danted thumbs, which earlier
generations on another world had called the murderer's thumb, were disturbingly powerful.

As he studied the maps that moved on the console forming the tabletop, bending to squint at the
constantly changing numbers and symbolsthat reflected engagements, casudties, supply-lines, and
troops, his hand beat time to music from a hidden speaker's antique music, played on ancient instruments.
The melody was too delicate, one would have thought, for the taste of the Commander of Station.

Behind the consol e table/desk, the wall wasfilled with monitors, which revedled al the gpproachesto the
complex Standish called his Stronghold. Though he knew that other watchrooms were manned by people
trained to note anything even remotdly threatening, the Commander trusted nobody to be sufficiently

dert. There were many who wanted his

death, but he did not intend to die.

Theron Standish intended to survive, no matter what it took. He intended to unify the loose confederation
of agriculturad Grangesforming this colony with the central force that was Station. His grandmother hated
him for that, he knew. She had spent her life assuring the autonomy of each portion of thisincredibly



fertileworld.

Even as he thought it, he whirled and stared into amonitor to the left of the wall. Something was moving
there, and his periphera vision had caught the movement. Wasit his grandmother, come again to torment
him?

Or wasit that madman ... that triple-damned Jeroboah, who had been the scholar appointed to oversee
his activities when Standish was young? The ancient inventor appeared ableto move asif invisble
through the most intensely guarded and locked and electrified barriers, just as he had seemed ableto

know at a distance when ayounger Standish planned his cruel mischief. Theron felt one more encounter
with him might shake his own reason.

But it was only Karmann, his cous n and second-in-command, coming with the nightly report, which was
S0 secret that only one of the scrambled lines was secure enough to bring it into his hands. Only onetech
was screened sufficiently to trandateit. And no hand but Karmann's could be relied upon not to let it dip
into other, less trustworthy fingers.

Theron did not touch the button freeing his private door from its computerized lock until the shape of
Karmann loomed in the monitor that covered the corridor outside. When the door hummed and the
panels did apart, the shape stepped forward ... and was reveded to be, instead, a

shrimp of aman, hisface wizened with age, teeth yellowed where they were not missing entirely.

By what means had Jeroboah made himsalf seem to be another man? Standish felt hismind freeze for an
ingtant with hisold fear and hatred of histutor. His body went stiff with shock. Though he was known as
ascientist whose past achievements had given Granary the abilities it needed for defense, education, and
efficient farming, the old man seemed, at times, more like amagician.

Jeroboah darted into the room, where Theron had shrunk back against hiswall of monitors, and pivoted
on unsteady legsto face the Commander. Histiny hand came out of his pocket, holding a shining tube.
Another of his offbeat inventions? Fear chilled the Commander, as he looked into those bright, demented

eyes.

Theron fdt hisheart burgting into histhroat, his pulse thudding in hiswrist. Hewould die! Thistime, he
would die! Jeroboah had learned to deceive his electronic devicesin the heart of the

Stronghold, and it was the end!

The tube began to glow, athin greenish light shining even through the hand holding it. Jeroboah grinned
fiendishly at the Commander, as he twisted the knob at the end of the weapon.

Thelight turned scarlet -- and Jeroboah said, "Bang!"

Theron, waiting for death, tensed for it, dmost wanting it now, felt something snap. His hand went up to
touch another button, but before it reached itsgoa he fainted. Even as his senses dulled to black, he
found himself wondering if thiswere redlity or another indication that his mind waslosing its baance.

* k%

Jeroboah's hol ographic image stood on the antique carpet, staring down at the jewel-toned flowers on
which Standish lay. He moved to the Commander's side and wished this semblance of his could touch the
Commander's elbow with a questing toe.

But hewas obvioudy ill dive. That was good, for thiswas agametoo amusing to end. Y et. He might



be dightly mad, as he well knew, but he still loved agood joke.

Helooked up a the monitors, where the ordinary life of the Stronghold went about its business. Between
two of them hung a painting, which caught his eye with wistful recognition. A woman, beautiful and
ancient, stared back at him asif she knew and approved what he had done. He had known her through
her years of ruthlessrule and her gradua reformation.

Sdaleva. The Old One. Alive sill? He didn't remember. But she had been aone, that woman. It was a
wonder Standish had alowed her to live, after she abdicated her position in hisfavor. Or had he had the
ability to kill her at dl? Others had tried and failed.

*k*

Standish gtirred, and Jeroboah's image disappeared from the room. When Theron opened his eyesit was
to find nothing amissin his sanctum. The Commander pushed himself up with both handsto stand beside
the console. His glasses had falen, and he fumbled blindly, bending to

fed acrossthe carpet until he located them. Then he stared about the room, up at the monitors, even at
his grandmother's portrait.

What had happened here? Was the stress of his great work affecting his mind?

He shuddered and turned again to the lists, the movements, the many-faceted elements of his conquest of
those who dared to prefer their own freedom to the achievement of hisaims. If he was hdlucinating, it
was best kept to himsdlf. And if he was not?

He refused to consder that possibility.

Chapter Two
Blood-Muck

The rumble and mutter of engines vibrated the air and the stony soil underfoot. The composite sole of
Favillés boot conveyed the feding into histoes, up through hislegsinto hisbelly. He groaned inaudibly
and flopped into the roadside ditch.

The mud smelled of old deaths and too much blood. Thetall weeds, nourished by the unexpected
fertilizer of man-flesh over the past months, made good cover, however, once he crawled out of the
muck and into the higher sde of the cleft. He did backward, feding on ether

sde of him the movements of the men heled.

Beyond the shattered remnant of afence there wasafield of grain. Or had been. Most of it had been
leveled by the fire-fight that had taken place there within the past few days. Falville had learned to gauge



such things. No more than three days had gone by since the Szzling bolts and the pinging Sugs had ripped
through, harvesting the unripe grain.

Now the carriers were grinding up the dope, over the roads that had been well kept and
smooth-surfaced until the Commander had turned paranoid eyes toward the lush fields and therich
forests of Tellich Grange. What threat had he read there? Falville wondered, as helay

flat amid the shattered grain, hoping those now traveling over the pitted roads were not using
hest-sensors as a precaution.

The sausage-shaped vehicles pounded forward on their tough treads, the one-way glass of their ports
staring out over the countryside. Smoothly indented curves marked the spots where nozzles could open
and flood the area about them with fire and death. To men armed only with weagponsimprovised from
agricultural machinery and chemicds, it wasimpossibleto stop.

About him, his men breathed 0 lightly that even he heard nothing but the chirp of acricket in the
hedgerow. The soil benegth his cheek quivered with the weight of the machines on the road. The leaves
left on the grain shook, too, and the cricket went silent, asif even it might be threstened by the armored
men who rodein the carriers.

Hedidn't risk an eye above the grain until the last had labored padt, leaving its own contribution to the
destruction of the roadway. In the distance, the metal tubes went forward over the low hill to the north,
their camouflaged sdesamost invisible againgt the dull greens of thefields and the forest.

Not even then did Falville signal hismen to rise. He had learned painfully, over the months of the war, to
distrust the enemy profoundly. What seemed to be, in dealing with the forces of Theron Standish, was
never what was. Instead, he dithered around and headed toward the rear

of the grain field, toward the low wall of trees marking the edge of Coldfellow Wood.

The Commander's men seemed to fear forests as much astheir leader did. They avoided entering them,
and they destroyed any forest in their way. But Coldfellow Wood was distant from the roads, far from
any town or hamlet, and uninhabited except by those who lived by their witsin its depths.

Those had been people with prices on their heads, in days gone by, but now they might well turn out to
be dlies, for Standish hated and feared men who waked free in forests even more than the forests
themselves. A day would come, and those shrewd mavericks knew it, when he would fire the treesfrom
the Elannish border to the Sterne Rift, just to destroy his combined devils.

They made good time through the wood. All too soon they |eft the sheltering treesin order to

cut across fields and pastures to the encampment of the combined Resistance. Though Falville had urged
his genera to set up his command post deep in aforest, he had chosen instead to put it in plain Sight, ona
long stretch of pasture devoted to goats.

An earthen enclosure lay up againg acliff that formed the edge of a series of downs; it was sheltered
there from the cold winds of winter and the glaring sun of summer. There Genera Coville put his
headquarters, though the huts the goatherds had raised over the years were now little but accumulations
of framework and brush.

Now, gpproaching the place, Falville had to admit it was an effective disguise for amilitary post. Goats
ranged over the pasturelands, nibbling wild rosebushes to stubs, ignoring anything that



came or went, and providing agood reason for the figures that moved, cloaked againgt the autumn chill,
among the odoriferous groups of animals. Their warm bodies misinformed any heat-sensing devices
swept over thefields by occasiond flying troops, as well.

Anything less soldierly he could not imagine.

The guard lolled against arock, ading in his hand, his pose that of awatchful goatherd. Heraised a
hand, recognizing Falville, and nodded toward the Generd's hut. " Something'sin thewind," he murmured
asthey went past, ducking beneath the level of thewall. "Covill€'s been wanting you for hours, now. Best
hurry, and don't take the time to eat or wash.” He wrinkled

hisnose. "No matter that you need agood wash mightily. Been playing in the mud again?' Hisgrin was
sck, for he, too, knew the stench of the ditches of Tellich.

Falville gestured for hismen to fall out and seek their own shelters. They would find food and wash
water, if nothing ese, For himsdf, he would have to wait. When the Genera called, he went, athough
until Standish invaded his country he had been the least biddable of men.

Generd Coville stood, when al others had fallen or run. Now he aone, with his scattered groups of men
and women, resisted the invaders. For that reason, Falville had given him hisloyalty.

The hut was open to the air, its goatskin flap of door flung back and up onto the roof. Even with the chill
of autumn beginning, the shelter of the down protected the spot. That kept the men from freezing, for they
could not afford fires sufficient for al of them. Only a couple, suitable for those who ostensibly tended the
goats, could be alowed, for too much smoke would inevitably bring a probing troop down upon them.

Insde, the dimness blinded him for amoment. Then the reddish glare of the tallow lamp picked out the
faces around the rough table in the center of the room. There was Coville, huddled into his heavy coat,
handsin his pockets, silent, for once. There were Lemmon, the troopmistress, and Shoye, who trained
and quartermastered the res stance, their enigmati ¢ faces cautious and sharp-lit with shadows. And there
was Shemyona Fenn, the Chairwoman, last survivor of the ruling Grange of Tdlich.

They were dl staring at the woman who stood at the center of the group, gesturing. Her hand halted in
mid-air, as Falville entered. He did not salute, for thiswas not aformal group, worried about protocal.
They worked together to save what they could of their crops and their people. Nothing €l se mattered,
and any notion one entertained that might be helpful was welcomed by dl, from Fenn to Coville.

"Seven carriers with fresh troops have moved toward the fort on Stormwall, each holding at least fifty
men and their armor. A bitter blow, that will be, when Stormwall falls, asit must. We have too few to
resst for long."

Coville sighed and nodded. "Y ou areright, Falville. But we have another matter to consider. Thislady is
the grandmother of Theron Standish. Seleva Karmann, mother of his mother, is here with amost
surprising and usaless proposa. And yet | find myself strangely tempted to do what she asks. Seeif you
agree.”

Favilleturned to look at the woman, who had halted her speech ashe camein. "Lady," hesaid. "What is
it that you propose?’

Shelooked up -- along way up, for shewas very short and dight -- into his eyes. Her own were aglint
of slver between her eydids, and her hair was of that shade. Her face, however, was impenetrably,



inevitably young, and the eyes shone with strength and purpose.

"I want to go into battle with you. | want to suffer with you, even diewith you, if need be. | want to know
with every cdll in my body, every eement of my mind and spirit just what happens when my grandson's
machines and his men take awar to an innocent people in acountry that was no threat to him or his. | am
equipped with adevice that will retain every sensation | encounter, and with it I hope to shock my
grandson back to sanity."

Thewordsjolted him. Deep insde himsdlf, he felt that women had no place in baitle, though more than
half of those left to defend his country were femae and were bearing arms at that moment. Thisfragile
old creature surely could not endure what she proposed to do. Y et her

eyeswere filled with purpose. Suddenly he redized that she could and would, if he agreed with the others
to alow her to go with them..

"Why?" he asked. The question rang in the room, asif it had been echoed in the minds of all those there.

"Because | want to know, to make my grandson know, what it isheisdoing. | will not die, though my
own body will serve asthe accumulator for the electrical impulses of the dying. Not until thetimeisright.
Our family hasways of surviving that most do not understand. | will gather the agony he sows across our
world. Because of that, there isachance, avery small, frail chance, that my grandson may be brought
back to usefulness, in time, to undo what he can of the horrors he has caused.

"Wewill kill himif we must, but Granary will be the poorer. Heisabrilliant man whose taents
complement those | have used to make our world afree one. If he can be salvaged we will al profit. Will
you hep meto seeif thiswill work?"

Faville stared down at her. The silver eyes gazed steadily into his.

Thiswasthe kin of the man he considered amonster. Thiswoman had given birth to his mother, shared
hisblood. And yet ... and yet he found himsalf persuaded, without more words, that she meant what she
said. Sheintended to stop her grandson, in her own way, while he and

hiskind fought in their own.

"I will," he said, though he knew deep inside that no words spoken by any living being could divert the
Commander from his purposes.

A dgh of relief went around the room. The generd grunted. "I am glad. We had agreed, already.”

"Then we move toward Stormwall together. When?' Lemmon asked. She seemed to have taken on new
definition with thisimmediate need for her services.

"As soon aswe get our weapons and supplies together. Can you be ready?’ the Genera asked Falville.

He sighed, thinking of his stinking clothing, hiswet boots, his empty gut. Then he straightened his back.
"Wewill go, whether we can or not," he said. "I'll tell my people. They needed to eat, but perhapsthey
have had time, by now."

"And so do you," said the grandmother of the Commander. "Y ou wash and edt. | will rally your men.”

Faville found himsdf provided with warm water, then pushed into achair at the table and provided with
aplate of goat meat and atumbler of wine while the woman caled his men. What astrange turn of
events, he mused, as he drained the wine and stood again, just in time to hear the clink of wegpons and



the voices of those who were readying to go, once again, into battle.

The thought saddened him. His people were so ill-armed compared to the troops of the Commander.
Only those living in Station had accessto any of the wegponry available from the industrialized
components of this vast cooperative of worlds. Granary wasjust what its name

proclaimed, an agricultural world, supplied with manufacturing capacity for civilian needs, for farming
equipment, and for limited luxury items. Trading and military craft were supplied by many such worlds
about the complex.

Station, the Commander's city, held the only port usable by the shuttles. Those brought trade goods
down from orbiting platforms, onto which the Traders deposited their goods and from which they picked
up their loads of foodstuffsin payment.

Until the Commander had begun to assume that every independent Grange on the continent threatened
his position, the system had worked well for al. Now it spelled disaster for those who must rely on
agricultura equipment factoriesto supply hastily devised wegpons with which to confront the best the
Cooperative of Worlds could provide.

And yet Falvilledid not hesitate as he finished his brief medl and roseto join hisfelows. Therewasno
guestion of surrender ... they had seen what happened to Sterne Rift and to Ellanish, when their Granges
tried to take that route.

Now the labor camps of those countries were filled with starving people, who worked until they died and
were replaced with more captives. Surrender meant adower and more demeaning death and that was
al.

He only hoped their deaths might mean something, when the terrible tale cameto itsend at |ast. Perhaps
Seleva Karmann might do what the desperation of thousands could not -- but how did she hopeto
persuade her mad grandson? Her suffering and that of others would mean nothing to him ...

The cdl came, and Falvillewent out to continue hiswar.

Chapter Three
New Usesfor Old Bones

Sdevatrudged behind Generd Coville, protected on al sides by the ranks of men and women moving
quietly westward through the wooded hills toward Stormwall. Her companions were without uniforms,
without modern wegpons, without anything but determination.

She ached for them ... and for herself. Her legs were sturdy from alifetime of waking and riding and, of
late years, exercisng in the gymnasium in her farmhouse. But her energies were not what they had beeniin
her youth. The rough terrain was not like the rubbery smoothness of the flooring on which she had
exercised.

She ached from neck to hedls, though she would have died before admitting it to these tough younger



people who were going to their desths on the escarpment holding Stormwall. Coville, ahead of her, had
paused, and she cameto ahdt, hoping she could get her stiff joints moving again when thetime came.
Shefollowed his gesture, as he pointed to a sharp ridge of rock risng beyond the treetops on their right.

"The scouts are there. They will let usknow if Stormwall hasfallen or is surrounded by the enemy. If that
istrue, we will gpproach through thetrees,” the general was saying to Falville and Lemmon. "That will
provide cover until we are across the valley and near the cliff. Then we can run like mad and hope we're
not cut down before we get under the precipice. They'll be watching but perhaps they won't expect us so
soon. They didn't seeyou, | assume.”

Falville shook his head.

"Then thisisthe best we can do. Shoye!"

The stocky quartermaster appeared at his elbow. His eyebrow was quirked irritably as he cameto a halt.
"Everyone hasrationsfor two days? And ammunition for the pellet guns?'

Shoye looked disgusted. "What do you think my job is, Genera? Tattooing roses on my butt? Of course.
They're asready as| can get them, considering what we have to work with."

Falville touched the Generd's deeve. "The new grenade launchers should help, Sir. We tried those out,
down in the old quarry, and they worked tremendousy well. They don't leave atrace, asthey goin, and
they redlly tear things up when they hit. | think that isgoing to bea

development the Commander's people aren't expecting and won't know how to cope with. At least for a
while." He thought of the rugged stonewalls of the fortress atop the narrow ridge of cliff and sighed.

"I have the bowmen areedy briefed. They're moving ahead of usright now, and they'll take up their
positions on the high ground. That should give them the ability to seethe area around the fortress. They'll
stay put and give the enemy something to think about while the rest of us dash acrossthe valey to get
under the overhang.”

Seleva sighed and wiped her face on her deeve. She had seen those heavy compound bows and the
grenadesthe fertilizer factories had managed to create from agricultura chemicas. They were deadly, but
they had to belit insde the cups of tinder before being launched. She

hoped none of the bowmen and women would join their victimsin the rain of blood and body-fragments
that was sureto follow the attack.

Coville nodded and gestured hisimmediate group forward. She sighed again as she picked up one heavy
and reluctant foot and placed it in front of itsfellow. Blast and damn her grandson!

They arrived a the hem of the wood in late afternoon, dipping by ones and twosinto the best cover they
could find. Covilleing sted that she remain behind the stony outcrop halfway up theridge, as much for the
convenience of histroops asfor her own protection. Shewould,

sheknew, be aliability in battle. But the device she had stolen from Jeroboah would work from that
distance, she was sure. Itsrange was, the inventor had assured her, good up to two miles, unless
mountainsintervened.

The silver box hooked to her belt was an insane thing, which could only have been conceived by a



demented mind. Jeroboah called it the Neuro-resonant Accumulator, and he had explained it asa
receiver for the powerful brainwaves generated by human pain. The body of the wearer

sarved asfocus, transferring the intensified energy into the receptorsinside the box. Every time one of
these people died, she would fedl every aspect of that desth, her old body struggling to maintain itself
againg the agony. She would not die, in truth, but she must suffer death repeatedly.

The higher ground was now strung with athin line of hidden archers. From dightly below them, she
watched as the dark-clad people waited for dusk, which might help hide their movements. She could see
motion on top of the precipice that formed Stormwall. The escarpment cut diagonally across the western
reach of the continent, between the mountains and the sea, topped by the old fortress walls erected by
the earliest colonists againgt possible enemies, who did not, in truth, exist at al.

There was armor there, moving along the road that crossed itstop. Turrets and nozzleswere visiblefrom
time to time as the tracked vehicles followed the crooked way. She had been there, long before, and
recalled the places where jutting stone outcrops thrust up, making the path bend drunkenly. The long
cylinders of the carriers would be hard to work around them.

Thaose things up there possessed laser beam generators and armaments she had only read about in the
catal ogs the Cooperative sent to its member worlds. Nasty thingslike disruptors that would tear the
hopeful farmers manning the fortress to shreds or burn them to cinders.

And these people whom she had come to know would be destroyed, too, if those wegpons were
brought to bear upon them too soon. She found herself praying to the obsolete gods of her ancestors and
clenched her teeth. She knew, asdid most in her day, that you must will your own

destiny, if it isto be achieved. The problem with that belief was, of course, that amadman could divert
and distort many destinies other than his own.

The sun was hafway behind the rough hillocks to seaward, now, and itsred glow was diffused by high
cloud. It wasdmost time.....

The cloud thickened, and darkness dropped like a blanket, asamist drove in from the sea on the evening
breeze. It was the best of luck for the attackers, and Selevafelt the stirrings of many bodies, asthey
tensed to obey the sgna that would send them dashing across the barren strip dividing the tregline from
the rocky space at the foot of the declivity.

A faint birdcal shrilled, dmost deadened by the fog. There was the smultaneous twanging of bows, the
rush of thick arrow-shafts, and the fort's walls bloomed into scarlet explosions. Seleva could seeacarrier
explode, burning asit plunged off the edge to bounce down the rough cliff and hit with aroar asit struck
the rubble below. Arriving explosve had evidently met liquid fud.

She could not see the troops as they rushed across the red-lit fog in the valley, but she knew they were
on their way. She settled back into the hollow behind the outcrop and thumbed the control of her device.

Jeroboah did not know she had stolen it. He could recdll little that had happened in the past and not
much of hisown present. She doubted he remembered their friendship. Y et thisinvention might mean the
saving of many lives. She closed her eyes and let the electronic

receptor field control her mind and her nerves.

The immediate sensation was fear -- turning, almost immediately, to pain as distant minds reacted to the



terrible things done to their bodies. She gasped, as the mind she had touched boiled
away in astream of flame from above.

She hated feding others dying! She hated suffering! But that seemed to bethetask set for her, here at the
end of her days. Again and again and again!

Chapter Four
A Daknessfilled with Degth

Favillefdt hisankle turn as his boot did sdeways on a stone. He gave a heave and crashed heavily
againg agroin of rock, safe beneath the dight outward bulge of the cliff. He heard, around him, panting
breaths, crunching stones, and the impact of other bodies against unyielding rock.

The echoing blasts from the top of the cliff continued, as more grenades were | ofted against the road
around the fortress. Now there was dso fire directed downward toward those sheltering againgt the
gone, and the stink of the oily fudl of the man-burner was sickening. The flaming carrier, from which cries
and moans no longer came, gave enough illumination for the enemy above to am their streams of energy
and their bolts of fire.

A streak of brightnesslicked down the cliffside, and the dark shapeto hisright shrieked. He could hear
the sizzle of the body-fat, as the beam burned the woman to a shrunken wisp. He wanted to vomit, but
he had no time. His people must move now, or they would die here,

usdesdy.

He amed upward, pointing hisimprovised catapult weapon at agroin of rock high above his pogtion.
The thing gave aquiet cough, and aprojectile whizzed high, towing alength of cable. HewasIucky, for it
blew itsdf ahold into the stone of the dliff, and when he tugged hard

the connection held.

Around him, other launchersfired, and more cables snaked down from on high. Falville whistled, the
sound cutting through the din of faling rock and groaning wounded and roaring energy-beams from
above. Without waiting, he began to go up the sheer wall, trusting hisweight

and hislifeto the line and the grapnel. Others, too, were on their way up. He heard their grunting breaths
and the occasiondl curses, aswell asthe grating of boots as they scraped against the rock.

For some strange reason, he found himsdlf thinking of the Commander's grandmother, as he struggled up
the diff. It was no time for such lollygagging, he knew, but he had the strangest fedling that she was
looking over his shoulder ... Something clattered toward him, directly overhead, and he twisted Sdeways
on hiscable, trying to avoid it. A stone bounced off his shoulder and on down the dliff, leaving hisarm
half numbed, as he swung back againgt thewall and hung on, trying to get some strength back into his

orip.
He heard someone elsefdl. There was no outcry asthe body plunged past, and he wrenched his thought



away. If heand his people wereto live -- or at least to die to some effect -- they had to get up thiswall
of rock and into the rubble that topped the cliff.

Heflexed hisarm. Still numb. He pulled himsdf up with hisleft hand and reached the spot where the
grapnel had anchored itself. Once there, he stared up into the smoky darkness, where the outlines of the
stones above him gppeared in reddish outline. It looked passable.

Hewhistled shrilly, the sound cutting through the roar and hiss of the beams from above. All of hispeople
gl able to move would be struggling up toward him.

The hand moved at last, not well but enough to steady him as he gripped with the other one. He climbed
farther up, dug in hisheds, climbed again. Therewas ill adight bulge above him, and he knew he must
circumnavigateit, but for now it deflected the flame licking down toward his position. The rounding of
that bulge was something he refused to think about. If hefdl, then he must die, and that was that.

Hefet with cautious hands and feet, edging around, finding purchase, edging again. Behind him, he could

hear |abored breathing that told him someone €l se was close on his hedls. Then he was staring upward at

the point from which the beam wasissuing, now off to hisright. There was a crevice dongside, into which
he worked hisway and continued upward, asif climbing achimney.

It ended in aledge formed by aboulder spanning its width. He stood up cautioudly, to find his head
amog at the top of the rock; only adight upward heave brought his eyesleve with apoint at which he
could see about him. There were il carriers moving aong, their shields locked into place behind the
ports, blinding those ingde, except for the road directly ahead. Groups of armored men, their thermal
shielding bulky in the chaotic light, huddled around the two beamers that were backed to the cliff edge a
hundred yards apart, so asto focustheir fire downward.

No onewaslooking to the Sides, asfar as he could see. Anyone who did would be blinded by the fires
of their neighbors wegpons. Staring into the darkness would show them nothing.

Taking the chance, he heaved himself upward onto the surface of the cliff. Behind him there was another
grunt, and herolled out of theway of Gillen, who was agoatherd when she was not being awarrior.

"Where?' she whispered.

He pointed toward the road, where the last of the carriers had now passed. The dim lights were receding
toward the fortress, which was now enveloped in smoke and flame from the grenade launchers. So greet
was the tumult ahead that he felt sure no onein the carriers would spare any thought for anything behind.

"Watch. Then cross," he said. "Wait for reinforcements. Well come up the other side of the road, behind
the troops who are attacking those below us. Push them off the edge..." but she was gone aready, eding
over the rough terrain to disgppear into the darkness.

When no more came up the chimney or could be heard below, Falville turned to follow those who had
crossed dready. There werefifteen of them, waiting there with Gillen for further orders. He hunkered low
behind a sheltering boulder and gestured for them to bend close.

"Work down theline. Half of you form behind this nearest group of armor, half behind the other. They
know we are few, and they won't spare more than they have to for this small an operation. They're going
to concentrate on getting inside the fortress before the rest of us can

reach it to reinforce the people there. When you hear the whistle, rush them. Don't waste dugs-- push all



of them over, if you can manageit. And then follow me toward the fortress. Well surprise them, if we

They said nothing, but haf the group melted into the night, and only the noise of the beams and the
crackling of seared rock reached his ears. He counted steadily --forty-five, forty-six, forty-seven,
forty-eight, forty-nine-- fifty!

Hewhistled again, the carrying signd used by the foresters and herdsmen among whom he had grown
up. Herose, crouched into a protective huddle, and dashed toward the wide backs bending over the
controls and the nozzle of the wegpon. He surged into the nearest, knocking the unsuspecting tech off his
feet. The edge of the precipice was only ayard away, and the desperate man, redlizing his danger,
twisted frantically backward, trying to find a handhold before he

pitched over it.

On either Sde, others were struggling with their attackers, trying to reach hand weapons they had not
thought to need at their present task. Falville dropped to his knees and shoved the bulky body with dl his
might, sending it over into space. A long cry rose, ending in asoggy crunch, and Falville turned to help his

people.

Only five techs had manned this wegpon, and his seven people had overcome them dl. Three had gone
tojoin their fellow below and the fourth, who wore the flash of aweapons-master on the over-tunic
concedling his body armor, was captured. Thiswould be avauable prisoner, if they could secure him
long enough to have him interrogated by Shoye. The drugs experimenters had derived from native weeds
of Granary had proven useful for many purposes, not the least of which was the |loosening of tongues.

The beam wegpons were dtill bellowing their firesinto the darkness below. Falville was not familiar with
the devices, but he felt about, trying to find a switch that would stop the outflow of fudl. The valve was
there, and soon the licking flame dwindled. Set properly and made usable, thisthing could cut off those
who manned the carriers ahead from any support coming up behind.

Gillen, perceptive as dways, set her shoulder beside his, and they were joined by the others as they
heaved the bulky thing around to aim its deadly nozzle acrosstheroad. "How do you ignite the thing?'
asked FHeck, who seemed able to conquer almost anything mechanical. Hisfingerswere aready moving
over the control panel, feding out the various settings and avoiding the vave that adjusted the flow of
fud. Before Falville could reply, he gave asmall grunt and achuckle.

"Never mind. | found it. It'sno problem at al -- anidiot could use the thing."

"Whichiswhy Standish'sfools can useit.” Faville turned to face the man. ™Y ou stay here, Fleck. Well
need you to keep anyone from coming up behind us. Do you need any help with the nozzle?

"Not set theway it is. They were playing it down the cliff, and that took manpower. | can shoot it right
acrosstheroad, and if | need to angleit toward oncoming traffic | can shove the whole thing around a
bit. No problem, Sir. Can do.”

It was agreat comfort to have hisline of retreat secured. Any new arrivals on the scene would be
sgndled by thefiring of the flamer, which would give ample warning of trouble to come. And then what?
He shrugged and ran forward.

Therest of hisattack group was waiting in asemicircle of boulders between the north wall of the fortress



and the drop. The space was too narrow and rough for any vehicle and provided no route for anyone on
foot to escape toward the east, so the men from the carriers had I€eft it unguarded. It was perfect asa
gtaging point for their own activities.

Thelooming wall of the ingtallation screened the end of the curve of stones, dlowing Falvilletofind a
conceded pogition from which to signal those insde the fortress. Thistime he used a modified skyrocket
for his purpose, sending the sputtering thing, dug from his pack, over thewall a alow angle, so asto be
invisbleto those beyond the barrier.

After sometime, aline dropped down the wall, with amessage cylinder atached. Faville sent his
information aoft with that and turned again to hissmal troop. The carriers had positioned

themselves, once their contents were unloaded, in order to blast the westward wall of the fortress with
laser beamsfrom their turret weapons. It would take little of that sort of fire to penetrate the

stone, which was dready crackling and popping as interna moisture expanded and seams were driven
apart by the pressure.

Sdlevalay gasping in her nook on the hillside, trying to get her breath. The action of the past hours had
been s0 intense that she had felt asif she had been drawn aong by atornado, whirling madly inits
destructivetail.

The night was waning now, and Falville and his people were waiting for asigna from thefort before
attacking the Commander's men. That gave her achanceto rest a bit, assuring her quivering flesh it had
not suffered persondly any of the devastating injuries she had been experiencing through the device. She
knew, now, how it felt to be seared to ash by abeam weapon. She had died three times, each death
different in detail but smilar in outraged astonishment before peace followed it. She found it impossibleto
stand up, for her body had

accepted itsdlf asterribly wounded. It wasimpossible to makeit return to normal smply by willingiit.

She had not redlized, before this day, how much of what the body experiencesis smply the perception of
the mind. Actuality, she began to suspect, might be afar different thing from what the senses and the
brain conceived it to be. Which was the sort of thing that the philosopher she had once been could
appreciate, but the warrior she was again becoming could not spare the time to pursue. She must deep,
or the next spurt of action might well kill her, through stress.

Shewas, after dl, very old, no matter how fine her health might be. And she must liveto take thisdevice,
with itstrapped agonies, to her grandson.

Chaepter Five
Reports



The stronghold had been reinforced with more guards, better €l ectronic sensors, more monitors. Standish
was certain no one could reach himin his private complex, mow. That madman Jeroboah would be
frugtrated in hisinsane attemptsto frighten the ruler of Station.

A sonatawastrilling its notes ... Telemann, thistime. Standish had a penchant for the more mathematical
of the ancient composers. He nodded in time to the music, as he studied the readout from the most recent

engagemen.

Stormwall would fall, of course, no matter how desperately the peasants defended it. It could not matter
how many others came from the countryside to climb itswalls and throw their puny bodies between his
men and their legitimate prey. Thiswas merely adday -- avery dight

one, hewas sure -- before the end.

There came a chirp from an adjacent monitor, and he touched a key, activating the screen. Karmann's
sguare face sprang into focus. There were lines about his eyes, bracketing his mouth, that had not been
there yesterday .

Theron Standish frowned. "Y es?' Histone was harsh. Not even with his cousin did he alow any hint of
humanity to show through hisveneer of frozen cam.

"Thetroops up on Stormwall are trapped. Reinforcements are being destroyed by a beam weapon -- it
has to be one of ours. Groups of the rebels have dug in up and down the top of the escarpment to harry
our armor. They have captured at least three carriers, with their wegpons

sysemsintact.

"Stormwall is, for al practica purposes, ddivered from our Sege and unrecoverable at thistime.”
Karmann did not ook happy. He stared from the screen at Standish. "Our grandmother is not to be
found. Sheleft her homein the Vineyard two days ago, and no servant hastold us

where she went. We have only one of them left dive, and | have decided that since neither the drug nor
torture has loosed their tongues, they truly did not know."

Standish dgpped his hand flat on the desktop. "I haven't enough problems with thisrebelliousworld to
tame and these ignorant peasantsto put in their places ... no, | must dso be deviled by a crazy
grandmother, who should have been put in restraints long ago!

"Find her, Karmann, and lock her away in her own house, with our own people to make certain she does
not escape. If our enemies should get their hands on her, they might think they had some leverage over
me. It might make them bold."

Karmann looked even more unhappy, but he nodded. "1 will do my best," he said. "But you know
Sdleva. She might be anywhere, doing anything. Sheisnot your usua old woman, content to Sit by her
fireand play with her cat. Y ou are younger than I. Y ou do not remember her

asshewas."

Standish grunted. He remembered her -- too well, even though he had been a child when she negotiated
that agreement with the Traders, when she became Commander. One of the things that had shaped his
character was the way she got the terms she wanted from the Traders Consortium by kidnapping their
team of negotiators when they came down to parlay with her.



He amost chuckled. She held them hostage until their companies allowed the most favorable terms ever
granted afood-producing world. Trace minerdsin Granary's soils proved to be necessary for human
health in space. Only that fact and her ruthlessness dlowed that loose

confederation of Grangesto grow strong enough to do the things he was now attempting.

Other Granaries whimpered about the hedls of the Consortium of Traders, begging the Cooperative of
Worldsfor rdief from their disma economies when the Traders grew stingy with trade goods. Hiswas
the single one that could cooperate with the others or go it alone, without

fear of reprisal. The contract she forced from the Traders wasiron-clad, and to breach it would be to
destroy the very foundation of the Cooperative. She had studied the laws governing the Cooperative and
closed every hidden loophole the contracts contained. They wept, but they signed, smply because of her
world's uniquely nutritious food supply. He did not underestimate his grandmother. It frightened him that
she should be missing.

Standish clicked down akey and Karmann's face was gone. The man was dependable, it wastrue. He
had a doglike affection for hisyounger cousin. But he wasawaorrier ... that was hisworst weakness. If he
continued to dlow the vagaries of an old woman to digtract him from his

duties, he would become expendable. Sad. Theron sighed and returned to the casudlty lits, the tallies of
lost equipment. The tale the readouts told was not favorable, and he began to drum hisfingers on the
polished wood, in timeto the music.

Something would have to be done, not only about those stubborn holdouts on Stormwall, but also about
his no less rebdllious ancestress. She had been athorn in hisside for long enough. It was time sheer old
agetook her to her grave. Who would care -- or would dare to say aword if he did care -- if onesingle
gray-haired femal e ceased to breathe? He tapped a code into one of the keyboards, and a screen lit up,
without showing the face behind it.

"Cozarre, | have atask for you."
There came an anonymous grunt from the machine.

"Y ou know my grandmother, Seleva Karmann? | want her to ... reach her peace at last. She has gone
missing, but | am certain you can find her if you take your Sniffer and put your mind to it. When you do,
make certain she gives me no more problems. Ever.” Theron smiled gently and again nodded to the
rhythm of Telemann's sonata

There came another grunt from the communications system, assuring him that his order had been heard
and understood. Cozarre had never failed him, and he had no doubt that this order, too, would be
successfully carried out.

Asto Stormwall -- the Commander of Station had more than one sort of wegponry at his command.
Those who flew the machines the Traders had brought in their last shipment, before becoming so cautious
with their more sophisticated equipment, were about to come into their own.

* % %

In his ramshackle house, which not asingle member of Standish's staff or guard had ever inspected, so
obvioudy derdlict it seemed, Jeroboah leaned back comfortably in atattered chair. He watched the many
tiny monitorsthat pocked thewalls surrounding him. One, set at a



convenient angle, covered al of Standish's Stronghold from drillground to the inner sanctum of the
Commander.

The gnomish man chuckled. How distraught the Commander would beif he knew that his arch-enemy
had tapped into the frequencies of every dement of the surveillance equipment. Not only could he
observe his prey without effort, he could also midead and monitor any of those

guardian mechanisms, using only his pocket-sized computer. The memory of Standish's ook when he
saw, instead of his cousin, hisworst tormentor standing at his door was one that Jeroboah treasured,
even though he had been present only as a hologram and had viewed it through

Standish's own monitoring system.

Today was one of the good days, the inventor decided. He remembered clearly anumber of things that
tended to become lost in the tangle of hismind. He knew, for instance, that Seleva Karmann was,
indeed, alive. He suspected she had been the one who took his least orthodox invention from its cabinet
and carried it away, on her lagt visit to him. He had a suspicion concerning the use to which she might put
it, and that thought filled him with boyish glee.

Being erratic was sometimes a problem, he had found, but there was nothing like it for keeping onéslife
interesting. He might forget to eat. He might lose his friends through the crannies of hisancient mind, but
he would never lose sight of hismain purposein life, which was making life miserable for Theron
Standish.

Favillelay on the cot, holding himself still by a gargantuan effort. The burnsthat had seared hisentire left
sde, as molten rock poured over him, had |eft the damaged nerves screaming, though he had managed,
so far, to keep hisjawslocked over his cries. The remnants of his people lay about the walls, few
unwounded, al weary and yet smiling.

The siege was broken. Stormwall was free of the Commander's troops. Scorched hulks of severa
cariers, il filled with smoking carcasses of the men inside, littered the space about the walls, which
were damaged badly, and many of the defenders were damaged almost as severely.

The physician who had attended those assigned to the fortress was dead, killed in one of the sweeps of
liquid flame the carriers had cast. The other, who had come with the general’s people, was exhausted. He
had tended burns and wounds from bursting rock fragments and shock and

head injuries from fals until he had dropped where he stood.

Now Selevawatched over the ward of wounded, her hooded eyes heavy with fatigue. It seemed to
Favillethat shefdt, indgde hersdf, the agonies he had endured, aswell asthose of hisfellows on the row
of cots running down the dim-lit corridor. Her face was paper-pale, lined

deeply, her eyes purple-shadowed. From timeto time, she quivered, very dightly.

If Falville had not been concentrating on her, trying to take his mind totaly away from histortured body,
he would not have noticed those movements. Asit was, he became so fascinated by her reactions, timed
precisdaly to the worst twinges from his burns, that he began to intuit what it was that she had done.



He gestured for her to bend over him, and she cameto his sSide at once. "What do you need?' she
asked.

"How isit ... that you fed ... what | fed?" he gasped. "You do. | have ... seenit. How?"'

She frowned, and his own surge of pain was reflected in her silver eyes, as she braced herself against the
flood of agony. When the worst had passed, she straightened, and her hand went to an ornament hooked
to her belt. She detached asmall box from the thing and held it for him to see.

"Thisisan unusua device" shesad. "It gathers suffering into afocus, usng measitslens. And it stores
that pain againgt afuture need, when it can be transferred to another nervous system.”

"But why should you need such athing?' Faville asked, saring a the shining thing. "What useisit?’

"Therewill come atimewhen | will have need, beieve me," she said. "Now hereisyour medication. Itis
timeat last to ease your pain.”

Shelifted his head, and he burned and shrieked internaly and drank. Darkness was welcome, when it
came,

Chapter Six
Sormwall

Sdleva had read the Stuation at Stormwall accuratdly, even before General Coville called amesting of his
officers. Shewasincluded as a matter of courtesy, even though her project was obscure and personal
and highly questionable. When she went into the central chamber where the

walls still stood, unpenetrated by the searing beams of the energy weapons, she found amuch diminished
group gathered about the table that Coville was using as a desk.

Helooked up as she entered, and she could see he was both exhausted and worried. "Y ou have had
news," she said, before he could speak. "And it has not made you happy.”

Hewidened hislips, but it was not agrin. ™Y ou might say that," he agreed. "My peoplein Station have
sent word that the Commander is readying his flying troop. We cannot withstand an attack from the air,
Mistress Karmann. That is obvious. The walls would have been breached

entirdly if the ground attack had lasted an hour longer."

"So you must withdraw your people a once, in order to keep from losing any more," she said. Her tone
was sharp and commanding, and he seemed surprised at her insstence. "To lose Stormwall will open the
northern reaches, the entire grain-growing entity, to the inroads of the

Commander. The only way to stop himisto starve him out. Station islimited in its capacitiesfor crops.
Foodstuff has alway's been brought in for the locd inhabitants. With the grain fieldsin his hands, the
Commander will be much harder to bring to ahalt.

"My grandson isahard man to stop, anyway," she said. "Believe me, | havetried since hewasachild to
stop his more outrageous errors of behavior. But losing the people here on Stormwall issmply going to



weaken you, without keeping the grain farms out of hisgrasp. If you withdraw your peopleinto
Coldfellow Wood, avoiding the roads and the open fields, hisflying troops cannot locate you easily from
thearr."

The Generd stared &t her, turning pale. She hastened to reassure him as much as possible. "'l understand
that their sophigticated surveillance equipment never was brought on-planet. The Traders claimed they
werein short supply, but it might be that someone in the Consortium suspects that Theron has gone mad.
| would withhold such weaponry and equi pment from anyone who might pose a problem for me, believe
me"

Covillelooked down at the maps on thetable. "I have been consderingit,” hesaid. "If | leave asmdll
group heretoresst aslong aspossible... "

"They will bekilled and lost to your cause," Sdlevasaid. "Run, General. Run like mad, taking al your
people with you, the wounded too. | do not trust my grandson to dedl gently even with those no longer
ableto fight against him. Take them -- or kill them. Either is better than the things Standish is capable of
inventing for them.”

His bushy browsrose. "Y ou truly believe he would abuse my wounded?"

"I know hewould," she said. "Get ready, and go as soon as you can. | have abad fedling about this.
Thingsare moving againg us, even now. My advice, though | have no right to offer it, isto get into the
wood."

Lemmon spoke from the shadows. "I agree, General. And Shoye and | have devised away to carry the
wounded in fair comfort. Wet, oiled shegpskins rolled about them should keep the burned from the worst
of their pain. We have enough air littersto carry them dl. If we're

alive, we can keep fighting. If we're dead, we're out of it, and there's nothing more we can do.”
Shoye nodded agreement, his eyes dark-shadowed but aert.

"Then wewill go. Itiswhat | wanted to do, but | hesitate even now to leave the fortress.”
"Then blow it." That voice came from the doorway, and it was shocking and familiar.

"Falville! How did you get here? Y ou couldn't move without screaming.” The Generd rose and put a
steadying hand benesth his elbow; the officer winced at the pressure.

"Fase skin. Thereisabit of it left, and Saleva, here, made them use some of it on me. Sheclamed | was
needed. I'm not much good, but | can walk and talk, and maybe | can oversee blowing up the fortress. It
isamost wrecked, asitis."

Shoye grinned savagdly, teeth glinting in the light. "Wewill go together,” hesaid. "And | will set the
chargeswhere you advise meto. If we have the time, we will bring it down."

Coville stared at the pair for amoment. Then he nodded. "Get busy. I'll tart everything dse.”

Selevasmiled and turned back toward the hall where the wounded were kept. 1t was going to be tough,
moving them over rough terrain. Burnswere so painful ... she would gather alot of fresh agony for her
device, as she helped to get these wounded into cover.

But she stopped at the door, overtaken by a sudden inspiration. She turned to stare at Coville. "Have
you succeeded in making contact with the rebelsin Coldfellow Wood?" she asked him.



Hisface turned even grayer, and the lines about his eyes deepened. "No. | have sent several emissaries,
and only onereturned. Hewas till dive ... just enough to pass on the word to me. And then he died.
They do not take kindly to anyone, those refugees in the wood. They have not been kindly treated by the
Granges."

"Then dlow meto go to them. If they kill me, I am only one old woman, no lossto your troop strength. If
they do not, smply because | can pose no thresat to them, perhaps | can persuade them their best chance
for surviva lieswith us, rather than aone againgt Theron's resources.”

Faville made a sudden gesture, cut off quickly because of the pain it caused him. Coville bent his heed
and stared down at the map before him. Neither spoke for amoment.

Lemmon cameto stand beside Seleva. "I am not dangerousto look at. | could go with Madame
Karmann to Coldfellow Wood. Together, it may be that we can make those stubborn peopleredizeitis
not only they who stand at risk now. The wholeworld will go, intime, if Standishisvictorious.

"He has not the judgment to consolidate his conquered peoples and make them work together
productively. He will endave everyone, destroy too much, work to degth &l those who do not rebel and
diefighting him. Let me go, Genera. We will have abetter chance of returning, | think, than any men you
might send to try to insure safe passage through the forest.”

Coville looked up from the map. His big brown hand spanned the space between the fortress and the
high country beyond Coldfellow. "It isthe only route. Any other would take us across cleared fields or
aong roads, and that would invite disaster. | would never dlow this; if | thought there were any other
way. Now | say yes. Both of you may go, but only after you take the time to reconsider. Y ou may never
return, believe me."

Sdlevanodded, her face grim. "Bedieve me, General Coville, | know those rebdl s better than you. Some
used to be workers on my family's farms, before Theron grew so grest. They have good reason to hate
and fear him. They have no reason to hate me, for they know that | tried al

| could to stand between them and my mad grandson.”

Lemmon pushed past her into the corridor. With aweary shrug, the old woman followed her, asthe
troopmistress hurried to delegate her own duties among her troops. "I will find packs and afew supplies
for us, in case we are cut off before we gain our goal,” Seleva said to her retreating back. "1 will meet you
by the offal gate on the lowest level of the fortress, when | am ready. It will be dark soon, and we should
be ableto leave without being seen, even if Theron has set spiesto watch.”

It was entirely dark when she heard Lemmon'’s boots grating against the stone of the floor. On this lowest
level, where prisoners were kept and sometimes tortured in the days before the old colony came fully
under the control of the Cooperative of Worlds, the only light came from

her hand-generated dectric torch. As she squeezed the handle of the generator, she saw Lemmon's
sguare face blossom againgt the dark.

"All ready,” grunted the troopmigiress. "Where'syour gate?!

Selevamoved to the seemingly blank wall at the end of thelow corridor and reached upward. A chain
met her fingers, and she hooked into it and pulled downward. The counterweight almost svung her of f
her feet, and the younger woman came to lend her weight, as a square doorway was reveaed by the



diding pandsthat closed it from the outer air.

From this hidden dot, the bodies of the dead, the garbage from the kitchens farther down the corridor,
and various spies had been gected from the fortress, over the generations of its use. Asthey went
through the opening, stooping amost double, Selevarecalled the festurd esswall that showed from insde
and out, by day. Clever people, the ancestors of her kind, she thought.

Then they were out in the cold air of Stormwall, standing in asheltered pocket behind the densewalls
and hearing the wind whistle past the crend ations high above them. Off to the south and eadt, the hills
bulked aong the skylinein ablack wal that patterned itself againgt the Sars.

"Wewill go dong the old track the outlaws used to take to cross Stormwall," said Seleva, dmost to
hersdf. "If itisill there..."

"Itis" said Lemmon. Her firm hand shot out of the night and took Seleva'sarm. "Let me hold onto you.
Neither of uswantsto be lost from the other. We can't go cdling aloud. Comethisway. | suspect | have
traveled that route snce you have."

Sdevagrimaced. "Some hdf-century since, infact,” she said. "Come, my child, let us move. We must
clear the road for our people, and we have so littletime.”

The ornament at her waist gave a sudden throb of agony, which acted as a stimulant to her fatering body.
Straightening, Seleva Karmann moved besde the troopmistress into the preci pitous track leading down
from Stormwall. The wind picked up strength out of the north and pelted them with dead |leaves and grit
blown from the top of the escarpment.

Chapter Seven
Coldfellow Wood

Arvid Strindberg sat in the top of atree, staring off toward the distant bulk of Stormwall. Something had
been going on there ... flares of energy had lighted the night sky, and the sound of shattering rocks had
crackled even into the reaches of the surrounding forest. The disturbance had been so long-lasting and
furiousthat the lookouts in this northernmost part of the wood had sent for the leader of the rebels.
Something wasin thewind, and it boded no good for those who

sheltered among the trees.

Thewar in thefidds and pastures, the hillsand valleys of Tellich had not yet extended into their domain,
but Strindberg knew the time would come when it must. The rumors gathered by those he sent into
marketplaces and farming communities had been filled with desperate foreboding, though with little hard
informetion.

Though it had not been recently that the last such informant had found hisway back into the wood,
Strindberg had put together al the things he had heard, all the facts he knew about those involved in the
areas surrounding Station, and his persona knowlege of the redlity that was Theron Standish, and he now
felt he knew what was happening, to some extent.

It did not make him happy to know his suspicions were probably correct. But that prolonged combat on
Stormwal| told him much. The people of Tellich were ressting Standish. What it was that Standish
proposed to do with conquered areas of Granary €luded hislogical processes, but Strindberg had a gut



fedling it was nothing good, either for the people or the planet. He had learned long since that Standish
was amegaomaniac.

It had been his mother who precipitated the disaster, strangely enough. Shewas aheder and herbalist,
known throughout the truck farming areafor her success with fevers and suppurating wounds. Shewas
a so beautiful in the way that some women grow into, asthey age with grace and wisdom and sdlf
control.

Standish had been brought to her with abroken collarbone, after falling from an inspection platform at the
locd fair, someten years past, and he had coveted this woman who looked at him with cool and
assessing eyes. Arvid had seen it happen ... asort of non-physicd lust had taken control of the
Commander.

He had wanted L.ilias Strindberg as a possession, like the many others, male and femae, that he was,
even then, collecting in his Stronghold. The fact that she had chosen Liston Strindberg for her mate, long
years since, and had borne him children who were now adults did not affect the Commander'sintentions
inthelead.

When Liliasrgected hisinvitation to accompany him to Station, ostensibly ashisnurse, shedid it gently,
asshe did most things. Thismided Standish into believing her to be gentle and easily

overawed, although her son Arvid could have told him thiswas afatal mistake. Hetried to take liberties
with her person, to proveto her that he was her master.

She broke his arm, to match his collarbone, when he attempted to force her. Standish never forgot, and
he never forgave. He had no experience with objects of hisdesire daring to resst, much lessinjuring him.
When he recovered sufficiently to manage it, he returned to Tellich and gave the ruling Grange there an
ultimatum.

They must outlaw dl of Liliass children, hang them if they caught them, and keep a price on their heads
forever, if they were not captured. Otherwise Tdlich would find no outlet for its vegetables and its pork.
The shuttle would be forecl osed to any produce from the area, and the goods the Traders left on the
platform in exchange for their foodstuffs would be athing of the padt.

Thisincluded dl replacement parts for any machinery or equipment manufactured off-world. In addition,
he threatened to interdict the sophisticated medica suppliesthat those on the planet needed to keep them
hedlthy. There was only one answer to give him. The Grange agreed, after Arvid, hissgter, and his
brother had sent word for them to do it. By that time, Liliass brood and their families had taken to the
woods.

Liliasand Liston disappeared with such thoroughness that not even the resources of Station had ever
located them again. Standish had tried repestedly to find the woman who dared to resist him, as Arvid
had observed through his spies till living in the communities. A wounded ego was ametter the
Commander'sfrail mental baance could not withstand.

It amused her son mightily to think that Lilias and her husband were now servantsin the Stronghold,
keeping watch on the man they both knew to be dangerous to their world. Healing was not the only art
the herbalist knew -- she had changed her appearance and that of Arvid's

father so he would not recognize them, himsdf, if he should see them again. No word had cometo him
from them in three years, yet Arvid knew with an inner certainty that they were till aive and well and
busy ferreting out secrets the Commander surely did not want known.



He stared again at Stormwall's sharp ridge. The sky was dark with cloud, and the wind was blowing
sharply, even into this sheltered spot. An early fall seemed to be upon them, and probably awinter harsh
enough to starve many and to make al of his people miserable andill.

He sighed as he climbed down from the tree and stretched his cramped muscles. He had stayed doft
longer than he intended.

As he beckoned to Garet, his closest friend and lieutenant, motion was discernible among the bushes that
fringed the wood on the north. Someone was approaching the forest, he knew with sudden certainty.
That might signa danger for his people.

The four lookouts who had gathered there disappeared asif by magic, while Arvid and Garet dropped
and crawled through the surrounding undergrowth to a point from which they could see the path leading
into thewood. Theforest's paths had been arranged with artful naturalness

to seem untouched by human devices. Y et they laid the utmost difficulty in theway of anyonethinking to
walk dong any of them. The path leading in was deliberatdly arranged to give watchers agood view of
anyonefollowing it, while they remained unseen and unsuspected.

Arvid was able to see that those who came through the brush found the path with some ease. Thistold
him they were no purblind folk of the villages, able to tread on a hornbeast without suspecting its
presence. And they moved quietly, once they were past the thick-growing

bushes that were tangled together with stickery vines.

When they came past thefirst of the many deep bendsin the way, he saw, too, that they were women.
One was youngish, square-built, walking with the easy tread of a person ready at any ingtant to repel an
attack. The other wasold, tiny ... surely too fragileto risk hersdlf in the

forest with winter a her heds.

He glanced aside at Garet and quirked an eyebrow. These two seemed too innocent, too unthreatening.
It had been his experience that nobody at al was as lacking in danger as the two women appeared.
Whoever traveled at their hedl's, hoping to take advantage of the distraction

they might cause, would be surprised. Fatally so.

He sgndled with atrill that ended with the characteristic chirp of the graybesk warbler. A redl bird took
up the melody, making it unnecessary for him to contribute the second part of his message. Ashe
watched, the two on the path were suddenly surrounded by men -- there

were only three, but they were so large and so bulky they seemed to envelop their quarry, instead of
standing before and behind them.

The gray-brown homespun clothing the captors made them seem dmost invisible. That was, Strindberg
thought, the reason why those few who had ever escaped their clutches had told tales of being accosted
by ghostsin Coldfellow Wood. Even as he rose to confront the newcomers,

however, histhought was interrupted by the sudden disruption of the group on the path.

Valle, the biggest of the men, flew off the path and into atangle of wirebush, landing with a crunch of
branches and the ripping of cloth. The wirebush lived up to its name. Before he had completed his
graceful arc, Carrick went backward into the vine-grown tangle and disappeared



with athump. So. One, at least, of these women wasawarrior of greet skill, if of little bulk. Even as
Strindberg moved swiftly up the path, the third of his men sank onto the path, out cold.

"Bedill, or youwill die" he said, hisvoice cold asthe wind that now whistled among the treetops.

The young woman turned on her hedl, her hands moving toward her belt. He could not have said why he
did not kill her, but he aimed his pellet wegpon with quick precision, and she went down, stunned but not
dead.

The old woman looked down at her companion, then up a him. She smiled grimly, and he saw in that
instant her likenessto Theron Standish. He legped over the fallen men, his bulk and weight forgotten, and
struck her down where she stood. She crumpled at hisfeet, her white hair stained with blood that welled
fromacut in her scalp. She looked like a broken toy, thrown away into the forest, and he felt a sudden
surgeof guilt.

Standish had many relatives on Granary ... dl the hundred and fifty thousand inhabitants were, perforce,
the descendants of the origind thousand colonists, planeted there a hundred generations

before. There was no reason why anyone he met might not resemble the Commander.

"Blast my temper!" he muttered, as he bent to lift the dmost weightless ancient. " She couldn't hurt me, if
shetried."

Garet caught up the other woman and kicked hisfalen felow, gill lying amid the vines. "Up, you lazy
beast," he said. "Thiswoman sent you flying like skill-balsinto anet. What a come-down for the great
Carrick, who wrestles six-legged predators for fun and attacks armies

alone, according to your own accounts. Come along back to the Center with us. Arvid is going to want
to tak with you."

Valetoo, groaning in the middle of the wirebush, began to move. Additiond ripstold of his progress, as
he extricated himself and stood once again on the path. "My head!" he moaned. "My back! What hit
me?'

Garet began to shake with laughter. "Come dong, oh great and terrible warrior. We will find the answer
to that, among other things, when we reach the camp.”

Arvid was going ahead, hislong legs moving soundlesdy through the ferns and vinesthat overhung the
path, hisbig feet landing silently, carrying him and his burden toward the late-summer encampment of his
refugee people. He wasthinking hard, moving automatically to avoid the pitfals he had personaly
designed for the downfal of any gpproaching enemy.

Who were these women who had come done to Coldfellow Wood? There was no one following them --
his watchmen out in the brush would have whistled if there had been any sgn of that. Why had two
women come into hisdomain? If it were for treachery, he would be on guard. They would have no
chanceto betray his people to those who hunted them. And if not?

Hewould find the answer to that, if it required the truth-weed to do it.



Chapter Eight
To Hold aKarmann is Never Easy

Strindberg arrived at the seasona camp far ahead of hisfelows, and Nedra met him before the shelter
they shared. Shelooked at the unconscious woman in hisarms and caught her bregth harshly.

"Who isthat? And what have you done?' she asked, turning into the cramped space where she kept their
supplies. "Put her here on the cot. There. Lay her flat while | get water and a cloth. She'sbleeding badly.”

"Scalp wounds do that," he said, trying to keep histone undisturbed. He straightened the thin arms, the
legs, the disarranged tunic and trousers. "This may be a spy from Standish's sde of the

fence. Or it may be someone trying something on behaf of the farmers. Well see. If she'sinnocent, I'm
sorry | hit her. But if she'sathreat, shell die.”

Nedragtared a him, and he saw in her eyes the deep understanding they shared, even though she
disagreed with his attitude. He had battled it out with himsalf long ago -- one who is the hunted cannot
afford mercy. Those who wanted his death would never rest, and he knew it; to take a chance was
foolish.

"Isthere truthweed in the stores?' he asked her, looking upward at the hanging bunches of herbs she
gathered every summer againgt the needs of the winter.

Sowly, painfully, they were learning that Granary did, indeed, supply the medicina needs of these
newcomers. It would require generations of careful testing, since they had been cut off from the offworld
supplies of Stronghold, to find which were the things that worked and which the ones that killed.

Shereached to take down awithered baich of leaves from among others hanging in pairsfrom abrittle
centra stem. "'l do not gather agreat ded of it, but this should be enough to |oose the tongues of this one
and another, too. But handleit carefully.”

"Y ou keep cautioning me, but | know how dangerousit can be," he objected, taking the bunch and
putting it into afold of cloth that he deposited in his pocket. "How many captives have | killed with the
Suff?"

"Too many," shesad. "When they die after taking the dose, you learn nothing, and, innocent or guilty,
you have sentenced them to degath. Y ou take proper care, or | will gather no more, and thereis not
another soul among your brainless crew who could tell a stickery-vine from ahoney-apple.”

He sghed. Nedrawas the perfect mate -- she had followed him into exile without awhimper. She had
reared their two daughtersin the forest under far less than comfortable circumstances. Now her children
were grown and leading small groups of their own, over the mountainsin the uplands above Sterne Rift
and Ellanish, she used her timewisdly, nursing the sick, learning al she could about the effects of the
herbs she gathered and tested (usudly upon hersdlf), and mastering the art of persona combat.

That last seemed to be a thing whose time was coming swiftly, and Arvid was glad she recognized the
necessity before he must advise her to prepare for it. Now, however, she bent over the unconscious
woman, more concerned for this possible enemy than Arvid liked for her to be. She had fought him,
severd times, over thekilling of spieswho had infiltrated their ranks, inssting he provide more proof than



was possiblein their circumstances.

Heturned and |eft the room to check on the other captive. She had been taken directly to the compound
reserved for those who must be held againgt their wills. There were more and more of those as Standish
tried repeatedly to move his own agentsinto a position from which they could destroy the free peoplein
the forest.

Only two ragged boys, gill ingsting they had hunted for lost goats, and an old man too addled to
remember his name were confined there, at present. Arvid suspected the ancient was an informant sent
by the Grange of Tellich, which had never given up its pro forma attempts

to capture him and his siblingsin order to ingratiate themsel ves with the Commander.

A thought made Strindberg pause in the middle of the path. If Standish now was attacking Tellich, would
the ruling Grange, congsting of the most prominent landhol ders and the most efficient tenant farmers, il
exis? And would they, if they did exist, fill care about

bringing his people to book? He shook his head to didodge theillogical thought and went to Sare
through the poles of the wooden cage that enclosed the prisoners. The square-faced woman he had
stunned was holding her head in her hands, but she made no sound as she sat on the

dried leaves hegped into one corner.

He could see the long musclesin her arms, where they emerged from the deeves of her heavy wrap. The
muscles of afighter, without doubt. These women must have been sent either by Standish or by the
President of the Grange!

Garet emerged from the hut he shared with his brother Garn. " She came around quickly, that one. A
tough woman, | should say. She said nothing, but she looked holes through me when | put her into the
cage. Do you have the truthweed?"

Arvid sghed. "Nedra gave me some, but you know how she feels about captives. Well have to wait until
everyone degps, tonight, before we question those two. My wife will be hard to live with, asit s, if we
must kill them. If she hasto watch us question them, shélll send me out into the forest to deep with the
wolves"

Garet laughed, understanding. ™Y ou live with ashe-wolf," he said. "Some envy you her strength and
loydty, but not one enviesyou her tongue.”

They went to find Vale and Carrick, who had sought out the medic to tend their various cuts and
abrasions. Neither was kindly disposed toward either of the captive women. They agreed it would be
best to question the pair after the camp went to itsrest, using persuasion, if that would suffice, truthweed
if not. And ajudicious begting, Vale observed, never did any woman much harm, anyway.

Arvid thought of what would happen if he ever tried beating Nedra and shuddered. A knifein the gut
would be theleast of his punishments, he guessed.

The other women, lessthan haf of the complement in the forest, were tough, aswell, ill-disposed toward
any maewho raised an intemperate hand toward them. There was no tradition of abuse of women or
children among his people, though sometimes he wastempted to try it.

Tonight, in fact, something of the sort would be a possibility.

* % %



Selevawoke and stared up into a darkness striped with distant firelight. The roof above her was patched
with reddish flickers, asthelight found its way between the laths and strips forming the walls of the place
inwhich shelay.

Shetried to recdl just what had happened, but her principal impression wasthat of a huge shape leaping
toward her. Nothing but darkness followed that recollection. She tested out her limbs, her muscles,
feeling thefamiliar aches and cramps that had come with age, but aso enduring adreadful throbbing in
her head.

She reached to touch her face, but her hands were tied before her with strips of soft cloth. Her ankles
were amilarly bound. Shewriggled to the Sde of the narrow cot on which she lay and moved her legs off
the edge, forcing her body upright as she sat.

Now she could see out between the poles at eye-leve. A watchfire bloomed in the middle of asmall
clearing. She could seefirdit branches overhanging the spot. That should hideit from the arr by day, if not
in darkness. Good planning, she thought, as she tried to see through the murk.

There were huts around the clearing, each tucked benesth a huge tree. Again, good thinking had
prevailed. Though she could not see any of them clearly, she suspected they were dl temporary
congtruction like the onein which she sat, made to come down hurriedly and to be moved through the
forest to another campsite.

As she watched, someone strode across the clearing and spoke to an invisible watchman beyond her
field of vison. Shethought it must be the big man who had struck her ... this one waked with the same
bearlike gait, agile and swift for one so large. He looked asif he might be coming toward her.

Shefét for the smdl slver ornament a her waist. It was dtill there, and she sighed with relief. 1t looked
like an inexpensive bauble -- the sort that people tend to wear for sentimenta reasons. The leads that
went through the leather of her belt to make contact with her own skin and nerves were so unobtrusive
that a casud observation would never reved anything unusua about the thing.

Sdleva pressed her ebow inward againgt the button. A jolt of horrifying agony surged through her,
making her adrenalskick in, her heart speed up, her mind sharpen into instant focus. And, in that moment
of augmented awareness, she redlized something important. She smiled as the door was pushed open and
the burly man stepped indgde.

It took amoment for him to redlize she was Sitting -- he had been out in the firdight, and hiseyes
required abit of adjustment. Heinhaed quickly when he saw her a last. Y ou are awake -- that is
good," hesaid. "We are going to join your friend, outside. Here, let me cut loose your feet." A quick
motion with his knife set her ankles free, and she moved them, stretching and flexing her toes so their
numbness would not make her fal when she sood again.

"Come on. My friends are waiting for us." He caught her under the elbow and pulled her upright, where
she swayed for an ingtant on her tingling feet. Then she could walk, and she was propelled ahead of her
captor as he crossed the firdlit space again and pushed her into the

shelter of athick stand of smaler trees. She hadted when his hand moved away from her arm. Although
she gill swayed ahit, she found her balance and stood waiting.

"Vdlel Do you have her?'



There came agiring of curses, which told Sdlevathat Lemmon had made afight of it, and afrantic rustle
of movement told her the troopmistress had not yet given it up. Another voice came from the shadows.
"She bit him good, then kicked him whereit hurts the most. Old Valewon't be the man hewasfor quite
awhile”

"Close your mouth, you brainlessfool!" said thefirgt voice. "Yes, | have her. Come and get it over with
beforel kill her, Arvid. Whoever taught thisoneto fight did ared job of it."

Arvid pulled Sdevainto the thicket, and shefdt the dender branches, still leafy in this sheltered spot,
whip about her ears. Then she stood in the center of atiny spacelit by adim lanthornin which acandle
burned.

Lemmon lay againgt astone beyond the light, her handstied and her dark eyes blazing with fury. They
had neglected to tie her feet down to something solid, and Saleva guessed she had begun kicking
wickedly when her captors were distracted by the approach of the big man.

Sdlevanodded to her reassuringly, though she knew Lemmon could have no idea of the weapon she had
at her command. The men who crouched on ether side of her looked somewhat the worse for wear,
their scratches and bruises from the first encounter now being augmented by a

black eye, ahand that dripped blood from a severe bite, and a pronounced tendency on the part of Vale
to favor hislower torso. The old woman amost chuckled aoud, no matter how badly her head was

pounding.

"Y ou have wasted your time and energy,” Seleva said, her tone quiet and quite calm. "We cameto you
from Generd Coville, who commands the remnant of troops under the very last of the Grangemasters of
Tédlich, Shemyona Fenn. We came to make atruce with you, so those who survived Stormwall may
travel through the forest to the hills and the mountains beyond.”

Sheturned to stare far up into Arvid Strindberg's shadowed eyes. " Surely you are not so stupid or o
removed from what passesin the countryside around you as to doubt that Theron Standish isyour

enemy!”'

The man looked asimmovable as Sterne Rift itsdf. He shook hishead. "All are our enemies, the Grange
of Tellich not the least of them. And if Shemyona Fenn isthe |last of the Council, good riddance to them
al. Do you expect usto believe that al of those are gone and only Fenn isleft to direct this country? An
unlikely tale. And you — you look too much like Standish himsdlf to be any but blood kin. Why should
we believeyou?'

Sdevadrew hersdf upright. "I am Seleva Karmann, grandmother of the Commander of Station. | am my
grandson's most determined enemy, though | hope to reform, not to kill, my misguided descendant. The
time has come, Arvid Strindberg, when you must trust someone, however unlikely that may have seemed
to you as recently asyesterday.

"Covillewill bring hiswounded and hisfit troops through the northern edge of Coldfellow Wood within
hours. Will you add to hislosses by trying to prevent that?'

"And what are you doing with the forces of Telich?' Strindberg asked her. "Y ou belong in safety in
Station.”

"l have cometo collect ... energy.” Shesmiled grimly. "1 will takewhat | gather home to my grandson and
make him suffer the things he has imposed upon hisinnocent -- and guilty -- people.”



She turned abruptly and forced the button at her belt against Strindberg's bulky thigh. The man shrieked,
dropping to his knees with his hands clasped over the spot where contact had been made. His skin
turned bluish with shock, as hisfellows stared at him in astonishment.

Valeand Carrick leaped to their feet and looked down at their incapacitated leader. Arvid groaned, il
holding histhigh in both hands. Selevakndlt, caught up the knife out of hisding, and severed her bonds.
When she stood, she turned to face the two startled men.

"That iswhat | fed, every time | charge my wegpon. | suffer every death, every wound, every ill that
takes place while the deviceis activated. | can transfer the pain through the deviceitself or by merely
touching you with my finger while pressing down the button. So take care how you gpproach me. You
may not want to suffer what your leeder isenduring.”

Arvid forced himsdlf to stand, though he listed toward the painful leg even as he held himsdlf upright. The
bag holding the truthweed hung, forgotten, from his belt loop. "Y ou fed that? Congtantly?*

"No, of coursenot. | could do nothing but lie flat and shriek, if that weretrue. | fed it as| gather it. When
| beginto fdter, | give mysdf ajolt to get my aged nerves and musclesinto motion again.

"But do not waste our time upon such foolish questions. Will you alow our people to pass through
Coldfellow Wood?" Shefdt the timeticking awvay now, faster and faster. The refugees from Stormwall
would, even at this hour, be approaching the scrubland beyond the northern reaches of the wood.

Strindberg turned and stared into the eyes of his henchmen. All were dim and shadowy, for the candle
had burned low in the lanthorn, and its light was quivering, preparatory to going out entirely. Seleva stood
dlent, waiting, until the leader turned again to her. "We will watch them, do not doubt it. If thereis
treachery here, many will die. But they may pass. We will clear apath -- only one -- for them to use."

Sdlevanodded with satisfaction. "When you take the time to think, you will see thereisno motive for
treachery now. We must pass. We must be gone before Standish's flying troops soar over Stormwall,
dropping death onto its height. He traded, some time ago, for anumber of the flying machines, and he
found adeserter from the Traders militiato teach his people to use them.”

Strindberg went very ill, and she could see him thinking of al the possibilities for disaster the use of
flying forces might pose for his own people, now camped so near to Stormwall. She nodded with
stifaction.

"Y ou would do well to move your camp,” she said. "Y ou have hidden your homeswell, but who knows
what some sharp-eyed youngling may see, as he passes overhead?”

The pain seemed to be subsiding, for Strindberg was standing straighter, forgetting about hisleg ashe
gtared down at her. "Y ou aretruly his grandmother? And you intend to stop him?”

She nodded again, her hair shining whitein the lagt of thefirdight. I am aKarmann. We do what we
must. But do not expect to keep us captive for long -- we are most resistant to the idea of

imprisonment.”

She moved to Lemmon's side and cut her bonds. " Can you find Coville in the darkness?' she asked. "We
must get word to him soon.”

Lemmon stood and stretched her cramped muscles. "I can. Good work, Madame Karmann. | will tell the
Generd you will joinus... where?'



"I will meet you beyond the wood, a Phantom Hill," she said. "Thislarge man isgoing to show mea
short way to reach my god, for | am old and tired and my legs protest. Go with luck, Lemmon. | will see
you soon.”

Strindberg was staring down at her with astonishment, but her assurance was so complete that when she
gestured for him to go, he turned at once toward the east. She could see protest in the set of his heavy
shoulders, but he did not turn to argue with her.

Shefollowed him into the wood. Vdle and Carrick, dumb with wonder, came behind, their big feet Sllent
upon the age-old mulch of the forest floor, asthey headed up and up through the foothillsinto the high
country.

Chapter Nine
The Save of Station

Y ace heaved, and the wagon quivered minutdly, even though the draft animaswere leaning into the
harness, and three more of hisfelowsweregiving it dl they had, pushing mightily. Even ashefét his
tendons cracking, the whip cracked even more sharply.

Hefdot its metd-tipped thong curl around his back, licking nadtily at his shoulder. Blood joined the mud

diming down hisribs, and he breathed deeply to keep histemper under control. If Jarek could provoke
him into open rebellion, that would be the excuse the brute needed to kill him, without fear of retdiation
from the officersin charge of the post controlling this part of Ellanish.

And Jarek wanted to kill him. He and Y ace had been at daggers points since they were children. The
hulking son of the man who directed farming on the Grange's common cropland bullied every child inthe
group. Only Y ace stood up to him at every opportunity, managing to

hold hisown, if never towin any of their fights.

Both had been whipped more times than Y ace could count by parents, teachers, overseers, and random
adults who objected to the commotion they aways seemed to arouse. They had been shuttled into the
cooperative pea-fields as soon as they reached the age of twelve, principaly in order to keep them from
disrupting classesin the Grange's school. Jarek had hated him ever since, for while the big boy was no
scholar, he hated hard work even more than he did study.

When Standish invaded Ellanish, it had not surprised Y ace that his old enemy turned traitor and joined
the enemy forces. Treachery insured him ajob on the right end of the whip, while hisfamily and his peers
were endaved. Now he scowled down from his seat in the wagon, curling

the whip again for another cut at the men straining below.

The team of beasts pulling the wagon was not made up of horsesthat his ancestors had brought as
fertilized ovato Granary but of animals evolved from the origina stock. They had been adapted to this
new world with the help of some genetic manipulation on the part of one of

the technicaly oriented worldsin the Cooperative. They were bigger, heavier, their heads shaped
srangely, and their eyes bright and knowing, though few of Y ace's people admitted that their draught
beasts were, in many cases, asintelligent asthey were.

Now the animals put their broad backsinto pulling astheir splayed hooves bit into the muck. Thewheds



sucked in the sticky mud, and the wagonbed groaned. The efforts of the united men and beasts began to
have some effect, for the tal whedls moved an inch, two inches, then an entire foot up the dope of the
stream's eastern bank. Y ace heaved again, hiswhipcord body tensed with stress, his muscles standing
out like ropes from the leathery skin of hisarms and back. Every day he worked in the transport of the
Commander's crop requisitions he grew stronger, he knew.

One day he would find himsdlf strong enough to attack Jarek, and that would be the time when he went
free into the mountains to the west, among the forested s opes and the stone faces of the peaks. He
would leave Jarek dead -- or cagtrated, which might be an even more suitable punishment. Evenin his
present misery he amost smiled at the thought.

The vehicle went up the bank amid a shower of watery mud from the wheedls, and the exhausted men
staggered out after it, wiping swesat from their foreheads onto smeared forearms. Jarek, frustrated that the
task had been completed so soon, laid the whip across them again, forcing

them to run ahead of the blundering wagon and the tired beests.

Even as he dashed past the team, Y ace noticed aglint in the eye of the nearer of the animals. In the
ingtant of contact, he felt there was sympathy in the beast's gaze. The anima had an easier lifein every
way than did he, in the grip of the Commander'sforces.

Then he was past, running down the graveled way toward the military post, to which the wagon load of
vegetables and grain was headed. A group of men in camouflage uniformswas aready lined up, ready to
unload in ahurry and to send the daves back for another shipment.

That told Y ace something -- they had never been in so much of ahurry, before this. Food had not been
of great interest to them, for thiswas afood-producing world, morefertile than any in the entire
Cooperative. Rare trace dlementsin its oil kept the Traders healthy in their unnatura environment of
shipife

What had made the difference? Had some element in the war beyond the mountains changed to alter the
balance of control over thefields and the harvest that was just now being completed before the fall
storms blew in from the northwest. If battles raged acrossthe fields, or the fire-wegpons destroyed them,
there would be want in places like Station, which did not grow more than afraction of their own food.

Hewas thinking so hard he missed Jarek's order to fal in line with the soldiers and pass the bags and
bundlesdong. A snap of the whip, just grazing his cheek, brought him to attention, and he heaved a sack
of cornmedl aong to the nearest man in the line. Another haf inch would have seen hiseyeball burst
under theimpact of the metd tip.

The man beside him was adight, worried-looking individua whaose uniform fitted him badly. He
staggered under the weight of the bag, but he managed to passit to the man beyond him. He shrugged,
as 'Y ace offered him another, but there was a hint of fellow-feding in hiswashed-out gray eyes.

They worked in sllence until the wagon was empty. Then Jarek jumped down from the seat and followed
the officer in charge into his office to get areceipt and further orders. That gave the unsoldierly looking
trooper a chance to squat beside Y ace and chance awhisper.

"You look fit, fill. Most of the othersare just about out of it," he said softly. "Are you gamefor
something dangerous?'

Y ace pretended to be drawing idly in the dust. Y ES formed beneath hisdirty finger, as he said, equally
quietly, "When you will be dead within Sx months, what can seem dangerous?’



The skinny fellow turned half away, asif resting againgt the wagon whed for ashort doze. His gruff voice
floated over his shoulder to Y ace's ears. "Things go badly for the Commander in thewest. | have heard
Stormwall was defended well, and the Station lost men and equipment that cannot be replaced.”

Y ace yawned, scratched, and grunted, rising as Jarek and the officer returned. Jarek did not ook happy.

"Y ou must move al the storesto our sheds. They are no longer securein the barns. We must have them
here, guarded by many men with efficient weaponsinstead of by ahandful of farmerswith pellet gunsand
gicks," the officer wasingsting, asthey came up.

That sounded encouraging. So there were rebels on this side of the mountains, were there? He turned
enough to nod at the thin soldier. The man passed him, brushing againgt him as he did so.

Y ace found a paper thrust into his shirt, where the buttons were missing. He shrugged, making the note
dip down into asecure position, and took his place in the wagon.

The orders were specific: They were to move at top speed on the return journey, making as many trips
aspossble aslong for asthelight lasted. Once night fell, thejob must wait, for the night, even thisfar
from the forests on the dopes of the mountains, held carnivores. Not al the efforts of the farmersfor
generations had succeeded in making the valey's woodlands more than relatively safe in the hours of
darkness.

While daves were expendable, the draft animaswere not. So Jarek whipped them into atrot, jouncing
the wagon aong the chuckholesin the graveled road, while the wind off the mountains picked up both
strength and chill. The men huddled in the back of the vehicle held onto anything possible, their backsides
wearing through the skimpy flesh left on them, as the board bottom of the wagon tried to batter them flat.

Now the swest had dried, and the wind off the snowfields of the heights was cutting through them, for
their clothing was a choice collection of rags, inadequate for warmth. Y ace huddled againgt the men
before and behind him, though that meant bumped heads and bruised elbows

when the whedls dropped into holes or jerked over big rocksin the road. He even managed to doze a
bit, though his nightmares almost came up out of the depthsto haunt him.

A paticularly evil jolt woke him fully, and he fdl to thinking about the soldier back at the post. What had
he meant to imply, with his hints and his dy |ooks? Was there some revolt afoot among the Commander's
own troops? Or was this man an agent of those who resisted theinvasion of Ellanish?

Jarek gave ashout, and Y ace looked ahead. The sun was half down the sky, and the barnswerein sight,
with agroup of men waiting to help load their contentsinto the wagon. Again and again, they would
make thistrip, struggling through degper mud every time, asthey crossed the stream with the loaded
wagon.

They would make one more, he thought, before night was too near to risk. That would put themin the
post overnight. Perhapsit would give him achanceto talk with the skinny soldier without risking Jarek's
attentive eye. It would not do to be discovered conspiring against the

Commander. That had happened, in the past month.

He could till see the quivering shape of the man tied to the pogt, the flash of the knifeblade as Jarek ran it
aong hislegsand arms. Thetaint of blood in sunlight lingered in his nogtrils. He still heard the shrieks that
accompanied the drawing off of the victim's skin, inch by inch, as Jarek peded it away likeflexible
clothing from the agonized limbs and the jerking torso.



Hedid not intend to risk that fate, though he knew Jarek would love to treat him with equal tenderness,
But hewould ... of course hewould ... find the chance to ask what the gray-eyed man had meant. There
was more to his hints than the smple need to communicate.

Y ace climbed down from the wagon, stretched his stiff and aching muscles, and once again began to
heave foodstuff into its capacious bed. Perhaps things were not as hopel ess as they had seemed, since his
country hed fdlen to Station.

Chapter Ten
Two Tdksin Darkness

The daves were quartered in ashed half filled with empty grain bags. It was not uncomfortable -- indeed,
compared with the quarters Jarek usudly found for hismen it was positively luxurious. But Y ace did not
alow that to lull him into a deep deep. As soon as the others were snoring and groaning in their chosen
places, he did sllently toward the door, which was made of rough lumber, hinged at the top. He dipped
under it without opening it out more than afoot and stood for a

moment, letting his eyes get used to the darkness.

Hakle, the man he wasto meet, was adick one. He had given Y ace directions so subtly nobody present
had any inkling of what he was doing. HEd worked in the time ("When the Ten Ssters go over the
mountain”) and the place ("Beyond the fence around the latrine") among

his congtant groanings and gripings as they worked. The lieutenant in charge of the troop had called him
down repeatedly for making so much noise, but Hakle seemed to be considered a necessary nuisance.
He certainly was not the best worker in the troop.

Y ace looked up at the rim of mountainsto the west. The Ten Sisters, stars clumped closely into an
irregular ova, werejust diding out of sight beyond aragged peak. It wastime to move, and he worked
hisway on bare soles through the post, avoiding the graveled paths. He could smell the latrine long
before he cametoit.

Thewalls of the latrine bulked againgt the lighter shading of the parade ground stretching beyond it. The
fence was awelcome barrier, and he stooped and went around it until it met the wall surrounding the post
itself. Out of sight, he felt much more secure, and he paused to whistlefaintly. A perfectly rendered
night-cry of the Rufous Singing Night-Crake answered his call. He sighed and sat on the ground, as
footsteps approached him.

"Hakle," came the whisper as another sat beside him. "And | have news."

Y acefelt hisheart begin to thud more quickly. The tone the man used seemed unaccountable. "Well, tell
me," he whispered, to cover his excitement.

"There's abunch coming over the mountains. Wounded and experienced troops are staying in the high
country, hidden in the cavernsthere. Some of those warriorsfrom Tdllich are going to dip down into the
fields of Ellanish and burn the stores the Commander iscounting on to see his people through the winter.



They've dready sent scoutsto get in touch with the deepers among the troops here.”
"And what about the daves?' asked Y ace. "What do we do?"
"Escape,” camethereply. "What ones have the energy left ... and the nerve.”

Y acetried to see hisface, but it wastoo dark, there in the shelter of the walls. The starlight wastoo dim
to help any.

"When?' he asked.

"Tonight, as soon as possible. Tomorrow, they'll al know there's trouble coming, and thingswill tighten
up. Thefirgt fires are going to be set tonight; there's no need for your bossto go back for another load. It
won't be there. If you'reloose, you may be able to do some good. But if you're shackled with these
half-dead creatures, you might aswell die and be done withiit.”

Y ace drew acareful breath. The thought of escaping from the years of fidld work, the last months of
davery under Jarek'swhip, the entire notion of living under theiron rule of the Commander, filled him
with something near to intoxication.

"Now?" he breathed. Beyond the | atrine, in the compound, the watch was changing, boots crunching on
grave, low voices speaking briefly. In afew minutes, hewould be ableto run, if al went well.

"Now," said Hakle. "Thiswall behind usis unscdable -- anyplace ese. But the latrinewadl joinsit right
above our heads. Y ou can climb onto that from the door, there. Hoist yourself on that -- that'sright.
Now balance and walk thetop ... just likethat! ... and there you are, waist high to the outer wall.

"Good luck, Yace! And carry word to anybody you see that this country isgoing up in flames, in the next
few weeks. Tell them to get busy ... helpison theway!"

Y ace stared down into blackness beyond the barrier. The brush had been cut away to adepth of severa
yards, but he knew there might be stubble that would ruin hisfeet, if he legped down. He caught the top
of thewal and let hisfeet down, hanging, at last, by hishands. When

he let go he dropped only hisown height or abit less.

He thought regretfully of the remnants of his boots, which sill rested beside his pile of grain bags. But
freedom was worth sore feet, he reflected, as he moved away into the line of low shrubs and small trees
beyond the cleared space. He had nothing, being adave, and so he was not tied to a place by
possessions. Perhaps those who were tied so were the sorriest daves of all ...

Even as he thought that, the sky far to the west began to glow. Dimly at first, then more and more brightly
the flame bloomed, until the sky was red and angry-looking. The clouds that hung down the sides of the
mountains glowed red-gold.

Behind him he heard the alert signa sounded on the pipe the watchman carried, and he ran through the
tangle of brush and trees, leaving shreds of his clothing behind him. That would not lead anyoneto him,
hefelt sure. They would be too busy saving the food that would hold off starvation for the coming winter.
They weredl going to run hell for leather for the barns, where the winter's stores were awaiting transfer
to the post. When hunger looked them in the eyes, few of those troopers or officers or even Jarek himself
were going to think to count the daves who went aong to help fight the blaze.

Heran, before he knew what was happening, out over the brink of a stream -- abranch of the one to the
west, which he had not expected to find quite so quickly -- and went splashing into adeep eddy. He



went down like arock, unprepared, with no breath held in hislungs. He

struggled upward mightily, his eyebdlsfeding asif they might pop from hisface, and a last he surfaced
with a splash and awhoosh of breath.

As he cleared the water from his ears and eyes with a shake of the head, he found he could hear shouts
in the distance. Even from his position between the tall banks of the stream, he could see aglare against
the sky where the grain barns burned.

He found himsdf wondering why the troops from Tdllich had crossed the mountainsto make their attacks
herein Ellanish. Everyone knew Tdlich was, asyet, unconquered. Surely they stood a better chance of
stopping the Commander on their own ground.

He waded ashore, il thinking hard. Unless, of course, they intended to draw off agoodly part of the
Station forcesto fight thisthreet, allowing still another group of the rebels, left in Tellich, to push and
harry whatever forces were | eft on their own soil.

The breeze was cold on hiswet skin, and hisrags hung, soggy and chilled, against him. There was, he
knew, ahouse to the west, It had belonged, before the Commander'sincursion, to afriend of hisfather.
Now it had been dlotted to one of the traitors who had made the Station's attack on Ellanish so easily
won. The farm his own family had worked on arenta basisfor generations had been dlotted to just such
aturncoat.

Y ace sneezed violently, fedling the night breeze fingering through hiswet clothing. It wasfind shelter or
get pneumonia, he knew, for thiswasthe herald of thefirst cold wind of fall.

Thetraitor in that nearby house had died mysterioudly, there on his stolen property, and asfar as Y ace
knew the place stood empty. It would shelter him from the wind. He had lived for too long in this country
to risk pneumonia, if he could help it. He made for the path he had walked so many times as aboy, when
he followed hisfather on vigts.

Durk had been his chum. The son of Darrell, hisfather's friend, and he had been almost asclose as
brothers, and often they met at the stream to fish. By night and by day, he had passed aong theworn
game tracks, brushing through the layered leaves of many autumns. There was

something comforting , evenin his present circumstances, in following that old way. Even his chill, now
that he was moving briskly, was subsding, for his blood warmed with exercise,

He paused as ahornbeast crashed away through the thickly grown trees. He waited until the sounds died
away in the distance, but before he could get hislegsinto motion again he heard behind him the sound of
cautious feet on the dusty path. Someone was behind him, probably

intending to bring him back into the hands of Jarek again.

Y ace breathed out, very dowly and silently, as he sidled into the undergrowth and dipped to his knees.
Whoever it might be could not know where, exactly, hewas. If it looked possible, he would wring the
man's neck. If it did not, he would remain till and quiet, asdid the animdls, letting the blunderer go past
and search for him where he did not intend to go.

It was dark, even in the open. Within the forest it was pitchy, and the constant scraping and chirring of
the late autumn insects tended to cover any sound. But he could hear, once he focused his ears upon the
task, the feet coming nearer and nearer. He even heard the scratching of thornvines against cloth and
quickly indrawn breath told him the clawlike stickers had drawn blood.



Y ace's eyes, aways good, had adjusted to the darkness enough to distinguish between shades of
blackness. A darker blot passed between his position and the faintly lighter bole of the big tree beyond
the path. It was amuch shorter, dighter shadow than his own, and he lunged, without taking timeto think,
to catch it about the knees and bring it to earth.

He was on top of the struggling bundle before it could do more than squeak, holding it down as he
searched for the neck. When his calloused fingers closed about it, he stopped, thinking furioudy. This
neck wasthin, fragile, the throat of achild or awoman.

Helay atop the warm shape and whispered, "Who are you? Why are you following me?

The body went il for along moment. Then ahesitant voice, childishly shrill, said, "1 be Jon. The
soldiers, they went to seethefire, and | got away over thewal. A man helped me, and he said there was
someun else ahead could show me where to go and what to do. So | came. Y ou kill me?”

Y ace sghed and rose to hisknees, heping the boy up. ™Y ou scared the living wits out of me, youngling..
| thought it was one of those triple-damned soldiers, come to take me back. How did you keep from

getting wet?'

The boy snickered softly. " Jon knows about the woods. Jon got waysto cross. Rope hung in treg, it was
il strong, and | swung over. But you wet. Better get dry, or you be sick."

"Exactly what | wasthinking," Y ace muttered. "Come with me, and walk carefully. Therésahouse up
ahead, and it may or may not be empty."

Hewent forward, smelling the night, feding the dry chill of theair, trying to fed ahead of them toward the
house that should be standing empty. It might easily hold enemies, instead.

The boy now moved far more quietly than before, and more than once Y ace paused to make sure he ill
followed. At the last stop, one bend before the path entered the back garden of the house he sought, he
whispered, "What did you do? For the soldiers?’

The young voice was hard, even though the lad spoke softly. "I be there for the onesthat don't like
women. Therebe men | will kill, before! grow up.”

Y ace shuddered. He had no quarrel with men who loved men, but those who abused children he hated
passionately. They had not been unheard of, even in Ellanish. He knew that in Station, with its greater
leisure and wedlth, many men had turned their wants toward the unproductive way, and evidently the
soldiery had brought many of the sort into the countryside.

"'l help, if youwant,” he murmured. "But now you wait herein the edge of the wood, while | scout
forward. The houseisdark, but it's very late. There may be someone there. I'll make the click of arock
beetle, if it'sclear.”

Jon tugged at hisdeavein reply, and Y ace heard him sink into the deep ferns that bordered the garden.
He turned his steps toward the wide porch surrounding the house. There was away to go beneath the
structure, into the storage place for wood. If he could gain that, he knew how to find the access shaft, up
which the heavy logs were lifted to the waiting fireplace.

Onceingde, he knew the rooms aswell as his own father's house. Soon he would know if anyone was
there. And then? He shook himsdlf quietly as he moved on, wondering how he could find away to
safeguard the boy while finding the rebels and joining their forces. One step a

atime, he thought. One step at atime. And then he was beneath the overhang of the porch, and it was so



dark he must use every hit of every sense he possessed, in order to find the scuttle he was seeking.

Chapter Eleven
The Burglar Trade

If it had been dark outside, the Situation inside the low doorway leading to the wood-store was beyond
description. Y ace could amost fed the thick, syrupy blackness againgt hisface ... and then heredlized
what he felt was cobweb.

He counted his steps, after raking away the sticky filaments, recaling the many games of hide and seek
and pirate treasure he and Durk had played here on rainy days. Twenty steps -- trandating that from a
child's short legs to aman'slonger ones, he made it more like seventeen -- and he should be beside the
lift that served the shaft.

Counting slently, he moved forward, steadying himsdf with ahand on the brick wall to hisright. And at
sixteen steps he felt the angle that marked the dot, down which thelift worked. Thething waslikea
chimney, built onto the sde of the actua stack, and the hatch leading into it was shut. He pried at the
catch, finding it stuck after years of disuse. The old man had lacked the strength to store great stacks of
wood benegth hishousg, in later years after Durk had left for Station. Hed put what he gathered on his
porch, for easier access.

Y ace found himself wishing he had taken time from hiswork inthefieldsto help Darrell inthefal, when
the wood must be gathered. He would have kept the old system in working order, and now he would
have had amuch easier time of it. He Sghed. Thelaziness of youth was something that everyone, he
supposed, had to outgrow -- or to have snatched from him. There was nothing like endless labor for the
benefit of others, without hope of rest or gain, to make you appreciate what you used to have.

Hefelt about for the wood-hook that used to hang -- just there! 1t wasin place, crusty with rust, but till
strong. He set the curved point in the crack beside the catch and pried briskly. There was a sharp snap,
and the hatch sprang open, rdleasing a cloud of dust.

Y ace began sneezing again, and it took some time for the dust and his head to clear enough to dlow him
to proceed. He opened the hatch again, for he had pushed it to, in order to keep the resounding sneezes
from being piped up into the house. He knew how the shaft carried such

things; he and Durk had learned many secrets by listening at its bottom as the men discussed their lives
and their business before thefireplace.

The air rushed down toward him -- cool but not cold. There was a hint of woodsmoke -- not old smoke,
but fresh. There must be people up there, he decided. What sort they might be was the thing he must
learn.

He had aproblem fitting hislarger frame into the shaft, but after atime he had his shoulders wedged
againg the back, his knees againgt the front, and he caterpillared hisway upward as he and his chum had
done, years before. There in the darkness, with his youth risen freshly before hisinner eye, he thought of
hisrebdliousways. What awaste!

If he had only been cooperative, he could have stayed on hisfather's farm, working to produce the
specialized vegetables and fruits the old man had excelled at growing. Instead, he had toiled in the



pea-fieds, to whose acres every farmer in the community contributed seed or fertilizer or labor or water
for irrigetion.

And he could have avoided the constant conflict with Jarek. He grinned suddenly into the blackness. Like
Jon, he had scores to settle before he grew much older, and the cover of the rebel raid promised to give
him the chance.

His head bumped againgt something above -- the upper end of the shaft was closed off with solid brick.
At hisright elbow, there was a soft thud against wood. He reached acorss himsalf to open this catch,
hoping it would be easier than thefirg. Hisleft hand was not going to do aswell as hisright had done,

particularly in this cramped postion.

There came agrating squeak, which seemed terribly loud in this confined space but was, he knew, much
less obvious outsideit. The vent aboveit, which let air circulate down the shaft so those working below
would not be stifled, gave asoft sigh as the opening door pulled in more air than usual.

Y ace didn't move. He waited, listening intently for any sound, any indication that someone might have
heard any of his movements. The dark silence did not stir. There was only the sound of acricket
someplacein the panding, playing itsfarewell concert of thefdll.

Now the time had come, he found he was not nearly so eager to search through the rooms of this
once-familiar house. Even if no enemy dept there, memories would inhabit every one, waiting to ambush
him as he opened each door. Durk, long gone into the city at Station. Darrell, dead these many months
since he was digpossessed of hisfarm and hishome. Lidia, who was afaint and pleasant memory of
sweets at holiday time and a comforting shoulder against which asmall boy might weep away hisred or
imagined woes.

Worg of al, hisown father would wait for him in the room they had dways used when visiting overnight.
The scent of the herbs Lidiahad used on their bedding, the faint aromaof hisfather's skin, which mingled
clean air and wood-chips and fresh soil and something else that was uniquely Loran Engd ... that might
well greet him when he cracked that familiar door.

The calouses the months of davery had formed around Y ace's heart felt on the point of cracking away,
leaving only the furious and terrified nineteen-year-old who had been hauled from the pea-fields and into
the service of the Commander'stroops. Y ace felt tender and sore,

asif just up after along illness.

He shook himself straight, once insde the invisible room, and put both hands to hishead. Thiswasno
timeto go soft. He must be ready to kill, without hesitation and without remorse, at any moment. He must
be ready to dig, if the necessity arose, taking with him anyone he could.

His bare foot clenched when he stepped off the braided rug by the fireplace onto the smooth hardwood
floor, which was colder than he had expected. But bare feet went quietly, and he moved past the wide
door to the kitchen, past the hdl leading to the room where the composting

toilet provided both convenience and topsoil, and to the foot of the sair.

Up there waited five large bedrooms, in any or dl of which he might well find his death waiting. But
dreading was not doing, as hisfather had alwaystold him. He knew every step to avoid, as he went up
the stair, and his accustomed feet knew which to tread on at the edge and which near theriser, in order
to keep from making any one of them squeak. Before he was ready, he was at the top, peering down the
dark hallway, trying to see those doors.



Thefirst wasto hisleft, just around the corner formed by the stairwell. He waited for a bit, listening hard,
outside the closed door. Then, hishand light asafdling leaf, he touched the latch, pressed down, and
pushed open the panel. He did not go inside. This had been Lidiaand Darrell's room, and he had not
entered it Since she died.

He listened, knowing just what to detect if any living being dept in the room. There was no breeth,
however light, no dightest sound of a deeper's unconscious motions. He did insgde and gpproached the
spot where the bed had been. His knee touched the edge, and helet his hand

drift downward, to touch abare ticking, atumble of covers. No warmth showed anyone had dept there
recently.

He sghed, letting out the bregth quietly, realizing only then how tense he had been. Thiswas no easy job
he had taken for himsdlf. But it must be done, or he might wake in the morning endaved again, subject to
the demands of the likes of Jarek.

One by one, hetried the doors, found them unsecured from insde, and tested the rooms and the beds.
Some of the couches were made, asif ready for adeeper, but the bedclothes felt damp and smelled
musty. Hefdt they had not been used since Gord, thetraitor, had died in this

house.

Thelast door was at the end of the corridor. He had a strong fedling, as he neared it, that someone dept
behind it. He was quieter than ever as he crept to try the latch. 1t too was unsecured from within.

He pushed dowly, and the panel opened enough to let him enter. He moved just insde, listening,
listening, but he could hear no breeth, though every ingtinct that he had told him someone was very near,
aurdly dive, and dert.

There was no sound. The breeze outsde could not penetrate the heavy wallswith itsthin whine. He
relaxed abit and moved toward the spot where the bed had been, when last he had dept there with his
fether.

The door dammed with the sound of a sngpping board. Something flipped about his neck, taking him
off-balance and bringing him to hisknees. A blade, razor sharp, touched the side of his neck, and avoice
breathed into hisear, "Move and you die!"

Chapter Twelve
Rough Journey

Sdlevawas again tramping over rough ground at the hedl's of someone whose legswere far longer than
her own. The wind, which had become even colder, whipped off Stormwall, through the forest, and bit
through her jacket and gloves, making her wrist joints ache.

Thiswas no weather for beginning along journey ... not for anyone. But it was ajourney she must make.
Ahead of her, Carrick stumbled over arotted log, which had sunk deeply into the leaf-mould. She
paused gratefully, as he picked himsdf up and felt about with his stick, trying to find another obstacle
before he went forward.

Shetook the opportunity to ask, "How far yet to Phantom Hill?"

Strindberg, behind her, didn't answer. He had not started off again but was standing sill. Selevaredized
he was listening hard. She closed her lips and listened, too, past the whisper of the chill wind inthe



needles of the conifers now replacing the hardwoods of the lower forest. And she heard something that
turned her skin crinkly withdread.

A great cat was roaring, and the sound, almost inaudible at first, was growing louder and louder. The
beast had scented them. That ill-fated wind had carried their scent to it, evidently, and it was anticipating
apre-dawn med of man-flesh. Sdlevaput her hand to the ding from which she suspended her pellet gun.
A quick check, now easy even in the darkness, reassured her: it was still pumped up, with ammunition in
the tube attached to the underside of the cylinder.

The smdl dug might weigh only abit under an ounce, but the velocity the air pressurein the cylinder
could attain was tremendous. A man or asmall cat was easy prey ... but one of the big cats clung to life
tenacioudy and fought to the end.

Carrick hefted his metal-headed staff, and Seleva could hear Ve stringing his bow, the soft twang as
the wood took up the dack of the gut sounding clearly, somewhere between the treble of the wind and
the deep bass of the animal's growl. Selevafet Strindberg push her between the pair, asthey went on for
astep -- two —

Then, "Down!" shouted Vale, and she heard the swift rush of paws over dead leaves, the panting of
great lungs. She smelled the ammoniac odor of the big beast, even as she plunged, face down, into a
tumble of leaf-drift. Sherolled quickly and had her pellet-gun ready for anything that might come.

But Carrick's spear-like staff held the creature away. The sky, turning from black to gray, showed the
slhouette of the struggling creature, skewered on thetip. Vale, avast black bulk, rose from the ground
and hisknifewas aflicker of lightning that quenched itself in the beast's throat.

Sdleva gagged, asthe stench of hot blood filled the clean mountain air. But she forced hersdf torise asif
her bones were not near to cracking with weariness. By the time the three outlaws had cleaned their
wesgpons and straightened themselves again for walking, she was waiting for them, asif eager to go on.

She understood that they expected her to be adrag on them, impeding their speed. She did not intend for
it to happen, no matter if she died there in the foothills, attempting to match her stepsto

theirs. Asthe dawn filled the sky, which was now more visible than it had been in the thicker woods
bel ow, she could see grudging respect on their weethered faces.

It amused her. They thought they were greet villains, shefelt certain. Two were outlaws, guilty of nothing
more hideous than steding sheep or cattle, or perhaps of killing arivd for afarm-wench'sfavors.
Strindberg was a different sort, but what that might be she had not decided. They would dl blanch, she
knew, if they understood some of the many terrible things she had done in order to secure Granary for
her compatriots. Although she could not be called avillain, she had been forced to do villainousthings,
finding no dternative for safeguarding her world.

Those kidnapped negotiators had been only the beginning of her misdemeanors against what was
considered lawful and decent behavior. She done, of the leaders of the agricultural worlds, had troubled
hersdf to learn theintricacies of the contract binding them to the Cooperative of Worlds.

The other farming colonies had accepted the aid of legal advisors provided by the Traders, when that
became the manner in which the crops were sold. Farmers, she knew from old experience, hated to
clutter their busy mindswith legdities. But shefdt in her bonesthat to

trust the Traders might be fatal to her people's freedom.



Ignoring the policies of other agricultura worlds, she had studied those contracts, knowing her
adversary'slawyer was no friend of hers. Soon she redlized the instrument was no more nor lessthan a
sort of indenture, binding her world and dl its produce to the needs and whims of the economic and
military interests of the Consortium of Traders.

The negotiators seemed decent and friendly, but the records she had called up over the Information
Network showed her they were hatchet-men, sent to guide the local governmentsinto forms and systems
that would be most easily manipulated and controlled by their masters, aswell asinto contracts that
would hold them fast, once they redlized their error.

So sheinvited them to abanquet a her officid home. There she drugged them, had them carried to one
of her family'sfarms, and held them, along with al their trade secrets, hostage to the agreement of thelr
principas. There they stayed until the Consortium consented to her termsfor the new contract she drew

up.

Thefact that her life wasforfeit, if she ever left the security of her home world, did not trouble her at al.
She had enough to do, and more, with putting into order the planet that now for the first time could
manage its own affairs without outsde interference.

She chuckled quietly, as Vale held out ahand to help her clamber over aparticularly large boulder that
thrust from the steep hillside.

"And what would seem funny, on a cold morning on your way to a hare-brained scheme that'll surely kill
you and most of those others?' grumbled Strindberg, behind them.

"l wasthinking of thefirst man | ever killed with my own hands," she said, her tone perfectly cam. "1 had
many killed, of course, at my order. There were those, back in the old days, who wanted to sdll out to
the Traders and the Cooperative in return for equipment that we could not make for ourselves and
technologies that would cause us to depend totally upon other worlds. They had to go, and we couldn't
afford fares off-planet. So they died.

"But that was not likekilling. Not redly. | didn't seeit done. | only saw the space where they had been,
afterward. No, thefirst was an assassin, sent, quitejustly, by the family of one of my victims" Shedmost
chuckled at the shock registered by the tension of the brawny shoulders silhouetted againgt the sky ahead
of her.

"He bribed hisway, | suppose, into my quarters at the Stronghold. When | camein, hot and weary from
my day of work, dropping my clothing on my way to the bath, he rose from behind a screen of flowering
plants about the bath-pool.” Shefet agrin quirk her cheek. "He did not

expect asmdl woman, no matter how able, to defend herself againgt his great bulk and his sharp blade. |
tripped him as he came, flipped over his back, and broke his neck with a chop-lock, before he
understood that | was not till standing there, waiting for histhrust.

"I knew him, asit turned out. Not well, but | did know him." She could il fed the shock with which that
recognition had registered in her mind. She sighed and stepped out at a brisk pace. The men dowed
momentarily, staring & her, their eyes unbelieving.

Sheturned her head to smile at Strindberg. Do not think, even now, that you might come out of abattle
with me unscathed. Y ou may know tricksthat let you defeat others with some ease, but my life has been
inmy own hands for many years. | have invented feints and techniques that dlow meto use what little
szel haveto its best advantage. Even now, | am far more dangerous than you would think.”



Carrick grunted, and she detected a skeptica notein his gruff voice. She hoped she would not be forced,
ever, to demongtrate her ability. Shewould die, of course, but so might Carrick. Shewould, if not taken
unaware, leave him acripple as she died.

The morning went swiftly, asthey moved rapidly over the rough countryside. They went up into the
foothills, keeping to the thickest of the forest, for now they could hear the humming from the sky that told
them the Commander's airborne troops were a oft.

Sdlevahoped Generd Coville had al his people under cover of Coldfellow Wood, for Stormwall was
little more, she hoped, than a pile of smoking ruins. Even then, they would have to movefast into the hills,
or those who hunted them might catch them before they reached

areastoo difficult for the flying machinesto risk. The mountains bred dangerousair currents.

The tracksthey followed twisted around the hills, tunndlling through thick stands of saplings or under the
outspread branches of older trees, which shut off the sky. The sun rose higher, and Selevafelt her knees
beginning to buckle dightly with every step, but she clenched her teeth and kept on.

By noon, the conica shape of Phantom Hill stood sharply against the sky, thefirst outlyer of the ranked
mountains behind it. Strindberg paused at the edge of agrassy glade that edged the stream between the
last hill they had descended and the roots of the steep before them. Without speaking, he reached to
place Selevaon his back.

"Hold on. We've got some fancy footwork to do, and | wouldn't trust anybody who hasn't done it before
to get through without fdling. If we crossthat clearing, anyonein theair, even out of our sght here, might
gpot us. We're about to do some rock climbing.”

She locked her hands under his chin and her legs around hiswaist. The three men darted downstream to
afdlen boulder, which hdfway spanned the water. Beyond was atumble of stone, shattered from some
ancient dip down the side of the height. They went up it like monkeys, legping from overgrown ledge to
undercut boulder, staying aways beneath athin screen of branches, which were still laden with dying
leaves. Y oung trees had thrust their way up between the stones, stabilizing the dide and hiding that

unessy path.

They reached the top much faster than Selevawould have dreamed, and without falling or dropping her.
When they were just beneath the crest, where a cap of weathered rock protected the sharp summit,
Strindberg stopped.

Helet Sdevadown and stared at her. "Y ou have asigna?' he asked. "1've no grest ambition to bekilled
by your friends, if they are dready here."

She chuckled, putting her firgt two fingersto her mouth and sending a shrill whistle into the air. It skreed
among the distant bluffs, echoing around and around like the cdll of acarrion bird. And

in amoment there came areply from the top of the hill.

Sdlevaturned to look up at Strindberg. "Lemmon isthere" she said. "I will do the rest. Go back and
protect your own, if you can. Help Covillg, if possible. Wearedl in this basket together, my friend, like it
or didikeit."

Without waiting for hisreply, she turned to climb the last rough dope, seeing Lemmon emergeinto view
under the caprock. When she reached the woman's side, she looked down the side of Phantom Hill, and



there was no trace that any others had ever stood there beside her.

A haf-day and anight of rest, added to the ration Lemmon had prepared, did wondersfor Selevas
energy. Thetroopmistress had come aone, far ahead of the rest of the refugees from Stormwall.

"Covilleisgoing to settle the wounded and a good muster of troops, with the pregnant women and the
children, in the mountains. The map you made of the old rebel hideout in the high valeyswas vauable for
that. Then heisgoing to send men down into Ellanish and give the Commander's garrisons there
something to think about.

"We have had spies among the troops there for months, since the danger became apparent. He wants us
to go ahead of him, fast and quiet, to burn food supplies, raly the farmers, free what conscripts and
daveswe can manage to, and otherwise disrupt things until he can get there.”

"Alone?" asked the old woman, her silver eyes bright as coins.

Lemmon chuckled. "Even the pair of us might not be equa to dl of that. No, he has groups aready on
the move. Wewill add our effortsto theirs. And then we shall see how much pressure the Commander
can maintain againg Tellich, when histroops are being savaged beyond the

mountans”

"Intelligent,” mused Seleva. "I must admit that Coville has more deviousnessthan | suspected, at first. So
wewill go down the hill, up the mountains and over asfast possible. | know ahouse, not far from the
edge of the farming lands, where someone | used to know lived. It is possibleit may be empty -- | heard
that its owner died after it was commandeered for one of Theron's cronies. Winter ison itsway, and we
will need shelter.”

She kept reminding hersdlf of those last words asthe pair of them struggled over the range, which was
aready swept by cold winds and the first stinging snows of the high country. She had to give hersdlf ajolt
of pain, fromtimeto time, just to keep her adrenas working to asufficient level to overcome her
weariness and aching bones.

At last they came down the eastern dope, just before twilight. Spread below them were the neat farms
and the thick woods separating each community of this Grange of agriculturists. Now that shewas so
near, the old woman found herself able to move more swiftly, and she led the way around an outlying
complex of fields, at the farther edge of which they could see the huge storage sheds holding the
harvested crops.

Even asthey did through the forest toward her god, aflare of red light rose behind them and told Sdleva
that the General's commandos had fired the stores they had seen. "Efficient people, those," she said over
her shoulder to her companion.

"Vey. | trained them mysdf," camethereply. "Standish'sforces will face ahungry winter, if things go
wedl for us”

Then they were winding through the wood, Selevals sure sense of direction guiding them toward the
house that was her god. They reached it unerringly, finding it cold and dark. Lemmon picked the lock
eedly, letting them into the big, faintly musty-smelling rooms.



Sdleva shook away the memory of her last vidit here. Darrdll and Lidiahad been young, their child -- a
boy she thought it had been -- atoddler. They had been awed a having the Commander of Stationin
their home, and she had tried hard to make them fed at ease. It had been one of her few experiences of
thelife of anorma family in ahome without guards and weaponry. She sighed.

A hbit of fire and some hot food hel ped the older woman recover from her efforts. When they had rested
and sheld regained some of her energy, they chose abedroom, sharing its huge bed. Far in the night,
Lemmon giffened to attention, waking Sdevafrom afitful deep.

"Thereis someone downgtairs,” the woman whispered. "What do you want for meto do?'

Sdleva Karmann thought hard for amoment. It might be an enemy, true, but if that someone was aone
and moving so gedthily that even her own sharp ears could not hear him, he might just aseasily bea
possibledly. Any countryside held by Theron'stroops would, of necessity, contain rebels and dissenters
trying to elude hisforces.

"Wait," she said softly. " Get into position beside the door, settle yourself comfortably, and wait. If this
midnight walker comesto us, we will beready."

Chapter Thirteen
Unexpected Alliance

Y ace's heart stopped beating for an instant, and his bowels went watery with shock. Hisingtinct had told
him someone wasin that room, he thought as he froze, feding the tickle of the knife still at histhroat.
There came a sharp sound in the room ahead of him, and light glared from a hand-generated torch. He
turned his eyes dowly in their sockets to see his captor. Not at al to his surprise he saw that it was a
square-built woman, whose hand was rock-steady on the hilt of her knife,

She was browned and weathered but still young, and he was glad he had not tried to resist her. He
would, even now, be lying on thefloor, hisarteria blood washing around her fet, if he had. And Jon
would be left donein the forest, without anyoneto cdl afriend.

When he looked at the one squeezing the generator handles of the torch, he was astonished, however,
for shewas old and frail-looking. She reminded him strongly of his single glimpse, months before, of the
Commander, when Standish visited the post guarding the road through

Ellanish.

Her quick eye saw thelook of recognition, for the old woman nodded. "I am the Commander's
grandmother and his sworn enemy. Who areyou?'

Y acefet himsdf relax ahit. If these were the enemies of his enemies, then they might proveto be
--perhaps not friends. Perhaps dlies, for thetime. "Y ace. | escaped from the compound where the
Station troops are located, and | came here because Darrell was my father's friend. There's someone... "
headmos sad, "withme" but he caught himsdf intime. "Therés someone | need to find, if | get the



chance

He had no wish to put Jon in peril, if these should be spies set here by Standish, for some obscure reason
of hisown. The old woman had looked asif she meant it, when she said she was the Commander's worst
enemy, but Y ace had learned one thing, if nothing else, since he had

been jerked from hiswork in the fields. Y ou could not trust anyone, no matter how persuasive he might
seem. Only desperation had led him to trust Hakle, and it rather surprised him it turned out to be justified.

The knife moved away, and he swallowed hard. Even under Jarek'swhip -- even in the custody of the
invaders troop, he had not felt so much in danger. These two were ruthless and set on accomplishing
some end hefdt in hisgut might well mesh smoothly with hisown. If it

alowed him a chanceto even his score with Jarek, that would be even better. He found much of his
planning for the future involved getting his hands on that abusive bastard.

"I came from the south,” he said. "The troops have cleared a compound in the wood for afort and built
temporary shelters. Therésatal, thick fence built of heavy logs around everything. Not to keep anyone
out, | think, for they seem to be sure they have usdl under control, but to keep the daves and the
conscriptsingde at night, when it's hard to watch them. | got away because | was helped by a deeper
someone had put into the troop.”

He paused to watch the effect of hiswords on the pair.

The sound of the generator, whirring rhythmicaly in the older woman's hand, was al that broke the
dlencefor along moment. Then the younger held out her hand. "Lemmon,” she said. "Troopmistressto
Generd Coville of Telich. Thisis Sdeva Karmann. We intend to disrupt the Commander's supplies and
troops here, in order to pull those beyond the mountains away from our own country, which has not been
conquered. Have you any objection?”’

Y ace thought for amoment. " There's nothing you can do that will make us any more miserable than we
are. Already, we can see we're going to starve, thiswinter, no matter whether the crop isburnt or not.
Thetroopsaretaking it al, and | heard the officer at the compound

telling his sergeant that when we were al worn out and dead they could bring in others from Sterne Rift,
newly captured, who would last out the winter. They might even be able to plant the cropsin spring.”

Helaughed harshly. "I learned the hard way that my welfare wasn't anything the Commander was going
toloseany desp over.”

"| think you may be of useto us,” said Sdleva. "Y ou are young. | suspect you have been working very
hard for long enough to make you strong, without going so far that your health has suffered. We can use
you, aslong asyou last. Don't be deceived into thinking that will befor long, however. The troops here
are becoming seasoned, and they are dangerous. Thisisnot going to be easy." Her eyes glinted brightest
dlver in the backwash of light from the torch.

Y ace felt atouch of hisold desperation. There had been nothing but pain and labor and danger and death
since the day he had been taken from the fields to serve the Station troops. He had seen stronger men
than he, older and more experienced at surviva, worn down to fragile

skeletons, dying between one harsh task and the next. There seemed to be noplace to go, nothing to do
that would make hislife secure.

"Why not?' He shrugged.



The knife dmost darted up again, before Lemmon saw the shrug was not athreat. He nodded
reassuringly to her. "What do you want meto do?" he asked.

"Just be ready -- we have not assessed the Situation, asyet,” said the old woman. "We only arrived this
evening, with the dusk. We may want you to reconnoitre your backirail, to make certain you were not
followed. We may want you to scout the troop at the compound, if you

can find away to do it without betraying yoursdf -- and us. There are many usesfor afit young man, in
the business we intend to accomplish here.”

She paused, apuzzled ook on her lined face. "Isthere someone e sg, there outside? | felt atwinge of
pain, yet not actua physica agony. A feding of loss and sorrow. Almost ... dmost childlike.”

"How did you do that?" Y ace asked, fedling his skin crinkle into gooseflesh. "Thereisachild out there.,
Waiting for me. | didn't want to betray him until | was sure you wouldn't send him back to the pervertsin
the camp.”

"Ah." That wasdl she said, but SdevaKarmann's eyes burned brighter till, with ferocious anger. " So my
grandson is encouraging the abuse of children, dso?1 will put it down to his account, be sure of that.
Now go and bring that cold and frightened child into the house. We can, if nothing € se, warm and feed
him."

Y ace sared at her and a Lemmon, who was lighting dusty candles, which were cobwebbed and
sputtery. Intheflickering light, he saw their faces more clearly. Neither looked like anyone who could
support the aims of Standish, whatever their own might be. He nodded.

They were not talkative these two, and nothing was said as he turned from the bedroom into the
blackness of the farmhouse again. What strange twist of fate, he wondered, was setting hisroad
aongsidethat of the Commander's grandmother?

Jon lay in the growing chill of the forest, listening intently. Nothing but darkness surrounded him, broken
only occasonaly by the shrill chirrrk of abird that had not yet flown south for the winter. Theleaveson
the floor of the wood rustled as the cold wind off the mountains swept among the trees, and the boy
found himsdlf flinching at sudden gusts, thinking his tormentors were coming after him.

Jon huddled hisarms around his knees and set his back more firmly against the trunk of the tree against
which Y ace had put him. What was happening in that black house? Wasthe big fellow ill dive? Would
he come back, even if he might be? He seemed friendly enough, but Jon had learned distrust in aharsh
school. Perhaps he had been left hereto die.

Tears leaked from the corners of his eyes, but he had used up his ability to cry, long before. Repeated
beatings had conditioned him not to sob, even when, from time to time, one of the men who used him
liked such accompaniment to his pleasure. That meant more begtings -- and

sometimes much worse,

Something shrieked in the depth of theforest. A mouse, perhaps, or avole. The whisper of large wings
passed over the smdll gladein front of him, and he shivered. He knew forests, it wastrue, but he had



never liked being there done. Not at night. And thiswas not hisown forest, in which he had lived asa
smd| child.

Footsteps crunched briefly; then paused. He pulled himsdlf into an even smdler bal, knowing himsdlf to
beinvisble against the dark bulk of the tree. But now there came awhisper, sharp in the darkness.

"Jon! Areyou Hill there? Comewith me... | think we have found people who may befriends.”

Y ace. Helet out along breath, which quivered more than he liked to note, and drew another. "Really?
Not troopers?'

Now the big fellow with the strong hands was very near him. Fingers, warm and oddly gentle, touched
hisface briefly, went to his shoulder and patted it. "They have food, and we can build another fire," said
Yace.

The boy rose, feding his knees shake beneath him. "I can't see" he said, hisvoice uneven. "Lead me,
Yace"

"Better than that,” said the young man. "1 will carry you!"

Jon found himsdlf lifted with startling ease and placed on Y ace's back. "Duck to missthe branches. |
think we have found abit of safety and maybe aration of help," said the young man, as he did through
the forest again, toward the black shape of the house against the dightly lighter sky.

*k*

Using the orbiting platform’s capacities as a communications satellite, Jeroboah could bounce his
surveillance beamsinto many unexpected areas of the continent. In the old days when he was one of
SdlevaKarmann's trusted advisors, he had managed to plant his equipment in crucia spotsthat hefelt
might, intime, need to be monitored.

Today he was quite himsdlf, remembering dl his plots and plans, his agentsin place in the Stronghold and
those whom he had hel ped to put into position. With Stormwall secured, he knew that other rebels
moved in the mountains and through the forest east of the mountains.

It wastime, he thought, to make arrangements for the future.

Chapter Fourteen
A Strange and Uneasy Feding

The Stronghold lay slent around his office, but Theron Standish was unable to relax. Something was
going amiss, out there in the fidds and the mountains. Even Cozarre had failed him, for his Sniffer had
found Selevawas no longer in the lands controlled by the troops of



Station. Sending him out into the troubled countryside, when there was possible need for his services, if
thingsin Station grew any more threstening, was not something he felt wise. No, he intended to put himin
the central control room, with his hand convenient to the activating switch that would send dl of the
Stronghold up with asingle blast.

Stormwall was now retaken, that was one comfort. And yet it was avery small one, for not asingle rebel
had been captured there, and the fortress had been so damaged by charges set by those who | eft that
extengve repairs were necessary. Even the wounded, and there must have been many after thefirst
attack, were gone without atrace. The airborne troops had been offloaded into the of the fortress, their
hand lasers ready and their nervestense, but not alance of flame or azinging pellet had met them asthey
spread out and scouted the complex.

That, in itsdlf, was something that troubled Standish. They should not have felt secure enough to dow
themselves with wounded and women and infants. The ragtag militia defending the fortress should have
run, panic-stricken, for the mountains. But what faint traces could be read

told his officers they had withdrawn in good order into Coldfellow Wood.

That nest of vermin! He gtill sseamed with frustration and fury when he remembered that herb-woman,
Lilias had been her name, who had spurned him and disgppeared into the tracklesswilderness. Hisarm,
long healed now, gave atwinge along the old break.

She and her spawn were probably at the root of much of histrouble, he thought. They were the sort who
did not accept authority, did not believe in those wiser than themsalves, and refused to submit to the
proper exercise of power. He had known afew such, as he had gone through hislife. Most of them he
had used and broken and discarded, at last, when he found them and brought them into his Stronghold.

His grandmother would not have accepted that rejection, he thought. For al his hatred of the old woman,
he could only admire her earlier career. It was a pity she had gone soft, in her later years. He knew he
owed much of hisown ruthlessness and brilliance to the genesinherited from her, and he could only hope
that age would not do to him what it had done to Seleva Karmann. She had been theidol of his
adolescence. He till admitted that, even to hiscousin. That steely

gaze had been enough to freeze him in histracks, and her quiet voice, the words snipped from ice and
metd, could direct him even toward goals he did not share. He wondered what it was that had turned her
into ahumanitarian and ademocrat. She had shown little trace of such traitsin her younger days!

He shook himsdlf and sighed. She had spoiled him for stupid people, and that woman in Tellich had
spoiled him for his pretty boys. Now he wanted women. Not women! One woman. Lilias Stringfellow
Strindberg, as she called hersdlf. But she had not been seen since his

ill-fated trip into Tellich, and not asingle one of his agents had been able to find any lead asto where she
might have gone. She had to be il in the forest, leading the outlaws who sheltered there.

Standish did not like to think of hisfailures. His grandmother and Lilias had to be counted among those,
30 he keyed the console, calling up the latest troop strengths, supply requisitions, depot inventories.
Campaigning in winter was going to require more food, and the emptying of the storehousesin Ellanish
was going too dowly. He must send asignd to his officer in charge of the occupation. Things must speed
up, before the early snows halted everything.

He stared &t the report from Stormwall. He had lost too many men, too much equipment there. The
supply of carrierswas limited, since the Traders declined to give him more, evenin return for therare
items that were grown nowhere but on Granary. Sugarberries, dry-frozen and



honeyed with the native sweetener. Blue melons. Filet of river mammal. None of those had tempted them
inthelesst.

Even worse was the dwindling fud for the flame-throwing wegpons. The lasers were smpleto operate
and maintain, but the chemicals used in the man-burners were not found in sufficient quantities on Granary
to make mining feasible. When hislast reserves of those fuels were gone,

there would be no more. He cursed the Traders often for their misplaced scruples.

But if hisgrandmother had not dtered the contracts ... no he would not think of that. He refused to owe
her anything, though he knew that on another agricultural world than thisthe Traderswould have
descended like locusts, once he began hiswork of consolidation. Long

before now, they would have stripped it bare, leaving its colonists helpless, without marketsfor their
produce or sources of manufactured goods. But they should sall him armaments!

Therewas aquiet tap at his door. He scanned the monitor, wondering for the thousandth timeif the
image there might not be that of Jeroboah. But it looked like the old woman who stayed awake late to
prepare his midnight medl. Lined and bent, she stood there in the corridor, holding the covered tray, and
she was S0 patient and uncomplaining that he was tempted to smash her flat, when helet her into the
room.

He hated gray and submissve women! After Liliasthey seemed stde and flavorless.

He thumbed the control that opened the door, and she came into the room, her step silent, though her hip
hitched asif with an old injury. She never raised her gaze to meet his ... he redlized he had never seen her

eyes.
He gestured toward the tabouret near the console. "Put it there. And get out!”

Then he stopped her with another wave of his hand. "L ook into my face, old woman. | will not have
people about meinto whose eyes | cannot |ook."

The withered features turned up toward him, and the faded eyes stared into his own. Something ... faint
and far away ... dmost was recognizable. A flash -- but surely not. There was nothing in that croneto
blaze up into aflash of any sort. The face was till and remote, caught, he thought, in another time and
place, barely cognizant of the present.

He snorted with disgust and waved her out. When helifted the cover, afragrant steam rose to meet his
nostrils, and he nodded. If she were not so good a cook, he would long ago have had her killed. But you
did not waste agood cook, no matter how irritating her person might be.

He tasted the soup. Perfect. The bread amost rose from the plate, it was so light and flaky. The meat
wastender, yet red in the middle, just as heliked it. No, she could live awhile longer. If only he could
dispose of hisgrandmother as easly as he could thisaged hag! He ate greedily, forgetting the flash of the
familiar inthe eyes.

*k*

They might not have seemed so faded, without the drops the woman used. Her face was lined with



marks that were not the tracks of time. The defiance that had almost escaped would have forced him to
recognize Lilias, no matter what elaborate makeup she might use to conced her age

and true appearance. As she moved slently down the corridor, the woman was aimost smiling. She was
in position. Her hushand was with her, working as an under-gardener.

When the time came to settle Theron Standish, her son would send word to her, and then shewould
know what to do.

* k%

But behind her in the Commander's rooms, Standish had forgotten her. Coldfellow Wood was dry, now.
The green sap had subsided, and the leaves were dead. The snows had not yet blanketed the forest.
Coldfellow Wood could be burnt, in such westher. That would rout those maverickswho hid there, as
well asany rebeswho might still skulk in its shelter.

And if Lilias burned with the forest? He shrugged, turned to touch the communications key. Then he
stopped. If she burned ... no, he could not yet face that possibility. If she died without submitting her will
to his, he would be forever lessened.

Let the forest stand for awhile longer. He had awar to conduct.

Chapter Fifteen
The Strindberg Maneuver

It was astrange fedling to help outsiders, Arvid thought, asthe last of the refugees from Stormwall
disappeared up the forested d opes leading into the harsh and inaccessible mountains. Those he had
guided in the quickest waystoward their goa might makethat hellish climb,

but burdened as they were with their wounded and their young ones, he doubted it.

He approved of Coville's plansfor harrying Standish's troops over the mountainsin Ellanish, but he did
not volunteer himsdlf or hispeopleto ad init. He did not know Ellanish. He did know every inch of
Tdlich, from the barrens beyond Stormwall to the tops of the mountains, from the sea on the west to the
border of Station.

Theworld of Granary seemed to be rising against the Commander at last, and he intended to use his
limited strengths and his specia knowledge in the best way he could find. Those troops now on
Stormwall thought their war ended. They wereto hold that stronghold, he felt certain, controlling the
lands beneath the escarpment while Standish concentrated on subduing Ellanish and Sterne Rift, east of
the mountains.

Y et hewas sure that most of al Stnadish wanted the whest lands lying between the mountain chain on the
north and east and the sea on the west. The troops on Stormwall could be the key to the whestfidds. He
did not intend for them to have an easy task of it, even though they remained in the old fortress. There



were ways onto the escarpment that nobody knew but those he led, and he intended to make full use of
them dl, before he was done. He had not hinted to Coville what he might do, and he said nothing to
anyone not directly concerned in his plan. When the time came, he smply called for those best suited to
help him and led them away from the camp.

Now he did through the wood, his back bent beneath a heavy pack. Behind him came Carrick and
Garet. Their present mission was one best served by few, and the three of them were the quietest of the
entire population of Coldfellow Wood. They could go unseen and unheard, when

it was necessary. Thisfirst sortie against the occupation troops was the most important, for it must set the
pattern for those that would follow.

They were dmogt at the edge where the wood thinned at the border of the goat pastures. The most easily
concedl ed approach would be that curving to meet the eastern end of Stormwal| itself, but that wasthe
direction from which Coville's people had come when they demolished Standish's attackers. They would
be watching that way closdly.

Who, they would think, could dip across grassy fields, clearly to be seen by any looker by day or
detected by heat-seekers by night, to approach by way of the rough country at the foot of the
escarpment? But there were ways, and Strindberg grinned into the twilight as he paused to dlow his
followersto catch up to him.

"Thelightisright,” hesaid. "When it growsredly dark, they turn strong lights down and play them across
the grasdands and the broken country beyond. But just at twilight, they still think they can see, even
though they cannaot.”

Garet heaved his pack onto the ground and began taking out rough cloaks, which seemed to be woven
of twigs and grass and dried stuff that wasthe very color of the grassitsdf. It was amazing what
determined people could create when they had need of it. Each of the men wrapped himsdlf in thefolds
of one of the cloaks, covering their heads with loose hoods. The wind was cold, and the added layer was
acomfort, aswel as camouflage. Then they stepped out of the covering fringe of scrub trees, their backs
bent enough to keep their shapes from seeming

human, and began moving among the random groups of goats, which were till nibbling at the frost-killed
grass and bushes.

At aground-eating walk, they moved over the pastures toward the tumbles of stone and the crannies
caused by ages of freezing winters and blazing summers. Once they reached the rough, no matter how
many lights were turned toward them, they could move unseen toward their goa. The heat-seekers
would be hard put to distinguish them from the clusters of goats that habitualy sheltered among the
boulders.

Thelight thinned away, and darkness rolled over the grasd ands. Then the halogen lights blazed into life
on the height and began their rhythmic sweeps across the countryside below. Arvid chuckled, ashelay
flat to dlow abeam to move over him. Did those by-the-book military

men think the only way to go about harrying Stormwall was by their own means? The beam passed, and
the three rose and pelted forward, enabled by the darkness to make better time. The very lights they
used blinded those above, no matter what sort of sensitive glasses they might useto

detect intrudersin the pastures.

The goats about them, untended by their absent herders and at largein their grazing land, moved irritably,



baaing in low voices. That had to confuse any image the men in charge of the instruments above might
receive,

Fifteen face-downs later, Arvid felt rubble instead of grass beneath his hands. Pulling his cloak tightly
about him, herolled into a ditch between house-sized stones that had fallen, ages before, from the cliffs of
Stormwall. From this point onward, he and hisfellowswould travel fast, hidden from those on the height.
When they found themsdlves again in darkness after disturbing anumber of disgruntled goats, which had
bedded down out of the wind, Strindberg felt about the bouldersto hisright. Here was the point toward
which he had been moving.

He had hidden in thistangle of badlands from those who searched for him, long years before, leading
them astray from the wood and his family and companions. He had learned every way through the maze
of fallen rock, and now hisfingerstouched agash, seemingly naturd, that

he had cut there for the guidance of those in need.

He did not speak. Coville had told him of the sophisticated listening devices carried by the Commander's
military. Those could pick up speech, even awhisper, at a distance of hundreds of meters. That had been
vauableinformation, for he had never dreamed anyone could eavesdrop on others from a great distance.
All his people had been warned, and now he guided his followers by touch, using a system of tapsand
strokes they had devised for such use.

From time to time the stone above was washed with light as the halogens rays swept over, but the men
were conceded and used the bit of illumination to find their way even faster. Even so, it required hoursto
reach the area directly benesth the crannied steep of Stormwall. Once there, Strindberg found himself
skirting the burnt-out hulk of the carrier that had gone over the edge, weeks before when Coville and his
peopl e attacked. He had heard the tale from those he guided into the mountains, and now that he saw the
evidence, reveded in the backwash from the beams overhead, he understood just how terrible that
ascent had been.

Bodies, uncorrupted because of the cold weether, still lay sprawled over boulders or falen siffly into
crevices, the burned flesh black where the carrion-eaters had not gnawed it away to gray-red rawness.
Eveninthechill, the smell was gut-wrenching.

Instead of climbing, as Falville and his people had done, Strindberg turned back east, following the foot
of the dliff, remaining close under the concedling ledges and outcroppings of stone. With the help of the
halogens, the areawas it enough to see, yet dim enough to conced his people when they must dash from
one overhang to the next. At last, the trio reached the spot Arvid had chosen for thisfirst foray.

Therewasadark holeleading straight into the cliff. Barely wide enough to allow Arvid's wide shoulders
to pass, it was smooth -- aimost polished -- and he was able to dide aong amost without effort. Behind
him he could hear Garet breathing heavily, and he recdled that his large lieutenant hated being cramped
into any small space. Carrick, farther back, was grunting softly as he pulled himsdlf along.

They went so for what seemed hours but wasfar lesstime. Then Arvid felt the changeinthe air pressure
that told him the shaft was ahead, and he reached backward with atoe until Garet touched hisfoot.
Three tapstold him to be dert for a change. Strindberg knew he would passthat ‘word' back to Carrick,
s0 he went on done until he felt the flow of cold air from above.

He stood dowly, feding above his head as the opening danted upward. At last he was upright in the
center of the space, feding the air flowing downward aong his body, then away through the flue up which
they had come. In afew moments, his companionsjoined him, and he put



out a hand to each in the pitch darkness.

Hetook Garet's hand and moved it to their right, to touch the wall, polished with what must have been
millennia of snow runoff from the top of the cliff. There were handholds there. He knew that well, for he
had cut them himsdlf, against future need, when he had been trapped here, hiding. They led out the top,
into achasm just below the overhanging wall of the fortress.

Garet said nothing. He stretched upward, and then he was gone, climbing the dightly danting shaft. Once
Carrick was shown the rude ladder, he went, too, and Arvid came behind, wondering if anyone could
hear spoken words through so much thickness of stone. He decided not to

risk it. The shaft itself might carry soundsto earsthat he wanted to avoid.

The end of the shaft was broad, flattened so they had to crouch, and horizontal, allowing them to look
out over abroken countryside that was shades of black and dark gray. The distance downward could
not be seen, and Arvid thought that might be avery good thing. Hisfellows

would not be able to see the desperate drop bel ow, as they made their perilous way dong the ledge that
danted up to meet the point where the fortresswall met the solid rock.

"Follow me," he sgnalled by taps on wrigts. "I know the way."

And he did, though only from observing it from below, committing every outcrop, every jutting foothold,

every rock and bulge and niche to memory. Now he had to pull those recollections out of hismind, from
benesth the accumulations of years, and trust hislife to what he remembered. He put out ahand, and the
groin of stone was benesth hisfingers, the wind-worn hole just right for giving good purchase.

He sighed and decided to alow hisreflexesto carry him through. He had absorbed al of those matters
into hisvery fibres, a atime when hislife might depend on hisknowledge. And now it did.

Miraculously, nothing major had changed. No necessary handhold had surrendered to time and wegther
and tumbled into the chasm. No foothold had worn too shalow to accommodate his seeking toe. He
arrived at the angle of wall and dliff, weary, arms aching from compensating for the bruising weight of the
pack still on his back, but in one piece. Once he was settled above, the others came up easily, and the
three of them found themselves beside the short wall protecting the Offal Gate of the old fortress.

Sdlevahad told her erstwhile captor of that useful entryway, and now Arvid blessed her foresightedness.
Thiswas away none without local knowledge would ever think might exist. The panels, the old woman
hed told him, wereinvisble from insde and outside, the chain of the

counterweight so high in the gloom that only one who knew where to look could ever find it, and then,
without knowledge, he would have no notion what to do withiit.

They dipped around the wall to the spot measured off as Arvid moved. It must be here. The stonethe
old woman had described was three down, two over, with fingerholds concedled in the mortar. He did
his fingers around stones, fedling for the right spot. And, after three fruitless attempts, he found the
correct block, the dot in the mortar, the fingerholds deep inside and behind adanting cut.

He exhded softly. Garet and Carrick leaned forward -- he could fed their breath warm in the cold air, as
he tugged the stone toward himsdlf, hisfingers chilled dmaost to numbness. And the sone moved, silent
and efficient, on the greased track set in place long before by those with

good reason to need asilent and secret way of disposing of inconvenient people, both living and dead.



After that, it was amost too easy. The three moved into the vast cellarage of the fortress, where shelves
of ancient and unusable suppliesloomed al about them. Here they used their hand-generated torches, for
they could risk no stumble into clattering stacks of rusted weapons or landdide of boxes asthey
negotiated the basement's depths.

Oncethey were up the stone stairway that ended in the silent kitchens, Arvid redlized those of the
complement stationed in the fortress who were not asleep were on watch along the top of the

escarpment. They were not risking another successful attack, no matter how secure they might fed inthe
reconstructed bastion.

The wide doorway that |et onto the walled courtyard was closed against the night and the cold, but it was
not secured. Arvid could see the scars of the recent battle in the thick panels of overlaid wood and metal.
The door had been dl but rebuilt entirely.

Those outside could come in to warm themselves and to get hot soup and bread from the braziers | eft
filled with codsin the corridor just ingdeit. That was good thinking, making for dert sentries. It dso was
convenient for his own purposes.

Almost whistling between histeeth, Arvid shrugged out of his packstraps and let the heavy bundle down
onto the flagged floor. Carefully, he unwrapped the components of the explosive charges Coville had
given him for his efforts against those troops left in Tellich. Garet took pressure caps from Carrick's
pack, where they had been individualy packed. He unwrapped them cautioudy and set them, one by
one, into Carrick's hand.

Arvid and Garet strung aline of sausage-like charges aong the bottom of the door, after Carrick dippied
four pressure caps, spaced evenly, between the bottom of the heavy porta and the stonelintel. The
adhesive they used would hold them in place as the door swung

outward. And when it came back to touch thelintel, they would, Arvid hoped devoutly, blow out the
front wall off the fortress, aswel asremoving anumber of the complement of Stormwall from active

duty.

Arvid stepped back and inspected their handiwork in the light of the watchbeam |eft in the corridor.
Nothing showed. They bundled their packs together, checked for any betraying sign of their presence,
and hurried back to their point of entry. That took sometime, and before

they were al out of the Offal Gate there came adull boom from above, shaking down dust that had not
been disturbed for centuries.

They closed the stone hastily and moved aong thewall, not toward the shaft but toward the narrow
ledge leading around to the westward extension of theridge. Above them, they could hear the clanging of
gongs, the shouts of startled men, the furor of adisturbed garrison that had thought itself safe.

Surely anyone manning the listening device would be distracted.

Arvid leaned close to Garet and whispered, "There is much of the night left to usto use. And thereis
damage yet to be done. If we become separated, head for the shaft again and hide at its bottom. But for
now, we will go and see what mischief we can find to do.”

Heknew of cranniesworn into the stone walls by the wesether, just right for holding chargesthat could be
activated from afar with Covill€sjury-rigged ectricad transmitters. His companionswere dso inventive



men. They would make themsavesfelt in fill other ways, before the night was done.

Chuckling slently, the trio made off into the blackness, while the fortress above their heads hummed like
abeehiveinto which asmdl boy hasflung astone.

Chapter Sixteen
Durk

Durk muffled agroan, as he shifted his position dightly. Theribs had amost healed, but the bruises were
gtill sore. The less severe begting of the night before had made them worse than ever.

"Shhh!" That was Nurse Sari, making her rounds of the abandoned potato shed that served asthe
hospita for Station troops who had run afoul of the Commander's noncoms. "Heis outside, talking with
the Lieutenant. Y ou make a sound, and he will come and beat you till again, Durk. Thistime, thoseribs
are going to bresk even more easily, and a splinter through the lung would finish you.”

"l would as soon," the young man said, fegling his breath asastab in hischest. "Thisisno life for anyone.
Death is better." But he found himsdf watching her dender shape as she moved toward his bed. She
was, he thought, not much older than he.

She bent over him, her face patched with yellow from the flickering candle she had set on thetable. "Tell
me you need to go to the latrine," she whispered, dmost inaudibly. Thelook on her face made him nod.

"Need to go, Nursel" he said urgently. "While you're here. The orderly lets me pee the bed and then liein
it

She smiled. "Of course. Her voice was cool and professional, atotal contrast to her expression. "Here,
let me get you under the shoulder. That'sright.” Sheled him haltingly out of the long narrow room and
into the palisaded runway that enclosed the path to the latrine.

They could hear the voices of the sergeant and the lieutenant, beyond the wooden stakes, but they were
hidden from view. And once ingde the crude walls of the facility, they were too distant to be overheard,

if they whispered.

"They aregoing to kill you, Durk," Sari said. "Gottenrod isakiller, not fit to be in charge of anyone, much
lessthe sck and injured. He hasyou in hissights. "I saw him teke adidike to

another conscript, once. He beet her to apulp and |eft her in her blood for me to find the next morning.
He hates everyone, man, woman, and child. They tell me he was close to the Commander once, his
lover, strange as that seems, before Standish began preferring women again. He has never got over his
bitterness at being set aside, and others take the brunt of hisanger.”

"Fine," Durk breathed. " So I'm a dead man. Knowing ahead of time doesn't seem to make me any
heppier.”

"l intend to get you out. Sometimes, there is someone il strong enough to do something against this



entire system, if he getsaway, and | have smuggled afew out, in my time. They will catch meintheend,
of course, and then | can only hope | die quickly. Thistime, | will save you. Y ou are agood man, and |
like you. But you haveto do just what | say, instantly, when | show you what | need.” Her head was
cocked, listening for anyone approaching, but her gaze wasfixed on hisface.

Durk fastened his trousers and turned from the opening down which he had urinated. His joints were
puddles of agony, his boneslong shafts of pain, but in general he knew he was sound, if given timeto hed
completely. Shaking the stench of the latrine from his senses, he accepted Sari's arm again, and they
made their painful way up the path.

Once hewaslying flat on the dirty grain bags that formed his bedclothing, he stared up at her. She
nodded, coolly. "Y ou'll do now. Good night.”

That left him with histhoughts, for no light was supplied in the shed for the Sck. The orderly never
entered it from dusk to dawn, and those who died must wait for Sari to return before they were
straightened and taken away. He wondered what had brought such akind girl into the service of
Standish's military medics.

What, asfar asthat went, had brought him to Station? he wondered. He hadn't more than half believed
the promises Standish's recruiters made to potentia recruits. But he had been foolish enough to sign up,
making him even more of an idiot than the conscripts, who had no choice. He was going to make his
fortune, here, rise from the ranks, become Somebody, he had been certain. Hisfather'swarnings and

Y ace's cautionings hadn't penetrated histhick skull.

Hewould have laughed, if that had not been so painful. So he went blithely into barracks, with his handful
of persona possessions and his stout farmer's clothing, only to be stripped of everything by the men there
before him. Once they were sure he had nothing €l se to be taken,

they beat him, naked, until he blacked out.

He had thought, at the time, that no besting could be worse. Now he knew better, but then he had been
very young and naive. When he woke, still on thefloor amid his own blood and lying on acouple of his
own teeth, the sergeant had thrown him into the showers, the supply crew had given him adeazy set of
uniforms, and a bored barber had shaved the symbol of Company T into the top of his head, thus
preventing runaways from going unrecognized. A pale, shaven scalp was as good as a death sentencein
Station, now.

Hed thought that wastheinitiation, but it had proved to be only thefirst ingtalment. That night, after
working al day in the Shuttle port, carrying goods into the warehouses, |oading foodstuffs onto the craft,
he had gone into the barracksto find the entire group waiting.

Now camethe redly tough part.

He il tasted the oily dust of the floor, the remnants of dung and straw and grit that heavy boots had
tracked in from the various duties of the men living there. In addition there was the bitter sdt tang of the
blood that he had spilled from his own body, the evening before. They'd made him lick the floor for
twenty feet on each sde of his bunk, before they would et him go to the showers and wash his mouth
free of thefilth and his body of sweat and dust.

That had been hisinduction into the Great Civilizing Army of Station, the Commander's pride and the
insrument with which heintended to subdue dl of Granary that would not willingly surrender to hiswill. If
there had been any God still worshipped by his people, Durk would



have called on Him to curse Standish. Asit was, he spared the energy for aset of silent curses of his
own.

He turned on his cot and spat onto the dirt floor of the shed. The taste would never leave him, no matter
how long or short hislife might be. Those nightswould liveinsde him, cankering, festering, growing more
bitter and dangerouswith time. If he lived, which grew more doubtful every moment, he would get
revengefor that grim initiation.

Even the news, long delayed and garbled, that his father had been thrown off hisland and had died of it
had not added much to his aready ample store of hatred for those who helped Standish and his plots.
But it must have made the dight differencein his attitude that brought him to the attention of Gottenrod,
for from that time onward he had been under the eye of the noncom.

He sghed and turned again. Beyond him, in the darkness, he heard aharsh gurgle, followed by along
exhaation. Another one gone. That |ft fifteen in the shed. Six had died over the past three days— this
was a death-trap, without a doubt. He wondered what Sari could do. He hoped she would hurry. He
hoped, suddenly and desperately, that she would never be caught at her work of saving those who could
be sdvaged.

When the nurse came on duty again, she tended the dead first of al. There were three, by that time, and
she wrote the names neatly onto her tally and noted the deaths on the charts that no doctor ever
examined. Then she turned toward Durk and nodded. He looked at the corpse on the cot before her.
Shetwitched anirritated eyebrow, and he got theideaat last. He had to die. Convincingly.

He ought to know how to do that, by thistime! He had watched and listened to enough deaths, over his
months asa soldier, to give him al he needed to know. Durk gtiffened, arching hisback dightly. A gargle
of sound came from hismouth, and Sari hurried to bend over him. His

death rattle was awork of art.

As she dstraightened, she had just the right combination of sadness and composurein her expression to
satisfy the most exacting critic. The stench of the hut was such that nobody would missthat of hisown
released bowels.

"Another one?' asked the man with two broken arms.

"Yes" shesghed. "Four in one twenty-four-hour space. That istherecord, so far. Thisplaceisan
abomination, and the Cooperative of Worlds should know about it. But there'sjust no way." She sighed
again, writing her notes, ligting him among the dead.

It was the hardest thing he had ever tried, lying deathly still, keeping his bresths too shallow to move his
chest. His nose began to itch. He needed to shift his position desperately. But he held himsdlf till, silent,
fedling the rough and stinking cloth over hisface as awelcome shield againgt too close asurvey.

Therattle of the cart that carried out the corpses sounded in the narrow corridor between the bunks.
"Thisonefird," said Sari. "Then you can move back toward the door more easily, picking them up as
you go."

He blessed her quick wits. Thered corpses would be piled on top of him -- he had seen the ragtags who
formed the buria detailswork before. They noticed nothing, cared for nothing but their daily ration of
raw acohol. Even if he sneezed, they probably wouldn't take note of it. But he didn't intend to. He let



them flop him onto the cart, and he remembered to hold his eyes open in adeathlike Sare, asthey
shoved the covering back onto the bed, to be used (without washing) for the next comer.

It wasn't easy to stay motionless, to keep from focusing his gaze, to hold hisface till, but he managed to
do it until the next body flopped onto him. Then, partidly hidden, he relaxed afraction of histension.
Maybe there was, indeed, a chancefor himto live.

Oncethe pile of bodieswasrolled outside, Sari presented her list to the sergeant for his gpproval, before
sending them to the composting beds. Durk listened, his skin amost as cold asthat of the corpse directly
above him, as Gottenrod read the li<t.

"That recruit -- Durk -- he's gone?' The tone was suspicious, and the ugly face was screwed into agrim
mask.

"He hemorrhaged in the latrine, yesterday," said the nurse. "'l wasn't at dl surprised. There must have
been internd bleeding for along time."

"Pdllot, Darstang, Benoit, too. Thinning out, aren't they?* Histone was filled with satisfaction.

There was the sound of scribbling on paper, and the cart began moving again. It was pushed through the
hidden gate in thewall and into the thick screen of forest that separated the compound from thefieldsand
the stench-ridden composting area, where bodies were recycled into fertilizer.

Onceit was around severa bendsin the track, Durk began moving, dowly, subtly, to clear himself of the
weight holding him down. It wouldn't do to makeit thisfar, only to be suffocated by adead man. He
managed to peer between the interlocked legs of his companions, who had been laid dternately
head-to-foot, and watched the man pushing the cart. Hisjaw was dack, his gaze fixed on someinner
vison that did not include anything his hands were doing. The others must be ahead of them, for there
was no sign of them behind the pusher.

Now he could smell the composting site. The breeze brought the stench through the trees from the north,
and he dmost retched, thinking his own body was supposed to add its own putridity to that dways
growing decay. The path led them out of the wood, and the cart stopped on the brink where new refuse
was dumped. The three men gathered at the small shed to get the spades and pushers with which they
would deposit their load.

It wasthetime, or the time would never come. He heaved himself sideway's, toppling one of the bodies
onto the ground. So intense was his need to get away that the pain of moving didn't reach him until he
was indgdethefringe of forest, conceded behind aclump of sugarberry.

He didn't wait there. Those three were spaced out, but they might notice that the body had no good
reason to fdl off the cart. They just might even redlize they had started out with four but ended up with
three. But probably not. They weren't much more alive than the bodies on the cart.

Every move was pure agony, but he shoved with hisfeet, ebowing hisway into the thorny undergrowth.
Punctures of many kinds added to his discomfort, and an occasiond dither or hissfrom deeper in the
bush gave him pause, occasiondly, but he kept going. Only when he couldn't move at dl did he stop his
efforts. He had no idea how far he had come, but the dant of the light through the treesindicated it was
past midafternoon. He had left behind the scrub that underlay the lesser forest, and now hewaslyingon a
smooth mat of dead |eaves benegth large hardwoods.

That told him he had to be deep into the wood, for he had come through such growth on hisway to join
Standish'sarmy. An hour of easy walking separated him from the populated center of Station. He was



thirsty. The scanty food given the outcast sick in the shed had worn out along while before. But more
than anything, he was exhausted with effort and with pain. Without trying to find amore comfortable
position, he let hisface drop onto the leaves, and deep clamed him.

When hewoke, it was completely dark. No glint of astar showed through the dense cover of fal leaves
gill clinging to the trees. The second moon wastiny, itslight unable to penetrate even a scanty growth of
forest. The larger moon was on the other side of itslazy trip around the planet.

The wood was ill, for many of the smal creatures had gone into winter quarters. Birds had followed
their ancient autumn flyways southward. Insects occasionaly chirred from tree-bark or beneeth the
mulch, but the night was very quiet. He found he was listening to water ... adistinct chatter of shallows
over rocks. Hismouth suddenly drier than ever, he began to crawl painfully toward the sound.

Hefound the spring by splashing directly into it, his head going under for an instant, before he managed to
find bottom with both hands and push up and back. Then, his body anchored firmly on the narrow
mudbank edging it, he drank and drank. He had no food, but with water he could last for along time.
Long enough to hed, perhaps. Long enough to dream of going home again to the house his father had
been forced to leave. Long enough to plan his revenge against the troops of Standish and the thief who
hed taken hisfamily home.

Hefdl adeep again, thistime a deep and healing dumber, but he dreamed of fire and degth.

When Durk opened his eyes, he was almost unable to remember where he was and what he might be
doing in so unlikely aspot. He lay in ahollow lined with dead leaves and walled with fern and moss. Not
the hospital! Then he moved, and a symphony of aches, stabs, and twinges

reminded him his body was damaged badly. His head was hot, and when he tried to stand he found
himsdlf too dizzy and wesk to remain upright.

His stomach rumbled, feding entirely empty, but there was no food. He would do without, gladly.

He dropped to his knees and drank again, tasting the stone from which the spring rose, the tang of
waterweed and minera. But his head spun, and he dmost fdll into the basin. With some effort, he pulled
himself back into the tangle of shrubs and vines and pushed himself among the leaves, trying to find some
warmth. The wind was cooling, and without food in him to warm his blood, he was chilling.

He drifted away on atide of fever. From time to time he woke enough to crawl to the water and drink,
but he seldom remembered it until he found dampness on hisragged shirt. Darkness and daylight seemed
to follow each other too rapidly acrossthe sky, time after time, and he grew more and more lank, though
he was too groggy to understand that. But there came atime when he woke fully, staring up through
interlocked branches at the late fall sun. His mind was sharp, cleansed thoroughly by the combination of
fever and fagting. He knew he must move, or he would die and leave his bones to guard the spring.

That thought forced him to push himself up onto his hands. His arms trembled with the stress of
completing the move, but &t last he stood, holding tightly to a pae sapling, while the world settled again
into dillness.

"l haveto go. Back. Home," he said adoud. "Back home." He looked down at the water despairingly.
There was no way to carry any with him, and sometimes, in the autumn, the forest was dry. But he knew



what he had to do, and he staggered a step to catch another treetrunk.

Onetree a atime, one step at atime, Durk was going back to the house where his father and mother
had lived.

Chapter Seventeen
Making Holesin Wdlls

Y ace found himsdlf amazed at the qudity of his new acquaintances. Seleva, asde from being
fragile-looking and old, was tough and quick, and she knew things about the different areas on Granary
about which he had never dreamed. Lemmon, on the other hand, was very quiet, dways

onthe dert, and he knew that she was deadly. He could still fed her knife at his throat, whenever he
looked at her.

Both had softened in their attitudes when he brought Jon into the farmhouse. That pleased Y ace, for he
had formed an attachment for the boy. If hisown life had been full of hard work and pain, how much
worse the child's had been!

In the three days since their first encounter, the tiny group had begun making plans for Standish's
occupying army. They had linked up, by means of Y ace'slong legs, with the squads that went about
burning crops and making lightning attacks against groups of the enemy caught

outside the walls of the compound. Much of the year's grain and root-crop was now ash, and thelocal
people were being encouraged to join Coville and his people in the high country, carrying with them dl
the foodstuffs they could find. Ellanish was about to become lively.

It was the compound that was a problem to the guerrillagroups. The thick log wallsthat surrounded it
wereimpervious to the wegpons they had to use, and the troops sheltering behind them were armed with
sophisticated weapons from the manufacturing worlds. Their arsena of

antipersonnd weapons was fearsome, for Standish had bought everything from motion-activated
automatic lasers to gas-powered handguns modeled on the ancient uzi. Some of those in the rebel group
had faced those armaments, and from the seared burn scars and the puckered puncture wounds he could
see among them, he shuddered at the thought of going up against the outpost. A fronta attack would be
suicide, and they hadn't enough numbersto risk one. It was going to require inteligence, rather than
fire-power, to reduce the post.

On the fourth night, Seleva called acouncil of war. Lemmon had maps spread over the polished floor of
the main room, and Y ace had built up afire of dried wood, which emitted little smoke. From round
about, summoned by Jon, who made awonderfully silent and unobtrusive

messenger, four of the commando |eaders came to compare notes.



Fresto was not much taller than the boy, yet he was atough little fellow with aface that seemed carved
from a hardwood root. Killek, beside him, looked like abear, his dark furry pelt covering his chin, neck,
and chest, making his cloak look redundant. Beside them, Lister seemed like aporcelain doll, out of
place in such company. But her hands were rough with work, and her eyes held fires that no easy life
could kindle. Those eyes glanced often at Darwood, the last of the

commandosto arrive.

Y ace understood her distrust. The man looked too smooth, too relaxed, too prosperous to be one of the
desperate band making a stand against the troops of Station. His quick smilewastoo brilliant, hiseyes
too bright and mocking. Y ace didiked him on sight, particularly when he adopted a patronizing air
toward Seleva Karmann. But the young man said nothing. He was a beginner at this sort of work, and he
knew Selevaand Lemmon could handle anyone who threatened to disrupt their efforts. He wasrelieved
when Sdlevainvented an errand and sent the

fellow away to make contact with another group deeper in Ellanish'sfarmlands. That told him she, too,
had felt some danger in Darwood.

"Here," Sdlevasaid, bending over the wide map spread before the hearth. “The compound commands
the intersection of the main roads, the north-south one leading down into Station and up toward Sterne
Rift. There." Sheran ablue-veined finger dong aline on the map.

"The other road leads up into the mountains to the coa mines, acrossthis area, and back to the coast.
Colyer was founded there as aport city for shipping the fud to other points around this continent. Itis
little used, these days. Only the fact that Theron istoo setin hisviewsto vaue what he calls
unsophisticated methods of transport saves us from even worse problems than we dready have. If he
had thought to ship his troops and equipment by sea, there would be little we could do about it."

Lemmon stood before the fire. Without looking at the map, she said, "Removing the command from that
post would free the roads for those who will follow usinto Ellanish. Going through the forest is very
difficult, aswe found for ourselves afew days ago. The fields are wide open to view ... we know there
arethose in Ellanish who spy for Standish, and we must avoid their notice as much as possible. Sowe
need to clear away that walled compound.”

Killek piped up in his surprising soprano. "What about the agent insde the walls?"

Y ace found himsdlf the focus of Sdevasintent gaze. "Heisagood man," hesaid. "But | suspect Hakle
won't have a chance to do anything much. After | got away, and Jon after me, they are going to be
watching everybody too closdy.”

"Yes," sad Sdeva "Whichiswhy | want to destroy the wall.”

Fresto had been staring down at the map. Now he fixed his dark gaze on the old woman, the wrinkles
around his eyes degpening. "How?" he asked.

Y ace knew dl the rest were wondering the same thing. But Selevawas |ooking at the map, her brow
wrinkled with thought, her fingers crumpling the edge of the sheet of paper. "The forest has grown even
thicker and taller, snce |l wasagirl," she mused. "Therear wall — isthat where you came over, Y ace?'

He moved closer, found the compound on the map, and pointed to the spot in the corner where the wall
of the latrine abutted the outer one. "There," he said.

"And theforest ... how near does it cometo thewall, now?'



Y ace thought back. It had been dark, but he had taken severd strides before he was under cover of the
trees. "l was going fast. Took ... maybe four steps, and the fourth took me under the branches. Say three
or four meters. Fiveto be on the safeside ... | was moving fast.”

Shenodded. "And the forest isredlly thick, beyond that cleared strip?”

Jon'svoice gartled them dl, rising from the chimney-corner where he huddled, holding hisknees against
hischest. "Very thick. Likeawal itsdf, dmost. They used to let me outside, sometimes, when men go
after firewood. | look about some, case | ever get the chanceto

run."

"Then wewill destroy that wall. It isgoing to take alot of work and many handsto do the task, but |
know how and now | know where. Can you get me a dozen strong people, capable of digging for about
fifty yards through heavy black soil, thick with the roots of trees?' she asked Ligter.

The young woman nodded decisively. "There are adozen in my own group who will come. All areable.
Most are rather smdll, too, which should help. But are you certain that you can bring down that wall?
And what will we do when it does come down?"

"I can make ahole that Standish could ride one of his carriersthrough,” said the Commander's
grandmother. "As nearly aswe can figureto thetimeit isgoing to fal, we will creste adistraction on the
other side of the compound, taking every available trooper there to repd the attack. Fire arrows should
do thejob, making alot of excitement without depleting our stores of red explosives too much. We will
have need of thet later, | fear, once we areinsde the post.”

Selevawas not one for talking, once she had made her plan. Y ace saw she did not intend to reveal the
details of her thinking to anyone who might be captured and forced to talk, and he found himsalf
approving. Each of the council wastold what to do, and they |eft at once, dipping away into the darkness
like ghosts, and leaving Y ace to wonder.

But morning found him busy. It was necessary to find away around through the forest, avoiding the road
and dl the mgjor tracks connecting the now overgrown farms.

Jon had beenright -- the forest was dmost like a series of walls, each thicker and thornier than thelast. If
it had not been for the boy, it would have taken Y ace much longer to find a path through, cutting away
along which those to come could bring their tools and the timber Selevademanded. As he hacked his
way through athicket of sugarberry, Y ace thought of the houses that were being demolished to provide
that timber. He had known most of the people who lived in them, and now they were dl gone, dead or
prisonersin Station. The Commander had alot to answer for, and he only hoped this difficult expedition
was going to do some good.

Jon appeared beside him. "Not far now," the boy whispered. " She said stop about ten yards from the
edge of the strip. Couple more good thickets, and you beright there. | lined it up with thewall, too, just
the way she said. What she going to do, Y ace?'

"Plot and plan,” groaned Y ace. "We're the oneswho will do al thework. Asusud. | just hope she
knowswhat she'sdoing.”

Jon looked serious, in the chilly light that filtered through the interlaced branches above them. "I think she
know more than we ever will," he said, his tone sober.

Four hours later, Y ace found himsdf hoping the boy was right. He had seldom worked so hard, eveniin



thefields or under Jarek's whip. He and the people Lister brought had cleared a space on the floor of the
wood that was about four feet wide by fivelong. Angling downward at a

decline strictly supervised by Seleva, they had dug through roots as big as treetrunks, networks of lesser
growths, and past alayer of rock that was very hard on both picks and muscles.

Sdlevawhisked back and forth, peering through her glass toward the wall, which was squared up exactly
with the line of their excavation. She was congtantly measuring the rate of descent through the soil, as
well. Sheinssted that the tunnel be shored up solidly with the dry and westhered planks that had been
parts of farmhouses and sheds and barns. So, in addition to digging, they were aso building four walls of
wood, braced up by eight-by-eights every six or eight feet.

The day wore out, along with the laborers. When it was too dark to see clearly, Selevaled the way back
to the house and they al sank wearily to the floor before the fire, while she rummaged about and
prepared afilling mea. There was no need to urge any of those who had worked on the dig to go to bed
early. Fortunately, the big old house had ample rooms and huge beds, into which they piled gratefully.

Y acewoke with afoot in hisface. "Mmmrph!" he grumbled, as herolled over and put his own feet on
the floor. Jon's thin face popped up beside him, and Killek growled like the bear he looked, as he heaved
up on the other side of the bed. "Who dseisin here?' the hairy man asked.

One of theyoung diggersthat Lister had brought dug hisway out from under the covers and yawned.
"Just me. Sammi. Do | smdll food?!

They did, indeed, and after a huge breakfast, accompanied by the warning that they would not pause to
eat again before night, the group set out again for their project. The shaft went more easily, once they
were past the root layers of the smaller growths, and the rocks thinned to an occasional loose layer. The
black soil waswet and heavy, but they managed to make alot of headway before night drovethemin
again. And dl thewhile, Sdevawas measuring, sending Lemmon to stand with astaff on which she
sghted to make certain the line of the dig did not

deviate.

It took them six daysto dig their shaft hdf of the way dong the wal'slength, neatly underground and
invisbleto any watcher. Shored al the way with dry timbers, the thing looked like a mineshaft at its point
of origin, and there was no question of any cave-in, which reassured but puzzled Y ace.

From the cover of the wood, he rested and marveled at how untouched the space between the forest and
thewall seemed, even though people were continualy passing beneath the gray-frozen grasses. The men
patrolling the top of the wall seemed to notice nothing.

On the seventh morning, Seleva sent the workers back to their groups and went, with Y ace and Jon,
back to the mouth of their tunndl. Thefloor of the forest wasthick with dried leaves, and sheimmediately
began scraping together a pile of them.

"Y ou and the boy carry these into the shaft,” shetold Y ace. "Thiswill make agood hot fire, and when we
add branches and deadfdll, that will catch the timbersnicely.”

"Y ou mean -- werre going to burn it?" Y ace asked, histone full of shocked disbelief. Had they donethis
terrible work, just to provide an old lady with abonfire?

"Yes. Don't argue, carry!™ And she pushed agreat armful of stuff into his arms and nodded toward the
opening.



When the tunnd wasfilled to her satisfaction with debris from its mouth to its end, the old woman bent
and laid afluffy string dong the raw earth of the floor, pushing its end among the brittle leaves and twigs.
When that was done and she seemed satisfied with it, she struck fire from her striker and kindled asmall
flamein apile of tinder. She applied that to the end of the string, and the spark began crawling adong the
length with terrible downess.

"What isthat going to do?" asked Y ace, following her back aong the path, yet turning hishead to try to
see smoke. But there was none ... the shaft vented itself among growth too thick to show thethin haze,
for the old wood, dried for generations, burned hot and amost smokelesdy. No onein the compound,
beyond the layers of trees and bushes, could possibly see athing. But what good was this going to do?

"That isgoing to bring down thewall, right at the center wherethe weight isgrestest,” said Seleva,
picking her way around athornbush that had fallen back into the path. " The shoring will burn out,
beginning at thisend and moving toward the other, getting dower asthe air depletesitsdf. That will leave
ahole benesth the great weight of the log wall.

"At the center, where the weight is greatest, the open space will not support the tons of wood on top of
thethin layer of soil. And it will sink, not too quickly but with great determination, into the ground, leaving
atumbled gap through which our people can move to take over the post.”

"But thetroops,” protested Y ace. "They are better armed ..."

" ... and they will befighting off an attack from the road, aswell as one from behind them. Believe me,
young Y ace, thiswill work. | saw it happen a Sterne Rift, years ago when | wasabeginner. Thisoneis
planned even better than that. And my opponent isafool, which

helps. Theron does not trust intelligent men as his officers.”

Y ace held histongue. She might think the Commander of Station was aman ill-balanced enough to
officer histroops with fools, but to norma people he seemed more of a monster who had the luck of a
thousand imps.

They found Lemmon in the farmhouse, calculating times and surrounded by the preparations for the
fire-arrow campaign. She smiled absently, asthey entered the room. "It may be going to snow," she said.
"That will add its own confusion to ours, which may beto our advantage.”

"Did the othersreport in?" asked Seleva, sinking wearily into one of the cushioned chairs. 'l want to
know they are dl in place, when the time comes. Do your figures come out with mine? About noonin
two days?'

"Moreor less. Thisisnot aprecision instrument, you know." Lemmon wound astrip of cloth around a
shaft and dipped it into a pot of pitch. "We are going to have to be in place hours before and wait until
we get areport from those waiting behind. | hope it works well -- we need to remove that thorn from our
sdes. And onceit isdone, Standish isgoing to be so furious he may do something stupid.”

Sdevasghed. "Never supid," she said. "Theronismad, but heis brilliant, in waysthat | am not, just as
my sKkillsliein directions he doesn't know exist."

Jon dipped up to St beside Selevasfeet, near thefire. "1 want to fight, too," he said, his tone soft and
sad. "'l want to hurt them.”

Y ace turned to his own task, checking bowstrings and flexing the old weapons for sgns of rot or cracks.



He didn't want to think about what the boy had said, but the quiet words rang through hismind ashe
readied the dusty remnants of ancient wars.

Chapter Eighteen
A Long Way Home

Durk wondered, many years afterward, what ingtinct sent him toward his home through the forests of
Station and the foothillslying below the mountain chain. He was not rationa, most of thetime. Hewas
barely dive, infact, dizzy with hunger and week from the abuse he had suffered. From timeto time he
thought of Nurse Sari. She had risked her lifeto send him away, dive and possibly ableto fight against
their mutua enemy. Her face floated before him, against a background of dead |leaves and frost-touched
branches, and her smile kept him going. He might go back, one day, to Station and rescue her from her
bondage in the Medic service.

It got colder. Light snow sifted down through the trees, powdering the dead |eaves of the forest floor and
making hisfeet go numb. What with that and his empty belly, he felt most disembodied, floating along
likeaghog, yet dways pulled, straight asastring, toward his

god.

When the voice spoke, he thought it was another delusion, like those he had been having for days. "Ho,
there! Who are you? Stand, or be shot!"

He laughed softly, pausing for amoment to savor thejoke. A delusion was going to shoot him -- or a
man, if thiswas one, was going to shoot aghost? Perhapsit might be for the best. He found histerrible
desireto live had dissolved in the chilly air, leaving him drifting like adead | eaf toward ahdf forgotten
god. Why had he wanted to go home? His father was no longer there.

Tears cameto hiseyes, and hefdl to hiskneesin the thin layer of snow. A dark shape came from the
interlaced branches and a fur-gloved hand reached to touch his shoulder. He shrank away. Being eaten
by one of the carnivores of the forest was not his choice of away to die.

"Here, Arvid! Weve got asick man.” It wasarea human voice, and the hand, now helping himtorise
by clasping hisarm, was no paw full of claws.

He opened his eyes and stared up though a haze that seemed apart of hiseyebals. "Who?" he croaked.
"Where?'

Another fur-clad shape approached and bent over him from what seemed a great height. "Who, indeed.
We are from the north and west, and that is al you need to know. But you are no enemy, | think. | see
the Commander'sinsigniaon what'seft of that robe you're wearing. Y ou're arunaway from histroops,
I'll wager. Weve had more than afew of those, in the past months. Come with me!”

He rose and turned away, and Durk tried to cal after him, to tell him he thought he couldn't walk another
gep. But the big fellow who had first found him lifted him asif hewere aninfant and carried him swiftly
away through the ice-laden bushes dong the path.



Hewoke, after along, long time of drifting through gray-black mists, to see above him the low roof of a
hide tent. For thefirst time in what seemed years, he was warm, though his feet werefilled with jabs of
lancing agony. He sighed and moved, pushing back the fur blanket that wrapped him initsfolds. At once,
someone came to stand beside the pile of skinson which he lay. A woman, tal and stern looking, bent to
lift him easly into the crook of her arm.

"Eat," shesaid, putting ahorn spoon to hislips. "Broth. It will make you strong again.”

He wanted to be hungry, but it had been too long -- hislips and his ssomach had forgotten how to work
together. However, he sipped obediently from the spoon, until the woman was satisfied he had enough.
Even then, when shelaid him back on his bed, hisbelly quivered and rolled, uncertain what to do with
this unexpected burden.

She knelt beside him, and beyond her he could see an open tent-flap and afragment of banch-laced sky.
She wiped hisface, and heredized that the smdl effort of swallowing had made him break into a profuse
swest. "Wheream 17" he managed to ask, at last. "l wasin the wood, going home. And then ... | forgot

"You arewith us" she said, with sublime confidence. "I am Nedra, and my manis Arvid, who, with
Garet, brought you in. Intime, hewill talk with you, and wewill decide what to do with you. But for now
you must rest and eat and regain some strength.”

Durk had never considered himsdf as quick-witted as Y ace, who could return insults with barbed
intengity or think hisway out of trouble with inspired lies. But the time he had spent in Station, aswell as
his painful encounters with Gottenrod, had waked hislazy witsto the potential he had never troubled to
use.

Heturned hisface up to hers. "You are, | think, fighting my enemy. The Commander. | just came from
Station. It may be ... when | get strong enough, it may bel can help with that.” Then hewinced, aspain
twinged deeply. "What's wrong with my feet?" he asked.

"We had to cut off some of your toes," she said, her eyes meeting hiswithout evasiveness. "It will hurt for
abit, but you will be able to walk, once they hea enough. Y ou have enough Ieft to help you balance.”

Sherose and turned toward the doorflap, fastening it behind her. Lying in the haf-light, Durk began to
check over his battered body. Theribs, strangely enough, seemed to have healed somewhat, even ashe
struggled through the forest. His contusionswere il dark, but the

soreness had amost gone. Only hisfeet were masses of agony, and he knew that would passwith time.

He listened to the murmur of activity outside the tent in which he lay. Children spoke, though none cried
or shouted playfully. Women and men talked briefly, asif passing ingtructions among themselves. There
was none of the cardess laughter or quarrdlling you might expectina

permanent village. Thiswasawar camp, he was certain.

The westher had probably pinned them down here. But where had they come from? Where did they
intend to go? He wondered without finding an answer, and he drifted off to deep filled with questions.

When he woke, the huge man he had seen before was Sitting on athree-legged stool beside the pallet,



gtaring off into some distance that did not please him, for his mouth was thinned to anarrow line, and a
furrow separated his bushy brows.

Durk moved hislegs, and the man focused on him, hisgaze ng this newcomer. "You werea
conscript?' he asked.

Durk sighed. "No. A fool -- | volunteered. | thought | would goto Station and make my fortune and
come hometo the farm to look down on everyone | knew. Two years -- it's made an old man of me, not
aweslthy one. The sergeant took adidiketo me."

"Ahhh." The narrow mouth widened into asmile. "I am Arvid Strindberg. Y ou are?'

"Durk. My father had afarm beyond the mountains, near the western edge of Ellanish. The Commander
.. " hefdt hisvoicetremble ... "seized the farm and put my father out of hishome. Friends managed to
send me word when hedied.” He bit down on the last word, holding his

face ill with congderable effort.

"And how did you escape? | happen to know everyone around Station isrequired to watch for
runaways, and your hair has not grown out properly, though it looks to have had some time to regrow,
gnceit waslast shaved.”

Durk put up ahand and felt the rough stubble of hair on thetop of hishead. "l wasin the sick ward. Not
the hospita -- the other one, where they put the onesthey want to die. The nurse did it. All | had to do
wasto play dead."

"Sari ..." Arvid'svoice was thoughtful. "So sheis4till aive and doing her work. | had wondered if she
could last solong." Again he looked someplace insde himsdf, asif looking into the future or the past.

" She was wonderful. It scares me to think what might happen to her, if the sergeant ever catchesonto
what she'sdoing." Durk shifted again and tried to Sit.

Arvid helped him up and braced him, asthey stood together in the flgp of the tent, watching the early
cookfires blinking into being, each small and salf-contained and made of dry wood that gave little smoke.

"Thisisn't your permanent camp,” said Durk, surveying the scene.

"We camefrom theforests of Tellich,” said the big man. "And now we are going to war. But we must
wait — hereis heavy snow aready in the heights, and our goal lies over the backbone of the range.
Therewill be no moving about country, in thisweather, even by the troops from Station. So we wait for a
chance to move safdy, with dl our people and their supplies.”

"Againg Standish,” murmured Durk. "Y ou move againgt the Commander ... | want to go with you. | want
to see the bastard lying in hisblood.”

"Lieback," said Strindberg. "I want to ask you how you got away, unseen, from Station. Theroads, |
know, are under eectronic survelllance aways, besdes being so littered with invisble traps that without
the proper keystravel dong them isimpossible. The fields are watched day and night. What route did
you take to make your way so far, even near death as you were?!

"They put the bodies of the dead in agreat compost heap, near the edge of the forest. The stenchisso
terrible that nobody lives near and anyone who is|eft to watch falsill and dies. The gate leading into the
path to it is unknown to everyone except those who carry away the dead. | was taken away through that
gate. | think it was secured only with achain and apadlock. They were going to put me into the heap,



thinking | was dead, but | did from the cart and into the bushes, and from there it was easy, except for
my injuries and the fact there was no food."

"Soif agroup -- not too large -- made its way back aong your trail, it would end at that compost heap,
amid the stench of rotting bodies that will be used for fertilizer on the Commander's crops? And &t that
gate, leading into an al but unused portion of the enclosure of Station?' The degp voicewasamogt a
purr.

"Yes. If | werewd| enough, | could lead them fairly well, though | was feverish and out of my heed for
much of thetime. Still, | think | could find the way back.”

"Hold that thought in mind. By the time the snow lets up so my people can go onward, your feet should
be well enough to carry you, dthough painfully, back the way you have come. | want to scout this
unobserved route into the heart of Station. | want to carry news of it to those who wait in the heights,
counting the months of winter whilethey get ready to fall upon our enemies.”

Durk felt asurge of warmth. There was still something he could do to avenge hisfather. He reached to
catch the calloused hand lying near hisown. "1 will go with you. I will show you. But | want you to try to
get Sari out dive, before anything happensto her. Sheistoo good to let those animals destroy her.”

"| agree," said thevoice. "And | will, if it can be done, for sheisthe daughter of my uncle, and my kin."

Chapter Nineteen
WaitingisaTiring Thing

The Commander of Station wasweary of waiting. Winter had come down hard on the mountains north
of his country. No matter how he hounded them, troops and supplies could not move in the degp snow
and the treacherous thaws that followed one another down from the north.

The most important post in Ellanish sent discouraging reports, the messengers arriving half frozen, despite
being ableto ride in the enclosed carriers. Too much of the food supply he had intended to confiscate for
his troops had burned in the fields or in Storage, leaving his men ill-fed and discontented. Guerrillas
hounded those who tried to guard the last remaining granaries. The countryside seemed to teem with
rebels, intent upon preventing the successful occupation of

their country. Not even automated weapons keyed to motion sensors had been able to stop the
predations entirely.

Hefumed at the delay, but even he could not hope to change the weether, and he fretted to no purpose.
Frustration had always put him into awicked mood. Being trapped, ashewas, by hisown fearsaswell
asthe weather, he knew that even his cousin was avoiding him.

His grandmother was gtill among the missing, and his old knowledge of her character told him shewas
plotting against him. Even he was no match for her in many sorts of subtlety and craft, and he shivered, at
times, to think of what she might decide to do. It was unjust that she should blame him for learning by
studying of her own history. In her later years, she had gone soft, but he had read, asachild, the



accounts of her rule over Station. That was atae that had dways made him shiver, even whilefeding
pridein her abilities.

She was no better than he, when it came down to the question, and she had no right to judge him now.
Her recent years could not wipe out the record of blood and conniving that had tightened the grip of her
family on Granary. If she had only remained the same, between them they could have reduced thisworld
to afiefdom and harvested dl the profits from the Tradersfor themselves. They would be an unbeatable
combingtion.

Helooked again at hislayout of troops and projects. Those up on Stormwall were freezing to no
purposein their newly damaged fortification, for no activity had been noted in the lands below,

forestsand fields dike, for weeks. There was no point in invading Wheatlands, for it was buried in snow.
Yet if hewithdrew from Stormwall those rebellious farmers might well occupy the fortressagain. He
could not afford another campaign like that which had conquered the

place. Theloss of men and equipment was impossible to recoup. Perhaps he should have the fortress
razed. But he had an uneasy intuition that such an action would suit his enemies even more than it would

his own purposes.

Standish sighed and turned from the table. If only the winter would ease, so he could position troopsin
key locations! He touched the console of his most private computer, where his persona records were
kept, accessible only to him and impossible to access from the outside. Even its power source was
supplied by solar-charged batteries.

Hetyped in the word CONQUEST, which opened hisfavoritefiles. The digita screen cameto life, and
words began to scroll, as he pressed the key. Invasion plans. Grandmother. Tdlich. Lovers, Male.
Lovers, Femde. Lilias ... he passed that one quickly. And even as he did, he had the flegting thought that
never had he been loved by (or loved) any human being. His grandmother, perhaps, had loved him, in her
cold and distant way. His orphaned childhood had been londlier than she liked, he was sure, but when
shecameto vist himin his quarters that had made him subtly uneasy.

Then he found himsdlf staring unbelievingly & the words that came to rest in the center of the screen.

Chapter Twenty

Grestings, Theron. Y our Grandmother has a Surprise for you,
andsodol!

Jeroboah

Hefdt hisheart cramp in his chest, and he fumbled for the vid of medicine his physician had prescribed
for these nervous attacks. This had to be adelusion. There was no way in which anyone outside this
room could get into that system. It was S0 private asto be amost nonexistent. If he forgot the code, he
would not be able to accessit, himsdlf!

He swallowed the drops and breathed deeply, sitting back in the comfortable chair he favored. Hewas
too worried, too absorbed in his plans. He must rest more, as the physician had advised, particularly now
that he could do nothing until the weather eased. There came atimid tap at the door.

Standish frowned. He had summoned no one. But he shrugged and said, "Come.”



It was the old woman who served in the kitchens and cooked his late medls. She carried atray, which
held a steaming pot and a covered plate.

"Colond Karmann suggested that you might need something hot, as the Stronghold has grown so chilly.
The heating system has a problem, but he said to tell you it will be repaired soon.”

It was the longest speech he had ever heard her make, but he listened to the frail and quavering voice
impatiently. He had not noticed the growing chill of the room, in his concern for other things, but now he
found hisfeet amost numb and his fingers and nose too cool for comfort.

"Good. You may go." He watched her leave the room, and his mouth clenched with contempt. What a
horrible old woman she was, gray and stooped and shriveled. Cook or no, he might have to execute her,
samply to improve thelook of the Stronghold.

He poured a cupful of the steaming herb tea. It smelled faintly minty, with something of gpple and
something of citrusin the scent. A good combination for acold day, he thought, taking asip. The hot
liquid was spicy, aromatic, and it curled nicely into histense belly. He rdlaxed and removed the napkin
from the plate. Hot tea-cakes. Hisfavorites.

He decided to dlow the old woman to live awhile longer, for they were made like those he had loved in
his childhood. Only she -- and his detested grandmother, on the rare occasions when she coddled him —
could make them just right. He nibbled a cake, sipped the tea. The message on the screen was gone,
removed along with much of thefile by his desperate fingers on the keys. Now the thing stared at him
blandly, without menace.

Y es, he needed rest. He needed coddling, and Karmann seemed to understand that. Thiswasjust the
sort of break he had required, without knowing it. When he went to work again, he would be filled with
fresh energy. His eyes closed, as he stretched back in the chair. Ahhh ... he felt better than he had for
sometime. He must rest more often.

Something clinked in the room, and he opened his eyes. For amoment the shape wavered, seeming like
the old woman. Then Jeroboah stood there, grinning, in the middle of his antique carpet. As he watched
in horror, the old man opened asmdl casein his hands and took out an injector. "1 have something for
you, Theron. Y ou may not enjoy it, but it is something you need to experience. Just hold till for me... ™
The voice was strange and distant.

Heflinched away from the injector, but he seemed pardyzed, incapable of risng and calling for his guard.
Thething touched hisarm and hissed softly. A deeper lethargy filled him, and he sank back into the chair
-- and into darkness.

Feding asif he were waking from anightmare, Standish looked around him. Then he stiffened with
horror, ashout dying away in histhroat. He was no longer in his chambers, surrounded by the troops of
the Stronghold. He wasin arough hut, and he lay on his back on a cot covered with stinking sack sheets
and askimpy blanket.

Around him were other cots, each with someone lying flat benegth the inadequate covering. He could
hear therattle of teeth in theicy room, and he could see his own breath freezing in the air before hisface.

"Here, you mustn't move so much! Y ou will open your stitches!" The voice was concerned, gentle but



firm, and he turned his head to see a young woman, wrapped in awoolen cloak, coming from aroom at
the end of the long dormitory. She turned his pillow and tucked the blanket around him carefully. She
took achart from thefoot of his bed and made a notation, before offering him acapsule from alarge jar
that stood on the bedside table,

He shook his head. He didn't know where he was or what was wrong, but until he did he did not intend
to take any strange medication. "Nightmare," he mumbled.

She nodded. "1 can't blame you. Just don't let the sergeant hear you -- he aready hastaken adidiketo
you, and if he has a problem, you will be beaten again. That may kill you, thistime."

Suddenly, herealized he could fed bruisesand cutsall over hisbody, hisbonesfeding asif they had
been battered with sticks. "Where ... am |?" he asked. His tone was as dazed as he felt.

"Why you arein the Disciplinary Ward of the Station military hospital. Don't you remember?* she asked.
She put a cold hand on hisforehead and frowned. ™Y ou have had fever, but no delirium. At least, not
until now."

"Oh. Yes, | remember, now. Thank you." He sank back onto the foul-smelling tick of the pillow and
thought hard. But before he could ask anything more, she turned to a patient on a cot at the other end of
the room. He was beginning to moan and grunt, and she gave him one of

the capsules, which calmed him at once.

Standish was thinking desperately. He could not be here in the hospital -- not even the real one, and
certainly not in thisfilthy place that was evidently for those intended for execution. Even as he thought
that, the door opened and a sergeant entered. The face turned toward him, and hefelt ajolt of

recognition.

Gottenrod! He dmost said the name, before he thought how dangerous that might be, herein this place.
Hisold lover had no reason to think well of him. To be at his mercy was athought that made even
Standish cringe and try to hide benegth the filthy covers.

"So you've waked up, have you?' The familiar voice had anew edge of bitter hatred in it. "Good. We
can play our little game again, can't we?"

Standish, staring up into those mad eyes, saw the resentful glare that he had put there, long with worse
things, and he groaned. Was there no action whatsoever that did not come back to haunt you? He had
abused Gottenrod in dl the pleasurable ways he could think of for years. He had thrown him out, at the
last, with bitter contempt. Now that emotion looked back at him from the face of the man who had been
hislover.

"Groan away," the sergeant said. "Here, now ... " and he brought up the staff he had been carrying and
began thrashing it across Standish's body, which was il painful from the former beating.

The Commander groaned and tried to shield himsdlf with his hands, but that was even more painful. His
hands had been used for such protection before and were masses of contusions. When the man finished
at last, Standish was once more in darkness, floating far from anything he knew. But he cameto himsdlf
at once when someone lifted him and dropped him heavily onto a surface that was a once cold and
knobby.

Hefound to hissurprisethat his eyes seemed to be stuck open. He couldn't even blink. The nurse was
standing beside the cart on which helay, checking off names, and the sergeant was double checking



them. He was being sent away with those who had died in the night! Hetried to

speak, but nothing came from his dried throat. He tried to blink, as the nurse looked hisway, but the
stubborn eyelids would not move. His eyebd|sfdt hard and dry, frozen open.

"All accounted for," said the sergeant. "Take 'em away." There was an expression of sublime contentment
on hisrugged face.

"No!" cried Standish, but the shout could not pass hislips. He felt himsalf trundled off over rough and
frozen tracks, and at |ast there was forest around him, trees bare, atrack covered with drifts of falen
leaves. He found himself swesting with fear, asthe cart drew up beside apit. Even in the cold morning,
there came from it astench so overpowering hefdt that he might faint.

The men who had brought him there paused to drink from a bottle. Then they began pulling stiff bodies
from the other end of the cart. Standish lay there, unable to move, unable to speak, unable to do anything
but et tears flow from hiswide-open eyes down into his cold ears, until he was flung into that noisome
mess of composted human flesh, to sink into amass of maggoty corruption.

*k*

Lilias, in her disguise asthe serving woman, stood in the corridor, ostensibly dusting the ornamentation of
the door. But she was listening to the sounds from the Commander's rooms. Jeroboah was correct. The
drug he had provided was effective. Triggered by his gppearance as a holographic image, the implanted
hallucinations must be very red, to judge by the sounds from beyond the door. Best of all, astheteaand
the cakes cooled al evidence of the tuff vanished, so no matter how they were andyzed no trace could
be found.

She turned from the door at last, carrying her tray, and limped down the corridor toward the kitchens.
The Commander, it was dready rumored, had amental problem. He saw things that were not there at dll.
This, if it were mentioned, would reinforce that rumor. And even if he said nothing to anyone, changes
were occurring in hislook and his behavior.

Lilias chuckled. Her work had just begun.

Chapter Twenty One
Plotting Courses

Genera Coville had no room to pace properly, but he ssumped back and forth between hiswork table,
thefirepit, and the end of Falville's bunk. Hisiron-gray hair waslong, now, and hisbeard had grown to



respectable proportions, hiding his bony jaw and providing alayer between his skin and the sharp wind
that raked the mountains.

Faville, lying quiet in his bunk, watched his commander, knowing the older man was both worried and
unsure. If they could only strike now, in the dead of winter when no one expected any movement from
the rebel force, it could make the difference between triumph and defedt.

But they were cut off, herein thistiny valey, enclosed by soaring pesaks that were smothered in snow. To
get out would be the work of amountaineer of great skill, and to move the bulk of the army that rested
here would be completely impossible.

Asif reading histhought, Coville turned and stared down at him, managing not to flinch when helooked
into hishadf-melted face. "l wish | knew what SdevaKarmannisup to,” he said, hisvoice ill gravelly
with the remnant of a cold he had been fighting for aweek. "And | wish | knew what those stiff-necked
woodsmen will do when the time comes. And | wish -- | sound like my small son used to, wishing for
things | have no control over." He sighed deeply, then coughed.

Faville swung hisfeet over the edge of the bunk and sat, still moving carefully, though he now had a
secure covering of scar tissue that made motion less painful than it had been two months before. He
sretched cautioudy, one arm, the other, then both legs. "'l believe | could get out of here, Generd," he
sad. "Give me Shoye and a couple of your best climbers, and | think we can make it down into Ellanish,
at theleast. That isdownhill much of the way, once we get past the

heights and valleys around us, and the dopes aren't as sheer asthose on the western side of the range.
I've been working out with the arms-master, and hetellsme I'm pretty fit again.”

Coville stared at him for amoment, and Falville could see him thinking hard. Then the officer shook his
head. ™Y ou haven't gained enough strength, yet. How could you possibly get down the mountain, much
lessfind Selevain the woods and fields of Ellanish?"

"Shoye and the doctor say | am able. I'm till abit tender in spots, but the cold will numb me, as| move.
I'm going quietly crazy here, Generdl. And | think | can find Sdleva Karmann. Wetaked, while she
nursed me on Stormwall. Shetold methings | remember and that may give me aguide to her location.
Besdeswhich, | will make awager she has made contact with our commando unitsthere.”

The young man said nothing about the bouts of pain that attacked him at night, making him fed asif dl his
muscles were being drawn into knots. Those were his own problems. He suspected violent exercise
might ease him, anyway.

Covilleturned away to the table, on which atalow lamp guttered, making dmost more smoke and fumes
than reddish light. "I'll think about that," he said, as he bent to blow out the flicker of flame.

Faville stared into the darkness, listening to the breathing of the Generd, his aide Remarien, and the evil
whistle of the wind around the curves of the hide and log shelter. He liked the darkness, now. In daylight,
when he chanced to glimpse areflection of his scarred cheek

and forehead, his seared ear, and his drawn eye, he shuddered. He closed his eyes when he bent over his
washing bowl, and he didn't look into the cups of hot grain drink that were served with medls. The
shifting images he saw there did nothing to comfort him.

There seemed to be nothing but hisduty Ieft for him. A life of hisown, in aworld no longer troubled by
the ambitions of the Commander, would have included awife and children, aswell as hiswork on the
farm that hisfamily had planted for three generations. What woman would have him now? He had seen



the involuntary shrinking, even of the men who had been his comrades, when they looked into his
firewashed face. He would never inflict such fedings on anyone, he felt, even if she seemed willing.

He could, instead, find away to die that would help his people. It seemed to be the best way for himto
go. Getting down the mountain would be the first step toward thét.

A gugt of wind amost shifted the hut on its foundation of boulders “and logs. The banked codsin the
firepit glowed, asit sucked air up the chimney from the room, and in that dim glow, Falville saw that
Covillewas ill awake, staring at the celling, as he had done. So. He was truly thinking about sending a
detachment down into Ellanish to make contact with Karmann and Lemmon. It might be that they could,
if contact could be held, wait for one of the infrequent thaws that marked wintersin Granary's northern
hemigphere and, using information and aliesthat Selevamight have found, attack Station or one of the
stronger outposts. Unexpectedly.

Triumphantly?

Faville sghed, and Coville said, very softly, "I think | may let you go. With about Sx men. And another
half dozen may go back into Tdllich. | want to locate Strindberg and find out what heisdoing.”

Faville found he had been holding his bresth. Now helet it out in one long exhdation. "Thank you, Sir,"
he said. Then, asif permission had been given, hefell into adeep and restful deep.

The Generd had good maps of Ellanish. The mountain range was shown in detail; the eastern coastline
was even marked with depths of the various coves and anchorages. The main road, leading from Station
northward to Sterne Rift, would be an infalible guide, for it had to be

crossed to reach the eastern bulk of that country. The outpost where the road leading to the coast and
the port of Colyer crossed the north-south way was clearly shown to be the key to travel through
Ellanish. The woodlands were so thick and impassable east of the road, and the

spurs of the mountains extended so deeply into the fields on the west, that the road must be considered
the only way to move troops ether north or south.

There was no pass marked on the map. "Because there is no good route over the Gray Mountains, by
summer or by winter,” Coville explained, running hisfinger over the pattern of peaksand valeys. "No
two valeys are connected by a passable stream bed. Not one of the

heights has an easy route around it. The range can be crossed, but it takes terrible effort and
determination. Nobody is going to expect anyone to come down from herein the winter."

He stared about him, from Shoye to Falville, from Rebman to Cannor to Frobish to Gall. "I want you to
understand your worst danger will come from exposure and from the mountains themsalves. If you get to
Ellanish, you will find that the Station troops there will seem tame by

comparison.”

Faville nodded, and the others ducked their heads. More than one rebel was finding the winter
insufferable, here on the height. "1 believe Sdlevawent thisway," he said, touching a spot on the map that
lay east of the road, southeast of their present location, and north of the outpost at the crossroad.

" She mentioned having friendswho used to livein that area. If they are ill there, she may have found
help. And even if not, she said there was a big farmhouse that might be a possibility asahiding place, for



it was entirely out of theway, invisibleif you didn't know whereto gotofindit."

Coville gtared at the point where hisfinger rested. Then he glanced down at the outpost, marked with the
sketch of apdisade. "If | know that lady, she and Lemmon will have interesting plansfor the stockade,”
hesaid. "Yes. Gothat way. If sheisthere, fine, and if not you are in the areawhere shewill be found, |
am certain.”

It required three days to equip the expedition with the best boots, the warmest clothing, and the lightest
and best of the portable weapons that Coville's people had brought from Stormwall. The daily workouts
that Shoye had imposed upon everyone in the encampment repaid his efforts, for even Falvillewas able
to work aongside the uninjured, without growing wearier than they did. And when the work was done,
the young officer found they were very well served.

Asde from wespons, food, and supplies, they were taking with them two long, dender deds, formed
from dried birchwood. The possibilities were obvious and exciting. If they found along and unimpeded
sweep of dope, deep in snow, they might cut off days of painful downward

plodding. A rush down amountainside -- it had been decades since he had dedded, but he knew it
would be well worth the effort of carrying the things, if they found a chance to use them.

However, the climb out of the valley was something to forget as quickly as possible. Thevalley wasa
cup, and thewadls of the circling cliffs curved inward like the lip of avase. The only entryway wasa
hidden cut that curved over and under and around, o intricately that not even the most eagle-eyed flyer
could spot the path.

Thetrip up that looping cut, impeded by many feet of snow, was something that Falville felt, ever
afterward, had been anightmare. Redlity was not apart of it, though pain and exhaustion were. Many
times, one or another of the group dipped and went shooting back down the chute, to be stopped only
by the ropes attaching him to his companions. Falvillefell twice, but hedid not fed any shame at that.
Shoyefdl four times, much to hisdisgust.

They came out a the top of the cliffs after toiling for seventeen hours, dmost straight up, over snow that
had thawed and refrozen enough timesto be asdick assolid ice. Favillefdt asif he had been rolled
under the tracks of a carrier, and he knew the othersfelt the same.

They camped in aclump of boulders and Shoye built afire. "No one but abunch of idiotsisup hereto
see" he said, when Falville objected. "And well do no manner of good if were frozen corpsesin the
morning. There aretimes, young man, when caution is reckless, and thisisone of 'em." And he struck his
flame; the pitchwood he had brought with himin his pack flared to life.

They rose beforefirg light, and Falville knew he was not the only one who was sore and tiff and il
weary. But they headed eastward, toward the paling gray of the sky, and by the time the sun rose over
the farther peaksthey had come down along distance and were traversing another valey, thisonelong
and narrow. Climbing out of it, when the time came the next day, was even worse than leaving their own
had been.

Valey followed valey, height followed height, and day followed day. They killed ahornbeast to
supplement their food supply, and they ate the meat raw, blood running down their deevesto drip, in
dark red splotches, on the snow. That brought their energies back to strength, and they traveled more
quickly, dimbing, faling, skidding, diding, and dogging through the drifts.

Eight days after leaving the valey, Falville found himsdf stlanding on aridge so narrow and rocky that not
even the persistent snow could stick there. Below was along sweep of white, curving smoothly to meet



the edge of awide span, the edge of one of the famousfields of Ellanish. They had passed through the
mountainswithout asingle man log.

Even as he thought it, there came a gasp from behind him. He turned to see Shoye stagger and dump
forward. Before he could reach the man's side, Rebman had dropped to his kneesin the snow and
caught theold maninhisarms.

"What?" asked Falville, dso knedling and looking into the weathered face.

"Too old," the quartermaster sighed. "Thought | was still young, | did. But just too old. Sorry. Tell the
Gen ..." and then hewas gone, his eyesempty of life.

Stunned with the suddenness of loss, Falville looked about at the four solemn facesin the snow. Shoye
had been a constant reassurance that there was someone who knew the terrain, knew the drill, knew the
way to do anything necessary. And now he was gone, and Falville knew

only he had any ideawhat must be done next.

Herose from his knees and looked down at the blank face, the lax body, the yellow stain of urine
coloring the snow. "We must hide him carefully. We're too near that outpost to take any chances ... they
probably send patrols up here, from timeto time. Gall, you and Cannor find arocky spot that we can
mark, yet which will hide his body. Rebman, you and Frobish lift him and take him with the others. | will
... cover the marks."

As he swept snow over the stains, Falville fdlt tearsfreezing on his cheeks. He told himsdf hiseyeswere
tearing with the cold, but he knew better. Shoye had been hisfather's comrade, hisown trainer, and a
staunch friend. He would miss him for many reasons, not the least of which wasthe task he must now
accomplish without the aid of that knowledgesable guide.

Chapter Twenty Two
And the Wdl Came Tumbling Down

Y ace wastired. He had worked a digging and shoring up the tunnel beneath the wall of the military post
for along while. Then he had gone trudging through the countryside, organizing the smal groups of
holdouts who hid in the woods and the edges of the mountains.

Fresto's group was nearest, and he found them without too much trouble. Killek, like the bear he
resembled, had his people hidden in the deeps of a particularly overgrown forest, and it took hours of
whigling thesgnd to cal up aguide.

Lister, with her usua slent intuitiveness, met him as he returned from that foray and assured him her force
was waiting, ready for the attack on the fort. He thought he would not want to be among those she
attacked, for her eyes glinted with controlled ferocity, and he recalled her saying that her parents had
died at the hands of the very troop now in the compound.

Darwood was not to be seen, and Y ace did not ook for him. He did not trust that young fellow, for



some unnamesble reason. Thelonger he stayed away, the better it was for everyone.

Y ace had returned to the farmhouse to find everything in readiness for the attack. Therewaslittleto do
now except wait. Sdeva, in the long day that must be endured before they took their places, had taken
greet interest in Jon, questioning him repeatedly.

At last, shetook the boy into one of the many rooms on the ground floor of the house, carrying with her
the strange box she kept away's attached to her belt. The two remained together for hours, and from time
to time Y ace could hear the boy's voice, very weary and desperately sad. When Seleva Karmann
returned to the others who waited in the huge livingroom, she was pae as paper. She walked with great
care, asif shewere made of glass and the least jarring step might shatter her smal body to fragments.
Thething on her belt, which had been silver-colored, now was adifferent hue, tinged with scarlet.

"Itisfull,” she said to Lemmon, who looked puzzled. "Even if there is more suffering to be gathered, there
isno room for it. Jeroboah did not know, when he invented thisthing, to what useit would be put. Or did
re?l

Lemmon looked as puzzled as Y ace and the others felt. There had been no word, ever, of the use she
intended for that box. The name of Jeroboah wastotaly unfamiliar.

He wondered if the old woman was coming apart under the stress of her efforts againgt Theron Standish.
It could not be easy for even the most unforgiving grandmother to assist in the destruction of her
grandson.

Now, waiting in hiding for thetime to arrive, he took the opportunity to rest, while keeping hisears
attuned to the forest around him. It wasfilled with people, though there was nothing to indicate that.
Sdleva, just beyond the great bole of the tree at his right, breathed so lightly that he looked around the
trunk, from timeto time, to seeif she dill lived. But she seemed ableto rest in amost any position or
gtuation.

Lemmon, beside her, was dways dert, when his face appeared. She seemed untroubled by the long wait
before them. It had been her suggestion that they get into position the evening before their intended
attack, waiting there in case the wall collapsed before Seleva expected it to. Even now, knowing the
shoring beneath that wall had to be araging blaze, sending its bresth down the tunnel and into the wood,
Y ace could detect no hint of smoke. Their luck continued to hold.

He sghed and shifted hisweight to the other hip. Jon, beyond aclump of bushes, pushed down awhisk
of dried leaves and winked at him in the gathering dusk.

It was going to be along night.

There was snow in the mountains, moving lower and lower al the time. The wind that swept down the
dopestoward the east brought the bitter bite of the chill to those waiting in the wood. Y ace huddled his
blanket closer about Jon, who had curled close to him when darknessfell. The boy wasawarm lump,
and the blanket covered them both, but it was less than sufficient shelter from the chill of the night.

Helay there, hisright sidefeding aline of frost cregping into his bones, his stubborn eyesrefusing to
close. And then he heard something so familiar and yet so entirely unexpected that he stiffened in shock.
Someone was moving through the wood, with quiet expertise yet without the desperate caution
demanded by someone getting into position for an attack.

Heloosed himsdf gently from the boy and crept, weapon ready, from his spot and through the bushes.
He amost collided with Lemmon, who was bent upon the same errand. He couldn't see her, but he



recognized her characteristic wood-smoke and soap scent in the darkness.
"Ssssdl" she hissed, dmost below the level of hearing.

He touched her shoulder, and they parted, moving to right and left to intercept the unknown intruder.
When the one moving through the trees came directly between them, he and the woman moved
smultaneoudy, taking him from right and left and covering his mouth, so no shout could

disrupt the silence.

"Kill him!" panted Y ace, struggling to hold the squirming body il and finding himself hard put to keep
knees and elbows and strong fingers from sensitive parts of his anatomy.

"No. May know something!" camethe reply.

With grest difficulty, they secured the prisoner. Then Lemmon moved away quietly, and Y ace half

carried his burden into the brush to the spot designated as ameeting place, in case of need. Backed by
an outcrop of granite, which had been thrust high by some natural convulsion of nature, it screened
torchlight from any point at which it might be visble from theroad. It dso sheltered anyone there from the
increasingly bitter wind.

He found the spot by blundering into the rough wall of rock. Luckily the prisoner took the brunt of that,
leaving Y ace relatively unscathed, and they waited in the darknessfor Sdlevato come. She arrived
quickly; atorch waslit and thrust into a narrow cranny to shed illumination on the questioning that al of
them knew must come. But when the light picked out the features of the captive, Sdevadrew aquick
bresth of recognition.

"Areyou not Nedra, the wife of Arvid Strindberg?' she asked, her tone unbelieving. "I saw you only
from adistance and in firelight, but surely it isyou. What are you doing here?

"l cameto find you, though | had no notion it would be so easy," replied the woman. "'l wastold where to
come by a man who escaped from Station ... aman named Durk, who said he was the son of one
Darrdll, now dead. Coville sent word that someone would be raiding the crops

here, by the time you arrived. It seems he knew what he was talking about.”

"Why did he send you?" asked the old woman. Her parchment-like face seemed suddenly weary and
worn.

"We havefound away into Station,” said the woman, dropping to Sit on aknee of rock. "Isit safeto talk
here? And why are you perched in the forest like abatch of carrion-birds?

"That later. A way into Station? | doubt that very much. My grandson is so wary, even the garbage carts
are searched, going and coming. | shudder to think what traps and tripwires there may be for anyone
approaching his Stronghold. Thereis no way for anyone without specia knowledge to approach his
command post without being caught.”

"Durk escaped. Heisleading Arvid and our force back aong histrack, even now, to approach the
Stronghold from acompletely unexpected direction. We want to find aruse that will bring the bulk of the
Station troops out of the city, so we can dedl with Standish on somewhat more equa terms.”

"A ruse? How would the loss of the Ellanish outpost serveto pull off such atrick?' asked Lemmon.

Nedrastared at her, then at Seleva. "Isthiswhy you camp in awinter wood at night?' she asked.



Sdlevanodded. "Tomorrow, we should be insde the post.”

Themiled grimly. "Allow agroup to escape and take the word back to Station. That is surely not athing
rebels would want, and it should trick the Commander nicely. Once troops move north along the road,
Arvid will pinch shut the passage. They will not be allowed back into the city.”

She glanced a Lemmon. "Thereisaway to jam any transmission telling of the attack?"

Lemmon nodded. "We have acommunicator that Falville reprogrammed to match the frequencies of the
command channd used by Standish'stroops. We can broadcast asigna that will overlap any messages
on the channel over ardatively small radius. But that should be enough to keep those in the outpost from
getting asignd for help back to Station, for we haveit in place in the forest south of the compound.”

Y ace found his mind racing. He had never thought himself particularly quick of wit, before hisworld fell
into the hands of the Commander of Station. Now, however, he found he was following the thinking of
those who were planning these moves. But there was one question that was unanswered.

"How are you going to get into the Stronghold? | wastold there are mechanica guardiansthat no one can
trick, weapons and systems Standish can control at adistance, aswell as sensors that pick up motion or
body heat. And there is nobody inside to open the gates or to disable the devices.”

"lan't there?' Nedralooked both grim and knowing. " The answer might surprise many, including the
Commander."

If Y ace had found it difficult to deep before the interruption, it wasimpossible to doze off after it. Curled
for warmth around Jon's skinny body, he kept thinking of the coming morning. Thefire ftill burned -- they
had a group in position behind the post, waiting to attack it from the rear and keeping an eye on the
progress of the blaze. No, the fire would burn out the shored tunnd, that was certain.

But would Seleva's device work? He had never heard of such amanner of removing awall. However,
farmers were seldom called upon to take down the walls of forts, so he hoped thiswasjust one of the
many things he had missed in his scanty education. Sdleva hersalf seemed to

have no doubt asto its effectiveness.

Light touched the sky above thetreetops at last, and Jon stirred, waking Y ace from an uneasy doze. "Isit
time?" the boy asked in awhisper.

"Just about," the young man replied, turning back the blanket and stretching his cramped limbs. " Get
something to eat from my pack. And be quiet!”

That was unnecessary, and he knew it. Jon had sworn never to be taken aive again by the troopswho
had abused him. He had told Y ace enough, in the days they had known each other, to persuade the older
boy he never wanted to hear the entire story of the child's captivity. Usdlessfury, he had learned already,
did nothing but eat away at your heart.

Lemmon came around the tree and grunted. Y ace rose and went with her to kneel beside Seleva, whose
concealed position commanded the only view of the fort. Screened by athicket of bramble and berry
bushes, she could watch the front gates, and now she pointed and moved aside to alow him to look.

Breskfast fireswere dight insde. He could see the smokerising into the il air. He knew the troops
were grumbling over their morning washup in cold water and their inspection of arms. The nozzles of



flamethrowers and laser cannon werevisible, if he searched the walls closdly, as dark dots among the
rough logs.

Sdlevanodded, and Lemmon vanished silently. It wastime to get the attack force into position. Facing
those devilish wegpons was nothing any of them wanted to do, but Y ace was hoping with al hismight the
digtraction from the rear (where he had seen for himsdlf that there were very few weapons
emplacements) would take the pressure off those attacking.

And now, for thefirst time, thewind changed, a puff of breeze coming off the distant seato bring the tang
of dry smoketo Yace'snose. Ashetook his place in concealment, beside Lemmon and not too far from
Jon, he began to quiver with excitement. He had known danger, but it had been of the kind that comes
unexpectedly and is dedlt with dmost off-handedly, without the time to worry and wonder beforehand.

Thiswas hisfird battle, and hefelt his chest tighten with the tension. Seleva, ahead of him and to hisright,
seemed taut as a bowstring, and he thought her pale face was even whiter than usud as

they waited for the timeto creep past and the wall to come down.

He could fedl, aswell, the taut anticipation of those hidden in the wood about him. Not onewas
convinced that he or shewould liveto see this day's sun set behind the mountains.

The sun rose behind athin vell of cloud, and the wind gusted uneasily, first from the east, bringing smoky
breaths from the forest, then from the west, chilling their backs with the wind off the snowfields.

The orderly progression of the military day behind the walls continued. Orders were shouted, drillswere
held, accompanied by the clashing of bootheels and the clanking of weagpons. It wastoo late for the
troops there to do any work toward securing their supplies for the winter. The crops were burned or
carried away and hidden in secure places. Most of the noncombatants had taken the advice of the agents
sent by Generd Coville and had moved to hidden valleysin the

mountains, so there were few davesto be saized from the farmsteads.

The soldiers had to amuse themsd ves with military occupations, and littlejoy did they seem to tekein
thet.

And then, as Y ace watched breathlesdy from the treetop he had chosen as his perch, the wadl dong the
northern side of the post began to sag. Just visible beyond the parade ground from his elevated position,
the center of the bastion hesitated, sagged even more, hesitated again. Then it plunged downward, along
with agood span on either side, and agust of dark smoke went up in arush.

There cameacry of darm, but Selevaheld up her hand, and aflight of arrows sang over thewall and
into theinvisble ranks of Station troops. They trailed smoke, and when they hit the shake roofs of the
barracks lines the dry wood blazed up instantly. Others, landing behind the wall, brought shouts and
screams from those caught in the barrage. That caught the attention of the commandersinside at once,
and asthey shouted orders the attacking force yelled with al their

might. They ran toward the gates, volleying arrows and hurling stones, hoping to divert those ingde from
any thought of their collgpsing wall.

It took only amoment for the trained soldiersto get into position, but Seleva's move was, of course, only
afeint. She kept her people yeling and darting forward and back to throw stones or shoot arrows,
before running again into the shelter of the wood. They lost few, though from timeto time Y ace had to
step over aprone body or pause to support an addled companion into the wood.



Y ace yelled with the rest, hurling stones and pounding at the gates with the strength born of unbearable
tensgon. He found himsdlf strangdly unafraid, now the moment had come. He was able to hurl himself into
the dreadful chaos of searing laser beams and spattering gusts of flame from the mounted throwers,
without any thought for his own skin. Even when he had to legp over ablazing body, frying initsown fat,
he managed not to think this might have been himsdlf, if he had goneleft instead of right.

Smoke billowed from many sources. The clouds obscured the entire clearing, beginning to sift down thin
drifts of snowflakes, now. That made the attackers feel somewhat safer, asthey darted forward and
back, eluded licking tongues of fire, and dragged their injured or dead companions back into the shelter
of the wood. But the space between wall and trees was now beginning to be littered with their casudties.

When thewall sank at last into abillow of flaming debris, those who had waited in the eastern wood
attacked at last, legping over the smouldering masses of soil and timber. Y ace could hear their criesand
he imagined the terror of falling into that inferno. But the unexpected assault diverted the attention of the
troopsfacing theroad. A group of Killek's people dug in at the forest's edge to harry them with arrows
from the wood, asthe rest prepared to make the crucid assaullt.

With therest of Sdlevas people, Yacefel back and came around to the north to assist the fresh group.
Hefound himself staggering blindly over stonesthat his own people had cast from their improvised
catapults, stepping onto the bodies of men who had been stunned by the barrage. Others were skewered
with arrows, and he blessed the smoke and the blowing snow that hid their dead eyes from his gaze.

Orders were shouted into the murk, but it was hard for the soldiersto tell friend from enemy now. Firing
blindly, they took out as many of their own as of the attackers, and they soon began to fal back behind
the portable laser cannon. Borne forward by the fury of their private losses, the enraged farmers fought
their way through the compound. They had the advantage of the snow and the smoke, and in time they
cut the troops into small pockets, cornered and disarmed the bulk

of them.

Y ace was burdened with prisoners and captured weapons, as the compound was secured. He hoped
Lemmon had been able to distort any tramsmission reporting the attack.

The smdler gate was unbarred, but the rebels pretended not to notice that in the confusion. The First
Officer and his aide escaped, pounding away down the road on feet that seemed to have sprouted wings.
Watching them go, Y ace chuckled softly, and Seleva, her pae face grimed

and weary, did the same. Nothing could have seemed more natural, and when the pair, days later, would
come limping into Station, Y ace felt Standish would not doubt for amoment that their escape was just
what it seemed to be. He had never questioned his good fortune in matters of

war, his grandmother assured her followers.

Chapter Twenty Three



Timefor Going Home Again

The outpost was secured almost too easily, once the soldiers knew their commander had fled. By that
time, the fugitives were out of sght, and the snow had thinned to an occasond flurry. The wounded were
carried into temporary shelter before anything €l se was attempted. The dead were laid in along row at
the edge of the forest, leaving the compound itsalf clear for work parties.

Instead of trying to man the partialy unwalled fort, which would have been task uncongenia to the
farmersof Ellanish, Yaceled his peoplein taking the place apart, timber by timber, pole by pole. The
meaterials were carted away on the backs of men or on hand-carts taken from the supply sheds. Jon
worked beside hisfriend, and Seleva sat on apile of stacked lumber and supervised the disassembly of
her grandson's fort. She wastired. Too tired for even that light work, but she knew if she did not remain
busy and dert she would collapse. There was till work for her to do, before she could alow that to

happen.

Thedevice, till attached to her belt, was a constant distraction, filling her body and her mind with pain,
but she did not removeit and lay it aside. Things weretoo easily log, in such unsettled times, and she had
auffered too much in acquiring the intengities of agony that now existed within the thing that Jeroboah had
made. She --and it -- had to arrive together a the Stronghold, sometimein the very near future.

Shethought of the fugitives, even now sprinting away toward their leeder with their warning. The
snowclouds had now blown away eastward, and the watery sun would speed them on their way.

She must move --and soon. The troops from Station would be on the road within aweek, while she must
go the long way around, avoiding any chance of discovery by those who had, she knew quite well, been
sent out by her grandson to find her and bring her back into his areaof control. The road to Station
would be one continuous pitfall. She knew she could not go up into the skirts of the mountains.
Snowstorms raged there that were quite visible, still, from the valey of Ellanish. She could never survive
the intense cold, the taxing climbs and descents that would be required for that route. She had to find
someone to accompany her through the forest toward her home.

Y ace? She shook her head. He was a strong boy, growing wiser every day, but he was needed with his
own people. Jon, in particular, had attached himself to the older boy and would be devastated if he had
to beleft behind. And thiswould be no journey for achild. Or for an

old woman! She chuckled wryly at the thought. She had longed, in her late middie age, for atime of
peace, in her latter years. A time when she could ook back and sort out her life and her actions,
acknowledging those that were necessary and good, as well asthose that were altogether evil and

unnecessary.

Every human being had the right to mend her soul, she had thought. To winnow out the debris of her life
and actions, her necessity and anger and impatience. She had not been atogether wise or even principaly
benevolent, and she understood that better with every day she lived. She had done things that now filled
her with cold despair, and she needed the time to come to terms with them. But there had been no time.
Theron had robbed her of her old age, even as he had robbed

her people of their freedom, their lands, and their lives. If nothing € se she had dedicated hersdlf to
preserving autonomy for every group and Grange and settlement of people on Granary, after their long
years of servitude under the Governorsimposed upon them by the Cooperative of

Worlds.

The revolution she had led had thrown out those self-serving officids and their even more sdf-serving



principas. The contract she had wrested from the Traders had given this, of al the agricultura worlds,
the opportunity to show what afree people, managing their own affairs, could accomplish. Now her own
flesh and blood was intent upon restoring the old daveriesto the world he intended to control from seato
seaand from Whestlands in the north to the stony desertsto the

south of the citrus-growing orchards.

She sat on the stack, her shoulders sagging with the burden she carried. Someone must come to take her
to Stronghold -- to carry her bodily, if need be, before her exhaustion felled her body or damaged her
mind. Even as she thought that, a hail sounded from the road. She stared over the hip-high remnant of the
wall, which was disgppearing pole by pole even as she looked, and saw atattered group coming through
the light drifts of snow from the wood. Something about their leader caught her eye, and she stood to see
better.

Faville. Sheknew hislong-legged walk, the carriage of hishead. The scarswereinvisbleat sucha
distance, but she could see that he moved well and easily. Good. He deserved to heal from histerrible
injuries. She hoped he would be able, in time, to build agood life for himsdlf when this struggle was done.

She caled softly, and Jon came from Y ace's Side to see what she wanted. "Go and tell those men to
come to me, Jon. | need them, and herethey are! Call Lemmon, too. We need to talk."

The boy ran toward the four men, leaping easily over the remnant of thewall. They stopped as he came
up to them, his hands waving as he told them where to go and who had asked to see them. Then Falville
turned his head fully into the light, and her heart caught in her throat. Half of hisface had melted and run
likewax, leaving his eye as a haunted hollow above the ruin. She remembered his agony, asshe
interacted with Jeroboah's pain trap. She could seethe reflection of it in him, a shadow coloring al that
he was and ever would be. Even if hisbody should hedl miraculoudy, leaving him unscarred, he would
carry the memory with him forever.

Now the men moved toward her, and she could see by the droop of their shoulders and the swing of
their legsthat they had traveled long and hard. Asthey neared her she sent Lemimon, newly arrived from
her task of overseeing the damping out of al traces of thefire beneath the

wall, after wine and food from the kitchens, which had been left until 1ast for destruction.

"Well, my friend, you have hedled more quickly than | ever would have dreamed,” she said, as Falville
bent over her hand and greeted her.

"They found another store of false skin. They used it on me, for Coville needed me. It dlowed heding to
progress more quickly than usudl. It also prevented stiffnes sand thick scarring. But it did nothing for my
beauty.” Histone, strangely, was not bitter.

Lemmon came with adusty bottle and a plate of hard bread and dried fruit. She did not flinch when she
looked into the scarred face of her old friend. "They were aready feding the pinch,” she said. She set the
food on anearby stack and passed out the bottles. " Things were going to get very sticky, before the
winter was out. We did them afavor, and now we will have to feed the captives. | suspect before we are
done well add them to our own troops. They are a scarred and sorry bunch.”

"Migtreated and mided,” Selevaagreed. "Theron specidizesin ill-treating those who help him. But there
isnotimefor gossip. | must move before | am too exhausted to travel. Falville, are you ableto help me
get to Sation?’

Heraised his head, the sun striking mercilesdy across hisruined face. "I came through the mountains. |



survived losing Shoye. After that, | think | can do anything thet is necessary.”

Lemmon gasped with shock, setting a bottle on the stack and sinking down besideit. Her strong hand
clasped Sdevds, but she didn't interrupt him with questions.

"I can get you to Station, Seleva Karmann. Are you ready to go now, or will you wait until tomorrow,
when we have dl had somerest?!

"I should go now. But neither you nor | will do our best, if we push too hard. We will rest tonight in the
house of my friend Darrdll, may peace be with his memory. And tomorrow we will start fresh. We must
avoid theroad. Troopswill come back thisway in only afew days, for we alowed some to escape. That
serves a plan made by Arvid Strindberg, who sent hiswifeto tell us. We must travel through the forest,
and we must go quickly.” Shefelt even more weary, knowing what a contradiction in termsthat was. The
forest ressted travelersfiercely and at every step.

Faville sghed. He knew the terrain across the mountains, but here in this thickly wooded country he did
not. Thiswas not going to be an easy task, without a guide who knew the most accessible routes.

A smdll voice piped up, dmost under hiselbow. "I know theway. | came from Station, along time ago,
with my mother and father. We came through the forest -- we lived very near it and knew it, and it
sheltered us aswe ran. It was only bad luck the troops were out cutting wood and caught us. That was
when they took meinto their fortand ... "

Sdlevaput her hand on the boy's head and turned it so she could look into hiseyes. "Y ou are safe, now,
Jon. Y ou can stay here with Y ace and help get the fields and the houses and the people back into their
normal condition. Y ou don't have to put yourself in danger again. | would not ask it of you. And Y ace
will want you near him. Hefedsyou areasmall brother, | think."

"Yaceismy friend. I'll come back to him, but if you need someone to show you how to go, then you
need me. | will go. If | can do anything to hurt that man in Station, | want to. Hismen ... hismen killed my
father and did terrible things to my mother until she died. And then they did them to me, but | didn't die. If
| can hurt them, 1 will."

The small face, grubby from the smoke and soot and the dusty timbers he had hel ped to move, was s,
older by far than itsyears. His chapped lips were set with a purpose suitable to one far older than he.

Seleva nodded. Such determination was vauable to her, though she hated to take a child back into the
stronghold of her grandson. " Then Y ace must have a chance to come, too. Call him, will you Lemmon?
My voiceistoo weak to make an impresson onthisdin.”

The muitter of talk, the clatter of wood on wood and metal on metd did, indeed, makeit hard to hear in
the compound. So when Y ace joined them, Seleva directed the small group to go at once to the house of
Darédl again, where they could rest and refresh themsalves, aswell as

talk in a secure spot, where listening ears and careless tongues were no risk.

Asthey went, she thought of the wounded, now carried away to the homes of the farmers. Therewasno
sophisticated medica help for them, no specidly designed burn trestments. She hoped devouitly thet the
herbal remediesthelocal people were learning to use would be of help

to those now suffering the effects of Theron's wicked wegpons.



Jeroboah had waited for years while Standish formed hisarmies, fortified his Stronghold, and tightened
hisiron grip on this newly hopeful world. Granary was by far the worse for his presence, and it was not
hard even for one so absent-minded as the ancient to remember

that. Seleva had taken his device. That was agood thing, he thought, though often he didn't remember
exactly why it wastrue. Hisinterface with the Stronghold systems was a good thing, too. He could
deceive any piece of eectronic equipment Standish relied upon to keep him safe and isolated from
others. He could project holograms wherever he wanted, if he only could remember where and for what

purpose.

The old man felt uneasy, however, his nerves twitching with the need for action; asyet the proper course
had not occurred to him. Was he neglecting something vital? Was he dlowing hisold friend Selevato
waste her suffering and her life because his erratic mental processes were temporarily out of order?

He sat in his chair and touched buttons that brought his many screensto life. Therewas Standishin his
quarters, bending over histable to study the disposition of histroops. There was the guardroom, where
monitors picked up every angle of the surrounding gardens and the

fidds beyond their wals. He bent forward suddenly, recognizing among the officers on duty the face and
shape of someone he recognized. The assassin Standish used. Cozarre. Now why would he bein the
centra control room of Stronghold?

There was Karmann, looking dispirited, going over long files of records and making occasiona notesto
bring to the attention of hiscousin. A pity -- he had been a better man than hisallegiance dlowed him to
show.

And there, on his own monitor that surveyed the north road, Jeroboah saw aquiver of motion inthe
distance. Men, limping dong, but ill hurrying toward Station. Their uniforms proclaimed them Station
troops. One was an officer --yes. He could see the el ectronic 'key' that the officer used every few yards
in order to deactivate Standish's safeguards for long enough to pass.

The old man sank back into his chair and watched as the Station guardsmen detected the newcomers
and sent crawlersto meet them and bring them into the Stronghold. He smiled asthe pair was brought to
Karmann, who questioned them thoroughly, athough not, in Jeroboah's

judgment, very perceptively. Asthe story came out, Jeroboah grinned more broadly. So the farmers up
there in Ellanish were not the sheeplike and submissive folk the Commander had thought, were they?
And the post that had seemed so secure was taken, partially destroyed.

It sounded, to his experienced ear, like the work of hisfriend Seleva. He had seen her take stubborn
fortifications many years before, as she led the revolution. This had her techniqueswritten al over it. But
why had she dlowed anyone at dl to escape? He thought about that

for atime, asthe refugees were fed and washed themsalves and were taken to the Commander. And
then he knew.

They were going to deceive Theron Standish, dl unknowingly and unintentionaly. Hewould bet hislife
on it. That too was the sort of thing Selevawould do. It was a pity, he knew, that her grandson had not
joined his complementary talents with hers. Granary would then have become atruly extraordinary



world, unlike any other colonized planet in the Cooperative.

He mused for amoment, knowing he was about to take along risk. For now wasthe time to activate the
find linksin hiseectronic chain. Now wasthetimeto sgna that woman, living disguised under the nose
of her tormentor, that things were coming to a head. She must make ready her most appropriate wespon
and then wait for developments.

And so must he, though it meant risking revealing his presence to Standish's detectors. He touched
another button, and the interior wal of the hut, which seemed to lean againgt the hill againgt which it was
built, moved aside, revedling an even more intricate complex of computers, equipment, and power
SOUrces.

The old man rose and moved gtiffly into the room, blowing dust from the consol e before which he now
sat down. When he touched the control button, the thing lit up with athousand points of brilliance. When
he keyed in the command he had saved for just this Situation, those points fused into lines of energy. A
grid formed, criss-crossed with his network of sensors.

On the shabby roof, something stirred, as mud and ice dipped asdeto fal below. A dish lifted, turned,
shook dightly to sft the debris of years through its open mesh, and then turned its somehow threetening
face toward the place where the Commander of Station was at that moment sending troops northward,
gripping hisguard to aminimum in order to do so.

Chapter Twenty Four
A Desperate Hurry

Y ace had thought things were settled. The troops were dis odged from the outpost, and any who were
abroad in Ellanish could soon be captured or killed. Thingswould return to normal, so he could take care
of Jon. He had dready decided to set up housekeeping in the farmhouse, keeping it ready if Durk should
happen to return to his home. HeEd had his eye on the daughter of the Grangemaster for years, and he
had afeding she might join them, intime,

He had never expected to be summoned by Seleva and Lemmon to such aweird consultation.

"Y ou need not go, Y ace. Jon volunteered and would not hear of remaining behind. Now he hastold me
why, and | understand, though | hate to take him within reach of my grandson. We will not think less of
you, if you decide to remain here and help your people get things back

into somekind of order."

Sdevawas|ooking at him with those clear slver eyes, and as usud he found himsdlf agreeing to do
something he knew was foolhardy, if not downright insane. But there was no way he would alow Jon to
go without him. And Jon was going -- that was perfectly obviousto everyone.

Y ace found himsdlf impressed by Falville. Though the melted face had put him off, at first, the clear mind



and stubborn will behind it soon roused his admiration. Thiswas aman who could ignore hisown pain
and weariness, oneto follow anywhere, if there was need.

"Thefive of uscan go faster and |less noticeably than alarger group could manage," Selevawas saying,
her voice weary but firm. "I will not risk any more of our people, for thisis something that must be done
by one done. If you can get meto the Stronghold, | will bein position to achieve the thing | have been
working toward for months. If you, Lemmon, and Falville, Y ace and Jon will agree, it will be only this
group that will start out for Station in the morning. Early.”

Faville looked dubious. "Lady, it is going to be adangerous journey. The forest has many who fled when
thewa |l went down. I've been told a number of the endaved people from the farms broke for the forest
when that happened. Some will be good folk, smply heading for

home. But others -- | suspect there will be those who worked with the troops to endave their own kind.
There dways seemsto be that kind, no matter where they may be."

Y ace nodded. "Severd," hesaid. "I wouldn't want to meet any of them, either. Not unlessthere wastime
to stand and make a good fight of it." He thought of Jarek, but he kept that to himsdlf.

"Which therewill not be. Things are moving fast, my friends, and we must reach our god as quickly as
possible, avoiding any delay whatsoever." Seleva's voice held an edge of desperation, and for the first
time Y ace could see how very old and tired she had become, just in the days since he met her in this
house, in the darkness.

"The men who came with me will help thelocal people organize, in case the troops from Station come so
quickly they don't redlize they have been cut off from headquarters,” Falville said. "That will relieve our
minds on their account. They will create an ambush of aclassca sort that should go down in the books
as atextbook example, or | don't know my people. We will go through the trees, as you suggest,
avoiding theroad. Maybe, if we are very lucky, we can dip through without being seen.”

Y ace went to bed with those words ringing in his head. He had adismdl fedling that such luck was not
going to be theirs, and when they rose in the darkness before dawn to hear rain on the roof, he was sure
of it. Hisfirst step onto the broad porch sent him skidding onto his backside, and his curseswere
heart-felt.

"Here, let me hold onto you, Sdleva." That was Falvillesvoice.

Y ace crawled to the edge of the porch and swung his feet down to theicy grass below. Jon came
scooting expertly across the expanse and landed with a crunch beside Lemmon, who had managed to
skid without falling and had |egped to the ground ahead of them dll.

"We are going to be able to dip by without being seen or heard?' asked Y ace, as he got to hisfed,
rubbing histallbone. "Not likdy! This stuff isgoing to sound like someone bashing hisway through aglass
factory."

"It will be better, aswe go south.” Selevas tone was reassuring, though he could hear her teeth
chattering. "And perhgpswe will be the only fools out in thisweether." He noticed how gtiffly she moved
asthey set off into the forest.

For along while, it seemed she might beright. They crushed and crashed through ice-loaded bushes,
whose tops bent toward the ground, making barriers that were loud and difficult to break through. They
cameat last to forest that had not been cut over, whose trees rose to great heights above relatively
clutter-free ground. There they hurried, their steps quiet on the dry leaves that were only occasiondly



glazed withice.

The shelter of the canopy above was welcome, and they traveled for half aday at top speed,
occasiondly pausing to check the compass Falville carried. Losing their direction was athing they had no
timeto do. They camped that night in asmall niche in a stone outcrop that rose beside afrozen brook.
They even risked a campfire, for their feet were numb, and their hands, even tucked into their coat
pockets or bound in their scarves, were haf frozen.

Food needed no cooking, for they had brought only bread and cheese and dried mest, but they boiled a
canigter of water, which began asice and melted in the smal, hot blaze. When it boiled in the pot, they
made an herb teafrom asupply Lemmon carried dways with her. It warmed them from theinsde, and
afterward they covered the fire and rolled up together in a compact wad of five bodies, holding what
warmth there was among them.

The next day, they began coming out of the frozen area, though the air was il icy. Here it had snowed
instead of raining, and they found they could avoid the patches that had found away down to ground
level benesth the trees. L eaving footprints behind was not a thing they wanted to do.

Another day passed, and they were drawing near the stream that marked the lower boundary of Ellanish.
Asthey crept across afootlog, stepping carefully to avoid adunking in the water beneath the thin skim of
ice, Sdlevaheld up ahand. Her head was up, her eyes searching the forest on their right.

Y ace, in the middle of the log, stopped, feding himsaf sway. Jon, sure-footed as an animal, came up
behind and steadied him. When Sdleva beckoned, they came forward carefully, making no noise at dl.

Thefive gathered in aclump of whinberry, their heads close together. "What?' That was Falville, his
voice amere breath of sound.

"I heard something back in the forest. A whistle that wasno bird | know, and | have made a point of
learning the calls of every sort in our forests. Spread out along the streambank. Keep your wegpons
ready. | think we are about to be attacked, and that wasasignd.”

Her silver eyeswere bright as stedl, and her hand was gripping her wespon. The scent of danger had
stripped away the veneer of age and fragility, and now Y ace saw aglimpse of the revolutionary and the
ruler she had been in her youth.

He breathed deeply, letting out the breath with caution. He was glad he was here on her sde and not
waiting in the brush to ambush her. She was not one to attack without long thought and planning. He had
rethought dl his attitudes toward the old, while following thisformidable old lady.

Faville sent him with Jon to drop behind adab of stone. Lemmon stayed with Selevain the clump of
whin, and Falvillelet himsdf down into the streambed amid atangle of vines on which the old leaves had
been frost-killed, drying on the vinesinto a conceding canopy. There camealong wait -- or wasit just
seemingly long? 'Y ace could not decide. And then he heard afootfall amid the mulch of the forest.
Anather whidtle shrilled through the chill. A mutter of talk could be

heard off to the left, where the stream bent sharply.

They were coming. Y ace watched, risking one eye over the dab of stone behind which he and the boy
lay, his head concealed by arough web of branches from another bush. And when he saw who stepped
from behind atree and began to move toward the log, he felt his heart begin pounding with anger and
adam and aterrible, fiercejoy.



It was Jarek. He should have known someone as opportunistic as his old acquaintance and tormentor
would find others of his own kind. He should have guessed that people of the same sort might well hide
out in the forest, preying upon anyone passing by. But he had never dreamed

he would have the chance to square his account with Jarek, after his escape. That was something fortune
seemed eager to drop into hislgp. Dangerous though it might be to the mission they were attempting, he
could not find it in himsalf to regret it.

Jon, tightly crammed against hissde, whispered, "What isit, Yace?| fed you trembling.” The boy raised
his own head cautioudly, trying to see through the brush. Then his breeth, too, caught abruptly. "Jarek.” It
wasthe merest Sgh.

No plan of action had been made. Y ace had not been told to avoid conflict, though he knew better than
to court it. Their mission was too important for such heroics. But every part of him, mind and body,
longed to rise and leap the stream and tackle that bulky figure, to batter itsfaceinto a pulp, and to
trample body and limbs until they lay limp and lifdess.

Asif she could read histhoughts, Selevaturned her face toward him. She nodded once, very dowly and
deliberately. Then she clicked her fingers quietly, and Y ace saw Falvilles hand, dtill clinging to the stone
that braced him to lean above the ice, move, flicking afinger in acknowledgement.

Again Selevanodded toward Jarek, and Y ace, freed from his obligation to remain quiet, did around the
stone and down to stand beside Falville. He had moved as quietly as any serpent, and there was no sign
that Jarek had noticed anything amiss. "Enemy,” he mouthed a Falville. "Ming!"

The soldier touched his shoulder and pointed toward arunnel leading up the other sde of the stream. A
boulder in the middle of theice offered afooting, precarious but possible, by means of which he might
gain the other bank without risking atedlltale splash.

Y acefet himsdf grinning savagely, but he was aready moving, hisfeet sure on the hdf-frozen mud,
landing solidly on the boulder, lesping again to the gravel beyond the icy water. And Jarek heard that. As
Y ace rushed up the runndl, the man turned his face toward him, eyes widening as he recognized his
former victim. He raised the pellet wegpon he held, but something zinged from behind Y ace, and the thing
spun from Jarek's hands. Sdleva? Mogt likely.

Then he was on the overseer, sending him down backward as he plowed into him. Hiskneeswerein the
belly, now leaner but no less muscular. His hands curled into fists and pounded the face beneath him. The
square jaw bruised his knuckles, but the pain felt good and the fed of

breaking teeth was even better .

But Jarek had regained his breath. His brawny hands were around Y ace's neck, tightening, tightening,
until the lighter man felt his head might burst. He flattened the nose below his own, feding a platter of
blood on hisface. He dug his kneesinto the body under him, straining

to keep the bigger man from rolling over on top of him. Y ace heard, without noting it conscioudy, other
feet pounding up, other weapons hissing or splatting. He wasfighting for hislife, now, his eyes beginning
to see only black and purple blotsinstead of the face of his enemy. With desperate strength, he heaved
backward, breaking the grip about his neck and allowing hisvictimto roll free of hisbody.

Gulping for breath, Y ace lowered his head and plowed forward, butting Jarek's throat with the top of his
skull. Then the man was down again, and Y ace felt about for something, found a hand-sized stone, and
struck hard. The rock hit with asoggy sound, and the tenseform



beneath him went suddenly limp. Herolled to hisfeet and turned to face whoever might accompany
Jarek, but he saw only apair of retreating backs and a till shape lying at the edge of the stream. Falville
bent over it, taking its weapons, checking it for life, and then turning away, leaving it for the carrion
eders.

"Station lies only afew klicksto the south, now," Selevacaled. "Areyou ableto move, Y ace?!

The boy was breathing hard as he felt himsdlf al over. Except for bruises and fingernail cuts, he seemed
to be well, and he nodded.

Jon came bouncing over the stream to bury hisfacein Yace's shirt. "I thought he would kill you! HE's so
big and so mean and so tough ... he was one of them. One of the ones...."

Y acefet hisface turn hot. He wished he could go back intime and kill the man more dowly. But he only
patted the rough hair and said, "It'sdl right, now. We've got to move, Jon. Which way do we go from
here?'

Chapter Twenty Five
Saxi

The days had stretched endlessly as winter wrapped Station initsgrim chill. The Disciplinary Ward was
colder than ever, its patients suffering from chilblains, where they were not bruised and cut. Sari thought
each day that she could not endure one more morning of coming in to find stiffened corpses waiting to be
listed on her tally. It wasn't in her to stop fedling sympathy for the wretches she nursed. Worse yt, there
was nothing she could do for them. The only medication she was given wasthe pill to put them to deep,
and any effort she made to clean the place or her patients was met with hostility and threats from
Gottenrod.

She thought the sergeant was watching her more closdly than ever before. Was he beginning to suspect
that not every corpse sent away in the cart was altogether dead? She became more cautious, trying to
save only those that Gottenrod beat most vicioudy. Her dreams became

curioudy interwoven with her daily rounds, and she got little rest. She worked franticdly, evenin her
deep, to ease the inhuman treatment of thosein her care.

Sometimes Sari wondered how someone only twenty-two years old could fed so ancient, so
disllusoned, and so grim. Thetime came when shelost any fear of being caught at her nefarious work.
What could death do that life was not doing more painfully? Men and women came and

suffered and died, came and suffered and died, until Sari felt she had died those deaths hersdif.
Gottenrod would have a hard time punishing a corpse, she decided, and so she went doggedly ahead
with what she considered her duty as aMedic and ahuman being.

If the Commander of Station objected, et him face her with it. And even if he should, she would continue
until they made her stop.



She could see as she washed her face each morning that lines were forming about her mouth and her
dark eyes. There were strands of gray showing in the auburn of her hair. The happy girl she had been five
years before had disappeared asif she had never been. She was growing

old, for here every day was equd to at least ayear. Her head ached when she rose and her heart ached
when she went to bed again. Death, she thought, would at least make achange in her existence.

Often she wondered about those she had tried to save. Had any made it through dive? She thought again
of the ones she had liked best. Anya. Probably she had died in thewood, if she had lived past the
compost pit. Her injurieswere interna, untreatable. But she was so young, and her eyes were so filled
with longing for life! Sari had tried her best, knowing it was better to crawl into the forest and dielike an
animal than to breethe your last in the hell-hole that was the Disciplinary Ward.

Kéll had been strong, still, although his bruises had made him look terrible. Shefelt he might well have
made it out of Station. Durk — she smiled when she thought of the farmer boy. He had possessed a
sunny nature that even his sufferingsin the military had not succeeded in souring entirely. She hoped he
dill lived.

That was questionable, for Gottenrod had taken an especidly harsh interest in the boy, for some reason.
His ordinary beatings were inhuman, and with Durk they went past even that. It was asif he saw inthe
youth something he had lost and could never regain.

She shook her head and opened the door of her room. The stink of the ward was something she seldom
noticed, now, for shewas used to it. It was the two still blue faces, open eyes saring at the dingy ceiling,
that she could never accept, never grow accustomed to alowing to die without hel p. She checked the
living firgt, doling out fresh water and deeping pillsto those in the most pain. Thefood cart would come
a mid-morning, and she thought it would be too late to nourish the woman in bed three and the boy in
bed twelve.

The dead were Shipp and L attery. She closed their eyes with gentle fingers and listed them on the tally.
Already she could hear the dead-cart rattling over the pavement toward the door, and she went to meet
the handlers. They were well on their way to drunkenness, and she didn't blame them. Theirswas a nasty
job. Theward might be terrible, but once she had walked, in an off hour, through the wood to the pit.
That was the most horrible thing she had ever experienced, and the memory of it never quite left her.

Thelimedid littleto quell the stench. She could see ebows and knees, skullswith parts of faces till
attached, rumps and shoulders protruding from the nauseous mess, al powdered with the omnipresent
white of the quicklime. She shivered and looked up as Gottenrod followed the cart to the door of the
hospital. He was|ooking particularly frightening, thismorning. Nothing pleased him as much as crudlty,
and when her eyes met his she saw in his gaze something that made her suddenly go cold.

"And how isour little nurse, thismorning?' he asked. She would have preferred hisusua growl to this
saccharin tone. "Ready for abreak in your duties? Ready to talk to the Questioner?”

Sari took a deep breath and braced her shoulders. She had known this day would come. She'd thought
shewas prepared, but now she wondered if anyone, ever, could prepare hersaf for what was certain to
come now.

She had never been inside the Stronghold. The hospital where she had trained was in Station in the great
white building congtructed in he earlier days of the colony. Seleva Karmann had renovated it, equipping it
with every sort of modern medical device and drug available from the Traders of her time. It wasagood



facility, and it turned out excellent doctors and dedicated nurses. Too dedicated, Sari thought now, as
she went through the series of meta doors, each equipped with sensors and electronic locks that
answered only to hand and voice-prints. If she had been lesswell trained, she might have been ableto
close her eyes and work by the book -- that new book Theron Standish wasin the process of writing for

his people.

The corridorsin the Stronghold were amaze, curving, forking and recombining. She walked steadily,
avoiding the hand that sometimes grasped her elbow from behind. She did not want Gottenrod's hands
on her, no matter how briefly. They came to adoor that was painted dark

brown, in contrast with the white onesthat had lined al the corridors. On this the sergeant rapped once
with the heavy ring on hisright hand.

After amoment, there came the sound of dectronic lockswhining, aswell asthe rasp of bolts being
withdrawn. "Who?" came a sexless voice through the speaker.

"I have the nurse. Isthe Questioner ready?' Even the sergeant sounded somewhat subdued. Sari had
never heard of the Questioner until recently, but she dreaded anyone who could make Gottenrod look
cowed.

The door did asdeinto the wall, and Sari stepped through, her head up, her eyes staring straight into the
face of the tall woman who stood beside the inner doorway. "I am ready, of course. Thereis nothing like
one's duty to make one ready. And thisisthe nurse whom you accuse of ... what? Suspicious concern
for her patients.”

The voice, deegp and somehow disturbing, sounded amused. "1n another time and place, you would be
under suspicion yoursdlf, for such an accusation. But such islife. Asone of the ancient raceson old Terra
used to say, other times, other ways. Comein, child. | an Mora." She stepped back and ushered Sari
into theinner chamber as politely asif shewere aguest.

But when Sari redlized what it was she was seeing, the chill she had felt earlier turned into arigor that
shook her from head to foot. There were the expected syringes and arrays of drugs for extracting the
truth from the unwilling. There were e ectrodes with delicate clips, formed for attachment to sengtive
parts of the body. But there were aso things she had not dreamed il existed in any world of mankind.

She was certain that in acorner beyond the surgica stedl table she recognized arack. The contraption of
ropes and straps and pulleys that sivung from the ceiling was surely anasty device she had seen in one of
the forbidden books she had scrutinized with serious attention when she wastwelve. A chum had filched
it from her father'slibrary. "Journd of the Marquis de Sade"’ wasitstitle, and Sari till felt the frisson of
horror that the diagrams and sketches had given her. What had that thing been called?

"The strappado,” she said doud, her tone surprisingly calm. "Used by the Marquis de Sade. Surely no
devicefor the use of civilized people.” She shuddered, thinking of being dropped from the height of the
tall calling, only to be brought up short, some distance from the floor, by the rope attached to armstied
together behind her. Her shoulders ached at the thought.

Thewoman smiled warmly, her wrinkles springing into high relief. "My dear child, what addight tofind a
victim so well versed in esoterica. Of course these are not the tools of civilized societies. But, dear child,
thisisby no meansacivilized society. Hadn't you noticed?"

And then Sari began to shiver in earnest.



Chapter Twenty Six
Conjunctions

The brief surge of adrenalin that bore her up during the encounter with Jarek and his henchmen soon
deserted Seleva. She stepped dong with determination, but every lift of afoot, every forward swing of
her body took more effort. She knew she should pause and call for help, but the stubborn pride that had
carried her through her harsh life was ill afactor in her character. She gritted her teeth and kept on.

At last shefdl into darkness, protesting every inch and yet unable to keep hersdf from that welcome
unconsciousness. When she came back to hersdlf, she knew she was moving. Someone had made alitter
of blankets, and she swung steadily from side to Side, asthe carriers matched their paces. "Lemmon?”
she asked, her voice sounding weak even to her own ears. "Faville? Y ace?’

A hand caught her own, and she opened her eyes and looked up into Lemmon's anxious face.
"Everything isfine. Werre making good time, and Jon found his shortcut through the swamp dong the
stream, which saved us hours. You just rest. | have no ideawhat it isyou are going to do, but it will take
everything you have. Y ou relax and let us do the work, now. Y our time will come."

Her other hand was caught by asmall paw, and she turned her head to see Jon peering over the edge of
thelitter. "You aredl right, Lady?" he asked, sounding fearful.

For amoment, the world spun again. How long had everyone within range depended upon her for
comfort, guidance, and strength? Even now, when she could not stand on her fest, this child still clung to
her for reassurance, and she could not bring hersdlf to disgppoint him. "l am

fine, Jon. Y ou go ahead. Lead usquickly. | fed thetimeis passing fast, and we need to arrive as soon as
possible. Things are moving toward each other ... like gtars ... like ships..." shefound to her horror that
she had lost the thread of her meaning, and she went silent.

Closing her eyes, shetried to regain her orientation. She had to keep aclear head, to hold her purpose
tightly, for she was the only person capable of controlling her grandson, when the time came. Not even
Jeroboah could manage that, for the old fellow was too absent-minded to keep his concentration focused
on hiswork.

She must have dept for atime, for when she woke again it was late. The sky was murky, though there
was no rain, and they had moved out from beneath the forest. Fieldslay about them, and shetried to see
across them as she was carried forward. Surely it was dangerous to go so openly, with day il staining

the sky!
"Falvillel" Her voice was once more her own. though rather sharp with anxiety.

"Don't worry, Madame Karmann. We are hidden behind a planting of old orchards, and the watchpoints
seem to be manned by only afew. We have avoided everything that |ooked threatening, and Jon tellsme
wewill be near enough for you to direct usinto the Stronghold before too long. He knows only the way
from the town that his people used to visit. From here, he cannot help.”

She knew there was something she should tell him, but her recacitrant mind resisted her. Something
important -- but it would have to wait until later. She sighed and rested again. Now she found she began



to recognize the countryside. That was the track leading to her own home-farm, where Theron had
thought he had her imprisoned. They had passed, long since, the winding way leading over the fields and
through the copses to Jeroboah's concedled headquarters. After atime, she felt stronger, and her
purpose again took control of her. They werevery neer ...

Ahead! She made amotion with her hand, and Y ace and Lemmon stopped and moved the litter so she
could get to her feet. She swayed, for amoment, dizzy with weariness and the unusua motion. Then she
steadied and looked about. It was dark, but the thin clouds diffused

the starlight, and for eyes used to the dimness it was possible to see.

"At theend of that wall ... " she pointed to the stone barrier angled across their way ... "there should be a
drain. We are too exposed here, for that is one of the outer defenses of the Stronghold. Come. We must
hurry!" She went firmly toward the spot where thewall turned a corner, and the others came after her,
their footsteps dmost inaudible behind her.

She moved close up againgt the cold stone, running her right hand dong it as she went, feding for the
symbol she had cut, herself, back in the days when quick escapes and secret returns were necessary to
her survival. She halted as her fingers found the three-lobed mark she had made with a stone-cutter's
hammer back when she wasforty years old and strong and thought she knew all there was to know. She
amost laughed as she started off again, bending now. She had remembered the trap she had st there, as
well.

"Here." She could hardly hear her own word, but the others had evidently been listening intently, for they
cameto ahalt about her, as she reached and found a pair of strong hands. "Y ace, you lift here. Falville,
you bear down on the other side -- there. Y es. Lemmon, find

arock and wait to chock the dab, when it pivots upward. Jon, you get another for the other side. | must
dip my hand between, onceit rises, and disengage the trigger of my trap. Now. Heave!"

Therewas agrating sound asthe dab, aslarge as abedquilt and seemingly immovable, tilted dightly.
Sdlevareached and fdlt at one side, moving aside aflange of metd that kept the stone from betraying its
mobility to anyone stepping on it. Beneath that was another, thinner strip, which she dipped cautioudy
back intoitsdot. "Now. Heave again!™

She could hear Y ace grunt as he put his back into his effort. Falville shoved downward, and the stone
pivoted on acentra axis. Lemmon and Jon thrust big stones into the open sides, holding the thing wide
enough to admit aman. A rush of damp, wretched-smelling air came puffing into her face, and Sdleva
leaned againgt the wdl for amoment, her head spinning.

"Nasty," Lemmon gasped. "How long since this has been opened?”

"About forty years. Nobody knows about it but me. | had it put in as part of the drainage system, when |
rebuilt the Stronghold, and nobody ever wondered why this branch of it was above the level of the
sewage. It saved my life more than once. There are people who went to their graves wondering how |
managed to disappear so completely and so quickly, when plots were hatched around me."

She stepped forward and lay flat to wriggle under the dab. She amost retched asthe full impact of the
stench washed over her, but she persisted, and soon she stood on the curve of dampish cement that
formed the huge culvert. The others came through, coughing and gasping, and soon dl were together in
the darkness.

She drew their heads together closely, so her whisperswould carry no farther than their circle. "There are



grates, a intervals, that drain the paving of the walks and yards and the latrines of the

barracks, as well asthe dop waters from the kitchens. We do not know who might be up there, so we
must not talk, and we must not show alight. Take hold of my coat, Lemmon. Y ou, Faville, catch hers.

"Y ace, you hold onto Lemmon with one hand and Jon with the other. Now, step softly, don't cough, and
follow me." She staggered forward into darkness, pushing her balky body with every bit of will she
possessed. Even after so many decades, her feet seemed to recognize the contours of the culvert, the
curves of theway. She located hersdlf by thefalling of water from the first drain, which opened off to
their right.

That wasthe kitchen yard drain. Y es. She turned into the first sharp-angled tunnd that branched dightly
upward, and her companions boots now scraped on adry surface. She dowed, counting paces. They
were benegath the barracks, now, far enough from the real sewersfor the

stench to have lessened. Forty more stepstook her to a cross-tunnel, and she turned right, Ieft into an
intersecting way, then right again.

Shereached to fed thewall, which wasinvisiblein the pitch blackness. There wasthe first mark. Her
fingerstrailed dong thewall, feding the gritty plagter, dtill fresh-seeming after dl its

years of waiting for its sole user. She went on and on, following her old guides, until she cameto the area
for which she had headed.

The next marker ran benegth her hand, and the third. And then shefdt thering, set firmly into the
concrete of thewall. "Now we can talk," she said. "We are benesth the solid cement of the
Commander's quarters, and nothing less than amajor explosion could make itsdf heard from here. | built
that to be secure, and Theron has added his own unique designs.

"Thereisasat of rings, Falville. You aretdlest, so | will ask you to reach up and find the next. Tie on the
rope from your pack, for I am not the woman | was forty-odd years ago. | will need the help.”

"Isit safeto drikealight?" asked Lemmon.
"Nowitis. Yes"

There came a scritching of metal on metd, and one of the handlamps blazed forth, itslight seeming
harshly brilliant after their long time in darkness. The rings shone dark -- amost oily-looking -- againgt the
gray of thewall. Falville reached high to hook aloop of hisropeinto

the second of them. Then heturned to look at Seleva. "Can you makeit?' he asked.

"I will makeit. You go up first. Thereisametal cover abovethis set of rings. It can be moved clockwise,
if you hook your fingersinto the holes and push. It may require some strength, which iswhy | don't
volunteer to go first. Above that isa service corridor leading from the kitchensto Theron's quarters. It
should be empty &t thistime of night.”

Without replying, Falville pulled himsdlf up from ring to ring, setting hisfoot in the next-to-last ashe
reached up to move the cover. In amoment, he disappeared over the lip of the hole. In another moment
Lemmon had tossed up the rope so he could help to lift Sdevasincons derable weight without requiring
her to make the effort of climbing. She would have protested, but she knew she would need every bit of
strength she possessed, once she gained her grandson's chambers.

Strangely, it was as she rode upward that her earlier thought recurred. "Falville," she called softly. "There



isacomputer imprint of my personastored in the vault at my home, the Vineyards. Jeroboah will tell you
where, if he can remember. But if not, call up the combination with my code: Theron." Shedmost
laughed as she went up and over the edge of the floor above her. "Y ou may need something of my
experience, before you are done.”

She emerged into the corridor to see adim light danting acrossiits farther end. Someone was awake
there. "Check the kitchens," she whispered to Jon.

The boy darted slently down the hallway and disappeared around the corner. When he returned, he
came close before breathing into her ear, "Theré's an old lady there. Shelooks a hundred. She's Sitting at
atable, and | think shesadeep.”

"We must take care of this before we go forward,” she said to Lemmon. "We can't have anyone giving
the alarm until we have done what we came to do. Come with me. "Falville, you and Jon stay here. Y ace
and Lemmon can control an old woman, if necessary, and | will seeif |

can get any sensefrom her of what isgoing on herein the Stronghold. Information never comes amiss.”

Followed by the pair, Seleva crept down the hall and turned the corner, to see awoman who was most
certainly not a hundred, whatever else she might be, Sitting at atable and staring straight at the door asif
expecting company. "Madame Karmann?' she asked, her voice steady and unafraid. "'l have been
waiting for you to come. Jeroboah told me you would.”

Sdleva bresthed athankful sigh and sank into a chair beside her. "Then for heaven's sake, get me acup
of tea. At my age, al this dashing around the countryside beginsto get tiresome." She did not say that her
bones had turned to water and her heart was fluttering erratically in her bony chest. Thae information
would help no one, and she knew she could force hersdlf to last aslong as need be.

The woman rose, and suddenly it was plain that she was not even past middle age, till strong and lithe.
The gray wig she had worn did from her hair, and she dropped it into a chair. When she returned with a
steaming cup and a platter of cakes, Selevawatched as she wiped gray

dust from her face. A remarkable resemblance emerged, and she smiled.

"So. Thisiswhat happened to Arvid's beautiful mother, who fled my grandson's advances. A wise move.
It isgood to have another set of hands to do the work before us."

"Not to mention adevice that will remove the tenants of the control room, when that becomes
necessary,” said Lilias. She gestured toward an innocent-seeming barrel that stood in the corner beside
the door. "I was not looking forward with any enthusiasm to moving it aone, but this young man can be
of greet help. It needsto go now, so | can reset the firing mechanism. Are you ready to begin?'

Selevadrained her cup, swallowed the last of her cake, and stood. "Indeed, we are ready to begin. Place
that where you want it, and then we will go to visit the Commander of Station. Itistimel face my
grandson, once again.”

Chapter Twenty Seven



Permutations

Standish had never felt soill-at-ease before. Even the clean and mathematical music of Mozart could not
soothe his unrest. He was cut off from the bulk of histroops now outside of Station; that was the thing
that rankled. He touched a button, and the music died away. Bending over histable, he studied the
contours of the countryside, the disposition of al known troops, and the blips of light and color that
moved as new information came into the control room.

Karmann was on duty there, of course, and the thought gill gave him some comfort. His cousin would
never betray him. And Cozarre, should something unforeseen happen, could be trusted to push that
scarlet lever intoitsdot. The nwould not object to dying with the rest of Stronghold, evenif he
had known what would result from his action. Death was his mistress and hisgod; it dways had been,
and the subsonic generators that were ingtaled throughout the place would not distinguish between friend
and foe,

Hisempty tray rattled as he sank into the deep chair beside the table on which it dways sat. The old
woman had not returned to get it -- probably dozing in the mindlessway of the aged. He would definitely
have to dispose of her. She troubled him, no matter how well she cooked

the things he most liked. He touched the button that rang in the kitchen. Then he sank back and closed
his eyes. Things had gone so well! Hewas so nearly at the point at which Granary must inevitably fal into
his hands, from the Whestfie |ds and Sterne Rift to the citrus groves of the southern peninsula, just north
of the desert.

How had it come about that suddenly his great plans seemed to be crumbling in his hands? He had made
no error of judgment. He had been as harsh and ruthless as possible. He could only believethat in some
way his grandmother must be at the root of it, incredible as that might

seem.

There came that damnably timid tap at the door. He checked the monitor, but only the gray, stooped
figure of the kitchen woman stood there, head down, as usual. He touched the unlocking button on the
arm of hischair, and the door swung open. He heard footstepsin the corridor. Too many! Too heavy!

Whirling in his chair from the monitor to face the door, he stared up into the eyes of his grandmother. His
heart chilled in his chest, and he fdt his head begin to pound. This had to be adream! Another nightmare,
like those he had known in which Jeroboah cameinto his haven

and taunted him, face-to-face! He closed his eyes again and squeezed his forehead with one hand. This
would go away, asthose dreams of Jeroboah had, leaving him shaken but intact.

But when he looked again, there stood Seleva, regarding him with cold silver eyes. Behind her wasthe
old woman -- but now the gray coloration, the stooped walk, the tangle of hair half concedling her face
were gone. It was Lilias Strindberg! That was why that resemblance had haunted him so!

He groaned and heaved to hisfeet. A man stepped forward and pushed him back, firmly but without
violence. Another man, much younger, was on his other sde, and achild now stared up a him from
beside his strategy table. How had a child come here, into his most guarded center? How had even his
grandmother made her way through his defenses?

"How did you come here? Who are these people?' His voice sounded hysterical, even to hisown ears,
and he breathed deeply, calming himsaif.



Before she could reply, there came another tap at the door. This one was neither soft nor timid, and
when the woman who had been standing behind Lilias opened it, Jeroboah stood there, grinning. This
was no dream, however he might long for it to be one. Standish lunged for the

button that would aert the control room. Cozarre must push down the lever now!

*k*

Durk had followed Arvid and the others unquestioningly. He had done his bit, and now it was up to those
who understood what was a stake to do theirs. But he watched as he went, hislazy witsfinally waked to
their native sharpness, and he could have led the party back aong the intricate way they came, if it had
been left to him to do.

First they had gone underground for sometime, following the course of adry, subsurface stream. When
they emerged, it wasinto ahousein Station, and from it they went ong an aleyway until they found a
grate let into the paving to carry away rain water. He noted that

Jeroboah kept asmal meta object in hishand dl the way, and from time to time he would press a button
onitsface. Alwaysthey waited, at such times, until the old man nodded them onward. Durk suspected
the thing in some way deactivated the traps Standish had in place about his Stronghold.

The storm sewer ran level below the walks above, and in time they found themsel ves benegath a grate that
let them up into a curving corridor, which was empty. ™Y ou go aong there," whispered Jeroboah to
Durk. He pointed to the left. " There will be abrown door. Rap once on it, and when an answer comes,
ask if the Questioner isready. When she says sheis, tell her to go to the control room. Then get out of
sght at once. She should go immediately, and you will need to check if she has anyonein that chamber of
horrors of hers. | am not willing for anyone to suffer her attentions.”

He extended awithered hand, in which there was alump of doughy stuff. "Know how to usethis?' He
took from another pocket of his colorless garment a packet containing the detonating devices and handed
them over.

Durk nodded. He had been trained to use neoplastique in the military, and while he hated the stuff he
thought he could handleit.

"It will open that door for you." Jeroboah chuckled. "Now scoot.”

Durk nodded and moved away, feding he had been sent to do something childishly easy, because the
older men had no confidence in his abilities. He looked aong what seemed to be hundreds of white
doors before finding the brown one, which was heavy duty metal extending

fromdotsinthewall.

He rapped, just once, sharply with the hilt of hisknife. After afew seconds, the speaker rasped, "Y es?'
"Isthe Questioner ready?" he asked, though his voice wanted to shake.

"Sheis"

"Go to the control room at once," he said and began to back away.



But the door shot asde ingtantly, and atal figure, all angles and hard fists and elbows, came bursting out
upon him. Before he knew what had happened, Durk was rolling on the floor of the corridor, histeeth full
of wiry black hair, hisarms straining to hold apair of clawlike hands away from histhroat. It wasa
woman, he knew, though from the fedl of her she was made of nothing but hard bones and |eather. Her
stedy legs were clamped about his, her hands were moving

irresstibly for his neck, and he had a sudden fedling that he was going to die.

Hisillness after escaping from the ward had left him weaker than he had ever been, and this bony
harridan was going to throttle him and leave him lying on the hard floor while she charged off after his
comrades. The thought filled him with furious energy, and he rolled desperately. She was strong, but she
was lighter than he, and he managed to get on top of her and put his kneesinto her midriff. The hands
kept grabbing painful parts of his anatomy, and he was hard put to keep his neck out of their grasp.

He suddenly bent sidewaysto distract her. Then he bounced forward and his forehead met her nose with
acrunch of bresking cartilage. Hefelt asif he had run head-first into a boulder, but she was now lying
gtill, her legs and arms flopping awkwardly on either side of her. For amoment, Durk lay flat on the rack
of ribsand collarbone, catching his breath and wondering what sort of devil-woman thiswas. He found
himsalf agreeing with Jeroboah — if there was anyone inside those doors who had been in her clutches,
he was ready to get them out.

The brown door was gill open, but he could see, past asmal vestibule, solid metd interior doors, which
seemed to be securdly in place. He stumbled to hisfeet and moved to push on them, but they did not dip
asde. Thebdl of explosve was il in the pocket into which he had put it. He took it out and molded it
along the seam between the door panels.

The needle of the detonator went into place, and he backed away into the corridor before touching the
tiny ignition device that had been in the packet Jeroboah gave him. There was a sputtering boom, and the
door halves bowed apart, leaving a gap wide enough to see through.

Thelight in the room beyond was brilliant, and in itsfierce illumination he saw a pale body hanging just
abovethefloor. Hisvison still blurry from histhrottling, he staggered forward and caught the limp shape,
raising it from the punishing pressure on the shoulders. Holding her (he was sure this, too, was awoman)
on one shoulder, he hacked away the rope from the shackles binding her arms behind her. She came
forward onto her facein hisarms, and he turned her, laying her out flat on the bloodstained floor.

Then he turned and vomited al over his shoes. For thiswas Sari, naked, her pale skin bearing the marks
of awhip, her shoulders wrenched out of joint by the device on which she had hung. She looked dead.
He turned back to her and knelt, putting his ear onto her chest. The skin

waswarm. There was still a heartbest.

Hefound aring of keys and unlocked the shackles, easing her over carefully to free her hands. He
looked about for something to cover her, for she was beginning to shake, and he found awide cloak of
purple stuff that looked like something the dead woman outside might have worn when she rode her
broomstick. There was aflask of paeliquid on the surgicd table, but he didn't trust that. On adesk
beyond it was a crystd decanter filled with what looked like wine. He tasted it

cautioudy, and it seemed dl right. Then helifted the girl's head and poured a.drop between her palelips.
Sari coughed. Her hands rose to her throat, and she opened her eyes.

Durk urged another sip on her. Her teeth chattered on the edge of the glass, and he held her around the



shoulders, trying to lend her some of hisown warmth. "It'sdl right now," he said, athough he had no
assurance of that at dl. They might al be killed within the next few minutes. But she needed reassurance.
"Y ou saved me, Sari. | have never stopped thinking about you, and I'll take care of you for the rest of
your life, if youll let me." Hetried to seeif there was comprehension in her eyes.

The corner of her mouth lifted in the most fleeting of smiles. Then she was unconscious again, and he
lifted her and carried her out into the corridor. As he stepped over the body of the Questioner, he heard
adistant sound, like ashrill bell.

And then there came an explosion that shook the entire length of the hallway in which he sood. He
dropped to hisknees and cushioned his burden by setting her in hislap. He would do well not to move
until he knew what was going on, for he had no intention of risking Sari'slife, just to satisfy hiscuriosity.

Chapter Twenty Eight
A GiftisDdivered

Garet hated it when Arvid assigned him solo tasks. And this one looked too smple, even though
Jeroboah assured him that it was necessary. "'If Theron has Cozarre in the control room, it means he has
something particularly nasty for him to do. Cozarreis beyond that doorway. The barrel beside the door is
going to explode, before long, so you take shelter behind a solid corner, some distance down the hall.

"But once the thing goes off, and the opening of the door will do that, you must run asfast asyou can,
legping dead bodiesif necessary, to kill the man who will remain ingde that room. Thisissoimportant |
cannot find words strong enough for it. Believe me, | know Theron Standish, and | knew Cozarre.
Between them, they will have something in reserve that will do for us, if we don't prevent it."

Jeroboah looked so stern and fierce, dl his vaguenesslogt in his concern, that Garet amost believed the
jobwas asvitd as he claimed. So now he crouched behind a corner, waiting for an explosion. Therewas
adull thump, and he amost dived for the door before he redlized it came from a considerable distancein
thewrong direction. He settled back, waiting for hisown signd.

He had moved to ease cramped muscles when there came a shrill ringing through the corridor. He
huddled against thewall, waiting. The door grated into its dot, and feet pounded ... another explosion,
this one ear-splittingly near, made him hug thewall even moretightly. Missiles zipped dong the hall that
angled into the onein which he hid. Splats and chatters of impact sounded, dong with more muffled
thuds.

Garet rose and hurled himsdlf up the hal, dong the corridor and into the room. Those stedl doorswere
smashed, their curved surfaces pocked with embedded bolts and nails, broken glass and smal rocks. But
he had no time to observe such things. He was diving for the burly

man whose hand was aready on ared switch. His own hands caught the other by the wrist and hurled
both their bodies backward from the board holding the switch.

Cozarre was big and he was fast, but Garet was triggered to kill. He cut the man's throat before he could
get hiswitstogether. Well, by beef and barley, the old man had meant what he said. Garet had no idea
what that switch would do, but the notices al around it ssid DO NOT TOUCH! AUTHORIZED



PERSONNEL ONLY! and DANGER! That was enough for him. He wasjust as glad he didn't
understand what fate he had just averted.

When he looked down at his boots, he realized he must have run through blood as he entered the place.
A glance outside told him what remained of the other men (he couldn't even tel how many there might
have been) was past any help or hurt. He was happy he had missed that fate, aswell. They had evidently
been blasted asthey ran from the control room.

*k*

Three heartbeats thudded into the past, and a muffled explosion shook even Standish's deep and
reinforced chambers. What could that be? Destructive sonic devices were dmogst silent, only shaking
masonry and flesh into their component molecules. He stared wildly at Seleva, but

she shook her head.

"Thisisnowork of mine. Y ou can credit Lilias and Jeroboah, if you like. But your cousin Karmann and
your other officersare no longer, | suspect, anong theliving. Y our signal to the guardroom has sprung a
trap. When we have done with you, there will be no ambitious young officers with delusions of grandeur
left to try rekindling your Grand Scheme from its ashes. Y ou have not created an empire, Theron.

"When Karmann (I know it was he, for he has dways come running when you called) opened that door,
it set off the greeting Lilias concocted from things so unsophisticated that you would never have cdled
them the stuff of weaponry.” Dazed as he was, he saw pain in her eyes, and suddenly he remembered
that Karmann, too, was her kin.

The youngster they called Y ace caught her gaze, nodded, and left the room. Theron could hear his steps
running along the corridor ... going to check on the effect of their trap, he was certain.

"Then kill me now. | expect nothing else. Suddenly the thought of death was comforting. Once dead, he
could not be caled to account for the things he had done -- or caused to be done. His head was buzzing
with visons and memories, with things he redized that he hated to recall. With sudden clarity, he
remembered that dream of being in the hospita, of being carted away to that hellish pit where the bodies
of his enemies made compost to enrich his crops. Would they put his body there, to furnish fertilizer for
the crops of Station? He shivered.

Sdevaamiled, and it was not acomforting thing to see. "We have no intention of killing you. We are
going to cure your madness."

Standish hdlf rose from his chair, but the burly man who was Lilias's son pushed him back again.
Suddenly every nerve was screaming with fear. Was thiswhat those he sent into battle -- or, worse yet,
to the Questioner -- felt asthey went? He needed to vomit, and his bowels opened, soiling histrousers
and thechair.

"Hold him, Arvid," said his grandmother. Shelooked into his eyes, and he redized he saw pity there. No
anger. No fear. No revulsion. Only pity.

"Theron," she said, her words dow and digtinct. "Listen to me. | have traveled a great distance and
suffered asyou will never live long enough to suffer, in order to save your life and your mind. If thisdoes
not work, you will bekilled. If you do not respond to this shock | am abouit to give you and accept this



hard-won gift | bring, you will die, and dl your talents and skillswill belost to our people. They need
you, Theron Standish, Commander and thinker. They do not need aman

sunk deeply into parancia. Do you understand?

He struggled as his body was wrapped round and round with stripstorn from the tablecloth. He felt his
eyes going wide, like those of afrightened horse, and her words amost failed to penetrate hisfrantic
mind.

She dapped him, hard. He blinked, bringing himself under contral.

"Listen to me, Standish. We are valuable, you and I, to our world. | am old, but | have preserved most of
my abilities by means of my computer systlem. Y ou are till relatively young. Between us, we can benefit
our world. With the skills you have and the contacts you have made, added to the things you can learn
from my persona, you can help Granary to hold its autonomy and command favorable terms of the
Traders. Y ou can preserve, instead of destroying, the freedom of this colony.

"To do that you must live! Dead, you are only aresource in acomputer. Alive you are afunctioning mind,
with unique capacities for problem-solving. But you are mad. Asyou St here, tied and hel pless, you are
mad. Do you understand me?"

Hedid not, of course, but he gasped a smothered, "Yes."

"Thenitistime. Thisisthe pain you have caused to beinflicted on others. Thisisthe agony of those
caught in the blasts of flamethrowers and lasers. Fed their deaths, Theron. Fed their

desths."

Shetook from her belt asmall silver box. Jeroboah, beside her, took her hand and held it for an instant,
staring down at the thing she grasped, atragic expression on hiswithered face. She looked up at him,
over a her grandson, down at the child. She reached blindly for the scarred man beside her, and he
pulled her closein ahug.

The small, tough-looking woman touched her shoulder, and Theron could seetearsin eyesthat he
intuitively knew had seldom wept. Something insde him, long sedled and inaccessible, seemed to crack
along unsuspected lines. No one had ever touched him so, had ever wept for him. Except, long ago, for
this strange old woman who was his grandmother.

He closed his eyes as she pulled free of those about her and moved toward him. The silver box wasin
her hand, held out toward his bare arm. He felt her hand on his skin, the coolness of the metal box. A
tingling ... what wasthat? It was asif tiny roots were moving down through his pores, into his
nerve-endings. Therewas arustling of her clothing, a cresking of her old joints. She had goneto her
knees beside him. Her arm lay dong his, only the sharp angles of the box

between the layers of their skin.

What was this? What was she trying to do? No torture he had ever learned had begun in such amanner
... Then thetorture began, and he redized that his experience of pain had touched only its surface. Now
he learned what it wasto fed thelick of flame, the plastered jelly burning into his own body-fat, his bones
melting. Hefdt hislife go out in asear of agony, and then there was grateful blackness ... only to be
succeeded by afdl from some high place, turning over and over as

his bregth left hislungs and his heart cramped with panic. The end, his bones crunching and shattering, his
life snatched away in agasp of anguish, was not the end of hisjourney.



Hewas burned and crushed, riddled with pellets, skewered with arrows, punctured with the beams of
lasers and drowned in his own blood. Degth after death sucked him under dark waves, and time after
time he was unwillingly resurrected, only to die again.

"Thisisnotilluson,” hisgrandmother's voice said, softly and yet so clearly the words sank through his
brain and into hisvery bones. "Thisisredity. These people suffered and they died, al because you must
control an entireworld. | learned, Theron, latein life and yet, | hope, not too late, that no single person
has the judgment or the ability or the self-control to manage an entire world and its people, according to
his own whim. Our populationissmal, asyet, but it will

grow if Granary ismanaged well.

"Even awonderfully wise and just person is not qudified for such power. Y ou were certainly not that, nor
was|. | did what | must, and then | stepped down, hoping you would do better. | was criminaly wrong,
and now | must pay for it. More, perhaps, than you." Her voice was growing thin.

He knew with sudden clarity that she was fedling everything he endured. She had used her own body to
amplify the content of that hellish box, and the anguish was dowly killing her. He could fed her life
waning, even as he suffered and died again and again.

Someone was screaming, great tearing shrieks of agony that rang through hisrooms. Then heredlized his
throat was raw. It was his own voice that disturbed the walls that were used only to the Strains of music
of the ancient masters. He opened his eyes and stared down at the dight arm holding that terrible box
agang him.

"Pleasel" he gasped. "Oh, pleasa!” A fedling of despair, of violation, and of helplessragefilled him, and
he did not know if it came from his own responses or were sensations trgpped in that damnable box.

She shook her head, though now she had wilted againgt his chair, and Lemmon and Lilias were holding

her up so that she could continue her work. "No. Y ou are till the Theron you have been. | seeit in your
eyes. Not until adifferent Theron looks out & mewill | stop. Not until | diewill | give up thisthing that |
have worked so hard to bring about."

Then the scarlet tide washed over him again. He thought he fainted, from timeto time, but dways there
waswater a hislips, bringing him back to face that unswerving will that had brought to him the suffering
of his people. Hispeople ... hismind, retregting as far as possible from the convulsions of his body,
thought about that. They had seemed to be cattle, convenient for his purposes. But had they been more?
Did they have the same fedlings he did? She was proving to him that their nervesreacted just ashisdid to
unbearable stresses.

Thaose boys he had misused, when hetired of torturing girls, what had they felt? What had become of the
oneswho lived? He had known them only as toys made of flesh, but now he understood what suffering
flesh was cgpable of undergoing, and he knew an emotiona pain that

matched the one his grandmother imposed on his nerves.

The farmers, whom he had regarded with contempt because they worked and sweated and walked in
manure and mud ... were they men like himself, with needs and ambitions, dreams and hopes? He had
never before consdered the possibility. The soldiers he sent to kill those resisting him were living bodies
tenanted by unique spirits. Why had he never suspected that? Each fina agony, every death proved it to
him more and more emphatically. For every desth, he learned, was different.

Time became ariver with neither beginning nor end. His heart, convinced that he was dying, had to be



simulated by some device Jeroboah carried with him, or it would have failed completely. His
grandmother, when he could bring himsdlf to look at her, seemed transparent, growing aswispy asfog,
while she suffered the things she transferred into him.

When the process stopped, at last, he didn't understand it for atime. His nerves il shrieked with jolts of
agony, and his mind was whirling with concepts that had never troubled his thoughts before. When the
strips were unbound, his arm freed of that awful slver box, he hardly knew who he was or what had
occurred. Something was held to hislips, and he sipped hot, spicy liquid that cleared his head
miraculoudy.

Liliaswas holding it. He looked into her eyes and understood, at last, what it was he had done to her and
to her family. He had tried to ded with her asif she were amachine or adoll, ignoring her rights and
emotions as a human being. She had done what he would have done, if their positions had been reversed,
and he had hounded her and her children because of it.

Heleaned to vomit onto his precious carpet, emptying his belly and purging himself of much that he had
been. When he was able to see again, he felt the tension in the room. There was something wrong. He
fet it in the woman, that other one they called Lemmon, the men and the

child. Their faceswere grim, their lips set, and tears stood in their eyes, asthey lifted his grandmother
from her place beside his chair.

And then he knew. The arm that had lain upon hisfor so long hung limp. Her eyeswere open, their silver
now shalow and without life. Her delicate face, so youthful even at her advanced age, had sunk into
deep-cut lines. She was, without any doubt, dead &t last. He could smdll her desth hanging inthe air
about him.

Helooked up at the scarred and soldierly man who was examining the strategy table. "Why?" he asked,
amost too exhausted to spesk the word. "Why?!

*k*

Falville stared down at the Commander of Station. Another man looked, now, from those bloodshot
eyes. The voice was not the demanding and arrogant one everyone knew. Thiswas a broken man ...
broken to their purposes. The thought did not make Falville fed anything but

"Y our grandmother wanted to change you without killing you. Y our skills are desperately needed, but
your ambitions and your lusts areimpossible to alow to continue. Without your contacts with the Traders
off-world, wewould have to re-learn from the beginning the strategies

by means of which we can hold our own. Otherwise, we might make serious errors, abrogating the
treaties your grandmother stained her soul to gain. What iswritten in books or stored in computer files
cannot match what existsin aliving mind, which can adapt and adapt again, a need.

" She suffered because of the things she did as aleader. She was determined that if you could be
sdvaged, your training, your intelligence, and your abilities would be of great advantageto our

world. She could not bear the thought that we should sink into the dependency and near-davery other



agricultural worlds endure. Can you understand that?*

The slver eyes, so like Sdlevas, closed briefly. When they opened again, the man nodded. "Yes," he
gasped.

Faville nodded, fedling at last that dl the effort, the pain, and the deeth had been worth it. " Jeroboah, old
asheis, addled as he seems most of the time, knew thiswas the right thing. Drifting between the past and
the present, he gtill managed to do the necessary things when the time came, to alow usto succeed. As
well, | suspect, as paying you visits, by means of a holographic image.

"For hetellsme that he has had away to control al of your electronic equipment, since the beginning. He
designed the system, as you would know if you had studied the records of your grandmother'sreign. If
there had been an organization within Station capable of restraining you, he could havelet itsleadersinto
your sanctuary at any time. But things had to work themselves out Competent and dedicated people had
to be in place, and the device heinvented for Selevato steal wasthe one thing that would make the
differencefor our people.”

Faville sghed and turned toward the door, amost fedling pity for thiserring, broken man. "I must go and
help Arvid Strindberg, who is now in charge of the Stronghold. Rest, Commander of Station. Y our work
-- your rea work -- has only just begun, here on Granary."

Chapter Twenty Nine
Endings and Beginnings

Although it would be many weeks, yet, before Genera Coville could bring his people down from the
snowbound heights, Falville redized very soon that it was not a problem. Strindberg's people moved
swiftly to make contact with the rebesin Ellanish. When they met Standish's troops they were armed
with orders from the Commander himsdf, validated with his persona imprint, aswell asratified by orders
sent dong the command channel.

For himsdlf, he felt weary and empty. He had not redlized, in the brief time he had known her, how much
impact Seleva Karmann had made upon him. Lemmon, too, seemed deflated, though she went about her
work of organizing the new occupation of Stronghold in her normal efficient

way. Y ace and Jon, however, seemed inconsolable.

Now there was no graver matter to attend, Falville went about trying to find work for them that would
cheer them by keeping them busy. It wasin doing so that he found the hospital run by Nurse Sari. To cdll
it ahospital was, he thought, obscene. The rough shack at the edge of the areaingde the walls of
Stronghold still held half a dozen badly injured troopers, two women, four men. Gottenrod had taken
flight, it was evident, when the Commander changed, for he had not been seenin sometime.

Sari, from her bed in the regular hospital, managed to draft, with Durk's help, a number of strong backs
and willing spiritsto help with dredging out the place and removing the remaining patients to treatment
and comfort. The two worked together, he noted with amusement, asif



they had known each other for years. He suspected their partnership would become permanent. Mutua
suffering was, perhaps, apowerful bond. Almost as powerful asthe feding they tried to keep from
showing when others were around.

Y ace had turned to helping them with vigor, and Falville knew he was impressed with the young woman
who drove him so hard. He seemed to assume that she would be, in time, something of asigter-in-law to
him. Jon lent hisfleet legs to any errand-running, and the two seemed fairly content, asthey helped to
make order of the chaos that was Station, after the destruction of the officer-staff of Standish's
organization.

Dropping by to check on progressin demolishing the old Disciplinary Ward, Favillejoined ayoung man
who was going in that direction. He was staring about, asif reacquainting himself with the place, and
Favillewasinterested.

"Have you been here before?" he asked.

To hissurprise, the boy's eyesfilled with tears. "I spent days here, before | escaped. I've been putting off
going back. I'm afraid ... I'm afraid Sari may have been caught and killed, before things changed. | can't
decide whether it's better to know or not to know."

Faville put out a hand and patted the boy's shoulder. "She'sdive," hetold him. "I have been visiting her
regularly. They caught her, Gottenrod and his henchmen, and took her to the Questioner, but sheisdive,
and shewill hed. They assure me of that. Come and see her.”

Asthey went toward the hospital, he wondered how many others owed their livesto the nurse's courage.
Hefdt satisfaction when he thought of her as mistress of Durk'swaiting farm and home ... she deserved it
al, and more. He only wished ...

And even as he wished, they met Lemmon hurrying aong on some errand for Coville, who was
organizing the city with typical efficiency. She amiled a him, as she dways had, asif therewere no
terrible scar ruining half hisface. Perhaps he, too, might find solace and affection, when al wasfinished
and he was able to return to his own work again.

* k%

Y ace had been happy to find Durk among those who had followed Strindberg into station. "Durk, well
go back to Ellanish together, when things are whipped into shape here," hetold hisold friend. "We can
run your farm together, if you'll let me help. My folkswere killed early, and they never owned land,
anyway. And Jon will bealot of help, too."

He reached to toude the hair of the child. "Maybe we can get some of the others who haven't anything to
go back to. They could come, too, and we'd be able to do wonders. What do you think?"

Things were coming too fast. Durk found himsaf hard put to keep up with Yaceswords, "Thefarm? It's
gill mine? And the house?' He frowned. "My father's gone. How could we know what was best to do?
He adways planned everything."

"Don't worry about thet," said the little boy. "Y ace knows everything!"

Y ace chuckled. "Hell outgrow that, but whileit lagts, it's nice. We can get advice from the others. Things



should be getting organized pretty well, back home, by now. Weleft alot of angry people putting things
together again asfast asthey could. When the ground thaws, crops are going into the ground more
quickly and with better planning than they ever have before. We're ready to farm again. Soldiering isfor
peoplewho liketo kill. And to die." His exuberant tone had become thoughtful.

"Faville" he cdled after thetal soldier. "Wedl want to go home together, when the time comes. Think
itsdl right?'

The man turned and smiled at them. "We will al be going home, soon. But wait to see what is needed
before you go. | suspect we till have work to do before we leave Station. When the time comes, you
will betold."

Y ace sghed, but he knew the officer wasright. He pitied the people of Station, who were only gradualy
coming to realize they no longer had to creep about silently, dreading the whims of their mad
Commander.

*k*

Jeroboah sat in Standish's chair, staring at the monitors above the table. The Commander of Station had
goneto his grandmother's house for along rest. Lemmon accompanied him, as much to nurse his
battered mind and body asto make certain that his reformation was more than skin-

deep. Lemmon would aso have timeto recover from theloss of Seleva, for the young woman had grown
very closeto the older one.

Jeroboah thought Falville, who accompanied the group going to the Vineyards, might well have ahand in
cheering the troopmistress. He had caught the officer's expression when he looked at her, and he knew
people. Falvilles scarring would hedl somewhat, and there would be surgeons, once trade was
normalized, who could do much to correct the damage. But even if that didn't happen, he felt Lemmon
didn't redlly seethe surface any longer, after working so hard and through such danger with the man
behind that face.

Strindberg had returned to the forest, taking with him Nedra, his mother and father. They had lived too
long in the free ranges of the wood and the mountains to go back to the confinement of caring for crops
and livestock. Now, however, they would not prey upon their neighbors, for their neighbors would no
longer hunt them. Jeroboah thought good things would come from the forest people, intime.

Sdevawas gone. That left him by far the oldest human being on Granary, and hefound it lonely. He
needed another trip into the mountains, once spring thawed the snows. Perhaps he would find his own
end there, in the clean air and the untroubled ways of the birds and beasts. That would be good. Hewas
growing too absent-minded to be of much use, any longer.

Coville and his people would see to Granary, now, supervising Standish, even after he returned to duty,
as hetrained people to deal with the Cooperative and the Traders. It would be a good combination.

The shuttle would rise again, bearing cargoes of grain and fruit, of dried meat and wine and vegetables,
ready for trade with hungry spacers. And ussful tools would come back down from the platform, making
the work of the farmers easier and the lives of the people more comfortable.

He sighed. Hiswork was done, and he longed to rest his gaze upon green forests and snowy pesks.



Soon it would be spring. Granary was ready for that, and so was he. He rose and touched a button. The
monitors blanked out. The strategy-table went dark. And Jeroboah |ft the quarters of the Commander

of Station for the very last time.
#



